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CHAPTER ONE

 

Pride cometh before the fall, or so my father always used to tell me. It was one of Dad’s favorite sayings because, according to him, he’d seen so many people in his time as a lawyer fall precisely because of their pride. Proud of the fact they ‘tricked’ the judge or jury, arrogantly believing their overpriced lawyer could get them out of even the stickiest situations, and a few even outright bribing him as a judge, thinking that because they could bribe a judge once, it meant all judges were bribable.

Dad, of course, was always happy to prove them wrong. But he stressed to me that pride could fell anyone, no matter how smart, intelligent, or powerful you might think you are. I learned that lesson personally when I went into a football game in high school thinking I was invincible and could carry the game myself. That resulted in the worst loss for my high school football team in its 100-year existence, mostly due to my arrogance making me sloppy.

I was 25 now and not playing in football or any other professional sport, but Dad’s lessons from old still came creeping back into my mind whenever I found myself in over my head.

Such as when I find myself about to get crushed to death by a giant ice octopus, for example.

Hanging upside down by my foot about sixty feet off the pavement, I knew that the only reason I was in this situation was because I didn’t listen to Recover’s advice to stand back and wait. Or maybe it was when I accepted a Team Mission with the Difficulty Level of ‘Suicidal’ because we had already completed a so-called ‘Impossible’ mission and ‘Suicidal’ sounded less dangerous than ‘Impossible.’ Heck, it probably started even earlier this morning when I got up and brushed off the great breakfast my Sidekick, Cyclone, had made for me because I was busy and didn’t think I needed it, which left me with a small Hunger debuff that caused me to lose -1% in Intelligence until I got something to eat.

Regardless of the exact mistake that led up to this moment—where I was probably going to die a horrible death and thus fail the mission—I could hear my old man’s voice in my head berating me for being such an idiot. Of course, my dad didn’t know I was still alive. He, along with everyone else in the real world, ‘knew’ that I died in a car accident while pursuing a petty small-town criminal known as Bryce Cunningham. He had no idea my mind had gotten uploaded to Capes Online, the biggest and most popular VRMMORPG in the world, or that I was the superhero Winter who had saved the game twice already.

And based on the current trajectory of my life, he probably never would. Which was for the best. Dad didn’t care much for VRMMORPGs and he would probably be ashamed if he found out my mind had gotten uploaded here.

But all of that was immaterial to the current issue, which was that I was hanging upside from one leg and all the blood was rushing to my head and making me feel dizzy. Capes Online might have just been a game, but it was also the most realistic game I’d ever played, practically indistinguishable from real life except for a few concessions by the developers for ease. That meant that being held upside in-game was just as much fun as it was in real life, which was to say, it wasn’t.

“Winter!” a voice cried out below. “Don’t worry! We’ll get you down!”

Snapped out of my thoughts, I looked down at the street below. Where had once been a bustling city street full of Civilians going about their daily lives was now a deserted street. Crushed cars were strewn here and there, trash cans had been smashed flat, and there were big potholes that were probably going to be a pain for the Adventure City Public Works Department to fix later. Thankfully, there were no dead Civilians, although I knew that at least a few had been injured in the ice octopus’ initial attack.

But the street wasn’t entirely deserted. A stout but muscular man, clad from head to toe in green armor that resembled an armadillo, was crouched behind one of the overturned cars. Crouched next to him was a teenage girl wearing a simple blue bodysuit and boots. Unlike the man, who was staring up at the monstrosity with appropriate caution, the girl was scrolling through her smartphone, apparently completely unaware of her surroundings. I knew that Hop Scotch, the teenage girl, was generally more aware of her surroundings than she let on, but I couldn’t deny it was very frustrating to see her behaving like her usual self when we were in real danger of failing the mission.

The armored man, on the other hand, was Dillo, a member of Team Winter and also Hop’s Hero. Although somewhat cowardly, Dillo at least knew how to take situations seriously. He was more of a tank than me, but the reason I was hanging up here and he wasn’t was because I had told him to stand back. I had reasoned that my own Ice Powers might give me immunity to the icy powers of the giant ice octopus and didn’t think Dillo would need to tank this one.

Actually, now that I think about it, that was another example of my arrogance getting the best of me. Guess today was just one of those days were each mistake just snowballed into the next. I just hoped the snowball would stop growing soon.

“Yeah, getting me down now anytime would be great!” I shouted back at Dillo. “Seriously, the blood is rushing to my head!”

A deep chuckle came from behind me that sounded like bubbling water. “What’s this? The famous Hero Winter, the slayer of Dark Kosmos and savior of Adventure City, is begging for help? How amusing.”

Startled, I looked over my shoulder and found myself staring directly into the face of the ice octopus Tentacold. Unlike most octopuses, Tentacold’s face was partially human. His eyes were like those of an octopus, while his mouth was more human-like and his nostrils were octopus-like. All in all, it was an incredibly creepy, unsettling appearance, not helped by the nametag [KAIJU TENTACOLD] helpfully hovering over his head.

“I’m not begging for help,” I said, gritting my teeth. “I’m figuring out a plan with a Teammate. There’s a difference.”

“You mean your Teammate who is currently hiding behind a car?” Tentacold inquired with a smirk. “Very brave, that one is. Perhaps your reputation as a brave Hero with a powerful Team was just a rumor, and nothing more. I have yet to see proof that you are really as good as your reputation suggests.”

I scowled, but there was nothing I could do to shut him up. When Tentacold first appeared on the streets of Adventure City, robbing the First National Bank, he had been about the size of an average full-grown human being, perhaps an inch or two taller to make him seem like a real threat. Although humanoid in appearance, he had had six tentacles and a weird face to show that he wasn’t entirely human. Lore suggested that Tentacold had once been a human being who was genetically modified with octopus DNA in order to make an immortal, but that didn’t explain how he became a Kaiju of all things.

It happened quickly. My Teammates and I wasted no time in getting to the First National Bank, where we managed to confront Tentacold—who appeared to be working by himself—before he could get away with the cash. It had seemed like a simple mission, especially since we had already completed these sorts of missions before. I didn’t even understand why it had been given the ‘Suicidal’ Difficult Level until he transformed.

I still wasn’t sure how he did it. It looked like Tentacold drank an item called [Growth Serum], but I didn’t get a chance to Scan it in great detail before he transformed into a gigantic ice octopus the size of a small skyscraper. That was when Tentacold snatched me up and got me into my current predicament. And even though I had been in Capes Online for over a month now, I hadn’t realized just how much more there was for me to learn until I saw Tentacold transform.

What made this situation even worse for me was that Tentacold was immune to Ice Powers. His Weakness, according to Scan, was Fire, but I didn’t have any Fire Powers. Ice Beam, Freezing Touch, Ice Shackles … all of it useless. Hell, he even had a Power called Snow Pillow that allowed him to absorb all Ice-based damage and convert it into HP, a fact I accidentally discovered when I hit him with an Ice Beam after he had taken some damage from my Sidekick and he got healed as a result.

What started as a simple mission to thwart a bank robbery quickly turned into a battle for survival. None of my Teammates had died yet, but given that Tentacold was Level 150 and had over 1,000 points of Health, plus a fairly hefty Strength and Defense, it was only a matter of time before he wiped us all out. And if he did that, we’d lose all our EXP and half our money. We might respawn, but it would still cause us to fail the mission, which would suck because this mission had some pretty good rewards. Namely, 10,000 EXP for each Teammate and +20 Fame and Trust for the Team and every individual Teammate. Losing those rewards would suck.

The only good thing about this situation was that my Ice Man Costume meant I was immune to Ice damage as well. But seeing as Tentacold was going to crush me to death with one of his tentacles, even that didn’t mean much.

“So you know my name?” I said. I didn’t know what Dillo and the others had planned, but if I could distract Tentacold, then I would.

“Of course I do,” said Tentacold with a deep chuckle. “Every Villain in the country knows your name. After all, you defeated Dark Kosmos. I also heard rumors you defeated the Stalking Shadows and, of course, you’ve put a fair few petty crooks and criminals behind bars as well. It would be strange if I didn’t know your name, Hero Winter.”

I bit my lower lip. Ever since the Blackout, my reputation was now at ‘Household Name,’ which meant that most NPCs—Hero, Villain, or Civilian—knew who I was even if I hadn’t met them. It was nice because it meant Civilians were more likely to offer me missions and opportunities I otherwise wouldn’t have gotten. It sucked, however, when I got the attention of a Villain like Tentacold. It was the double-edged nature of Fame, both the Stat and the concept in general.

“Many Villains fear you, but frankly I am unimpressed,” Tentacold continued. “The only reason I drank that Growth Serum was because I thought I would need it in order to defeat you and your Team. Yet it appears that I wasted a very rare and hard-to-get item on some low-level Hero and his equally low-level Teammates for no good reason. Growth Serums aren’t cheap, you know.”

“Mind telling me where you get them?” I said. “And do they work just for you or do they turn everyone who drinks them into Kaiju?”

“That is my little secret, Hero,” said Tentacold. He chuckled. “Nice try. But I can’t get too angry. I do have a couple of extra Growth Serums on hand, so it wasn’t entirely a waste. Besides, if I kill you, that will raise my Infamy and make the other Villains respect me and other Heroes fear me. So killing you won’t be a waste, either.”

“You might not want to do that,” I said. “Killing me wouldn’t give you a lot of experience. Would be a waste.”

“No experience is ever a waste, my caped friend,” Tentacold reassured me. “If I had your mindset, I would never have gotten as strong I have. Every little bit counts.”

I might have agreed with that statement if it wasn’t currently coming from the mouth of a monster that was about to kill me, but luckily I didn’t have to say anything else, because at that moment I heard a soft ping and, looking in my Team chat, saw a message from Dillo:

Dillo: Winter, get ready to fall. Funky’s about to send in Lennox. Once he does, Cyclone will catch you and Recover will heal you. Just a heads up.

As soon as I read that message, I heard a soft flap of wings nearby and then a massive blast of flame came out of nowhere and slammed into the tentacle wrapped around my leg. Tentacold roared in pain as the fire ate away at his tentacle, causing the ice to melt. When the ice holding my leg melted, I immediately plunged to the street below, screaming in terror as the pavement came closer and closer to my face.

But then I heard a whizzing sound above me and two hands grabbed my shoulders, stopping my fall halfway. Gasping in surprise, I looked up and saw a familiar green-suited Sidekick, his large eagle-like wings beating furiously, holding onto me for dear life. His face was hidden behind aviator goggles, but I had no trouble recognizing Cyclone, my Sidekick.

“Thanks for the save, Cy,” I said as Cy flew us away from Tentacold, who was still roaring in pain from the flame that had melted his tentacle.

“No … problem … boss,” said Cy in a heavily strained voice. “Just … doing … my … job …”

Uh oh. Cy wasn’t as strong as me. I was afraid he might not be strong enough to get me over to safety without dropping me, but luckily we reached the roof of a nearby apartment complex and landed. I hit the roof with a roll and rolled to my feet, wincing at the pain in my leg, which was broken where Tentacold had been crushing it. Cy, on the other hand, practically belly-flopped onto the gravel-covered roof, panting hard as he tried to catch his breath.

“Boss …” Cy said in between pants. “Boss … I’ve got something important … something important to tell … to tell you …”

Looking over my shoulder, I said, “What is it, Cy?”

Still panting hard, Cy said, “You might want … to lay off the carbs … for a few weeks … or months …”

I sighed heavily. Even though I had known Cy for over a month now, I still found myself surprised by the strange way his mind worked every now and then. “Thanks for the dieting advice, Cy. I’ll take it into account if we survive this.”

Just as I said that a golden aura covered me suddenly and I got this notification:

[Hero Recover] used Full Heal on you! Health restored 100% and all debuffs lifted!

Debuff lifted: Broken leg. Your leg is no longer broken.

I smiled when I read that notification, which I really didn’t need to because I knew I was healed as soon as I felt the pain go away. Nonetheless, I looked over to the side and said to Recover, “Thanks, Recover. Really needed that.”

Recover stood a few feet away from us. She was the resident Healer of the Team. With her pink and white spandex suit that nicely fit her body, she was also rather easy on the eyes, though I didn’t really like the big letter ‘R’ on her chest. I wondered if she had gotten that added by a tailor or something.

“No problem,” said Recover, lowering her hands as she smiled at me. “That’s what I’m here for, after all. But next time, you might want to listen to my advice about running headlong into combat against an enemy we’ve never fought before. Right, Brawn?”

Recover’s Sidekick, Brawn, was a man with muscles that appeared to be made out of rock. He nodded once and said, “Yes, Miss Recover. Winter is lucky he did not get killed, which would have surely caused us to fail the mission.”

“Well, I do have a pretty high Luck Stat,” I said as I rose to my feet, dusting off my Costume. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I might be safe, but Tentacold is still active.”

Recover smirked. “Not for long.”

I was about to ask her what she meant when I heard another huge roar come from the streets below. It didn’t sound like Tentacold’s roar, however. Instead, it sounded like the roar of a dragon, a roar I had heard once before. I rushed over to the edge of the roof and my jaw fell at the scene playing out in the streets below.

Tentacold wasn’t the only Kaiju fighting in the streets of Adventure City now. A large dragon, with glowing golden scales and a twenty-foot wingspan, stood before Tentacold, smoke rising from its nostrils. When it roared, the sound had even caused Tentacold to retreat, though I noticed the ice octopus was still standing his ground and looked ready to fight the new threat anyway. The nametag [KAIJU LENNOX] hovered over the dragon’s head.

“Holy crap,” I said, putting a hand over my eyes to block the sun. “Is that Lennox?”

“Yep,” said a calm, cool voice behind me. “And yes, he’s Transformed again.”

Startled, I looked over my shoulder and saw yet another member of my Team approaching. He was a tall, lean black guy wearing the weirdest hodgepodge of armor and Equipment you’d ever see on a Hero. A mail chest plate, a football helmet, squelchy rubber boots, huge work gloves, and even bigger shoulder pads all added to FunkyFresh94’s, er, ‘unique’ appearance.

Despite how eccentric appearance, however, Funky was probably one of the most powerful and competent members of the Team, helped by the fact he was a Beastmaster with a powerful dragon under his control. I hadn’t seen any other Beastmasters with dragon pets yet, but I assumed it was just another one of his eccentricities. He seemed to have a lot of them.

“How is Lennox going to beat Tentacold?” said Cy. Everyone had joined me at the edge of the roof now, watching the fight between Tentacold and Lennox that was about to unfold. “Tentacold is at least twice his size.”

“Size doesn’t matter,” said Funky. He put one hand on his hip, his eyes focused on his dragon below. “As a Fire-based Tamed Beast, Lennox is practically designed to kill him. One solid Fire Breath ought to do the trick.”

Lennox’s throat glowed red hot as the fire built up within him. Flames began to spark out of the corners of his mouth. Tentacold seemed to realize what was about to happen as well, but the streets were too narrow for him to dodge the attack. He just raised his tentacles in front of himself defensively, although I doubted that would save him from Lennox’s coming Fire Breath.

Funky pointed at Lennox. “All right, Lennox! Melt that monster to the—”

Funky stopped speaking abruptly, even though no one had interrupted him. His gaze became unfocused like he was staring at something only he could see, and he muttered, “Oh, no. Not now.”

“Not now?” I repeated, looking at Funky in alarm. “What do you mean?”

“It’s nothing,” said Funky, although the frustration in his voice told a different story. “I can deal with it later. I—”

Funky suddenly started phasing in and out of existence. For the first time since I’d known him, a panicked expression appeared on Funky’s face. He put his hands on his chest but seemed unable to stop himself from disappearing.

“No, no, no,” said Funky frantically. He looked at us. “Sorry, guys. Looks like I’ve got to go and deal with something in the real world. I’ll be back as soon as I—”

Right at that moment, Funky disappeared entirely. As soon as he vanished, I got this notification:

[Hero FunkyFresh94] has logged off. He will not be online again for 72 hours.


CHAPTER TWO

 

“What the …?” I said. “Guys, are you seeing this notification?”

“Yeah, I am,” said Recover, whose gaze was somewhat unfocused now as she also read the notification. “But I don’t understand. Why did Funky log off in the middle of a mission? And why won’t he be back online for seventy-two hours? It doesn’t make sense.”

“Uh, guys?” said Cy with a gulp. He pointed at the streets below. “Funky’s disappearance is weird and all, but I think you might want to look at what’s going on in the streets. Like, right now.”

Dismissing the mysterious notification, I looked down in the streets and felt my heart fall into my stomach.

Lennox was gone. Where there had once stood a mighty dragon about to rain hellfire on a dangerous Villain was now an empty street. The only signs Lennox had been there at all were the claw marks in the street. Other than that, I would never have guessed Lennox was there if I hadn’t seen him standing there mere seconds ago.

“What happened to Lennox?” said Recover, leaning over the side of the roof and looking around wildly. “Where did he run off to?”

“He must have been sent back to Funky’s Base when Funky logged off,” I said in dawning realization. “And if Tamed Beasts work like Sidekicks, then he probably can’t leave Funky’s Base without his permission or until he logs back online in three days.”

“Which means we’re basically screwed,” said Cy. “I mean, Tentacold seems to have noticed.”

Cy was right. Although Tentacold had held his tentacles before him defensively, he finally seemed to notice Lennox was gone. He lowered his tentacles and looked around the streets cautiously, perhaps thinking this was some kind of trick or trap meant to make him lower his guard. Once it became clear that Lennox was gone for good, however, Tentacold let out another gurgling laugh.

“What a joke!” Tentacold laughed. “For a moment there, I genuinely thought I was going to die. It appears that the great Team Winter has once again let me down. Truly, your reputation as fearsome Heroes is unearned.”

A notification appeared before me as soon as Tentacold said that:

Your Team’s relationship with [Kaiju Tentacold] has decreased from ‘Wary’ to ‘Amused.’ [Kaiju Tentacold] is now less likely to take you seriously and more likely to attack you recklessly without fear for his own life.

“Uh oh,” I said. “That doesn’t sound good.”

“Which part?” asked Recover grimly. “The part that says Tentacold doesn’t take us seriously or the part that says he’s more likely to attack us recklessly?”

“Not to show any disrespect, Miss Recover, but I think the fact that Tentacold is charging toward us as we speak is worse than a simple worsening in relationships,” said Brawn.

A huge shadow appeared over us. We all looked up in time to see one of Tentacold’s massive tentacles falling toward us like a bomb dropped from a plane. Brawn tackled Recover to the side while Cy and I Dodged out of the way, but the tentacle still smashed through the rooftop we stood upon. All four of us went tumbling down into the open hole. Well, Brawn and Recover did, anyway, the two of them disappearing into the shadows, while Cy and I grabbed onto the edge of the hole and hung on for dear life.

“Brawn! Recover!” Cy shouted in alarm. “No!”

“Worry about them later,” I said. “He’s coming back for more!”

I was right. Another huge tentacle was falling toward us. This time, both Cy and I used Flight and took off into the air. We barely avoided the falling tentacle as it smashed into the building we had been standing upon mere moments before. I winced at the thought of Recover and Brawn getting crushed to death, but seeing as I didn’t get any notifications that they had died, they were both probably still alive. I did, however, see both of their HP bars fall to less than half and noticed that Brawn had a debuff labeled ‘BROKEN BACK,’ although I didn’t know exactly what that entailed. All I knew was that Recover and Brawn were out of the fight for now, leaving me, Cy, Dillo, and Hop against Tentacold.

As Cy and I flew around Tentacold, the Kaiju chuckled again. “Annoying little flies. Do you honestly think you can even touch me or are you planning to distract me yet again?”

“Actually, we’re trying to survive,” said Cy, slowing down slightly as if he felt a need to answer Tentacold’s question. “See, without Lennox, we’re not strong enough to take you—”

Tentacold opened his mouth and unleashed a huge Ice Beam directly at Cy. The Ice Beam struck Cy and instantly froze him in a thick block of ice. I got this notification as soon as Cy was Frozen:

Debuff added: Frozen Solid. [Sidekick Cyclone] -100% Agility and Evasion. -1 HP/4 seconds. Duration: 15 minutes.

I gaped when I read that notification. I had never seen the Frozen Solid debuff before. I knew about Frozen—inflicted it on my enemies all the time—but Frozen Solid was another beast entirely, based on the negative effects it had on its targets. That meant Tentacold was even more dangerous than I thought.

With his wings frozen, Cy fell to the streets below. He crashed down on top of a car, but luckily didn’t shatter into a million pieces, although thick cracks did form in the block holding him down. He wasn’t dead, but like Recover and Brawn, he was out of the fight.

“Cy!” I shouted. “No!”

“Don’t pay attention to your Sidekick now,” said Tentacold suddenly. “After all, how can you save other people if you cannot first save yourself?”

A massive tentacle came flying directly into my path. I tried to dodge, but I still wasn’t used to flying, not helped by my Costume not being particularly aerodynamic. The tentacle slammed into me and swatted me out of the sky. I went spiraling down through the air uncontrollably until I crashed into a street lamp and knocked it over. A loud crack echoed in my ears as this notification popped up:

Debuff added: Concussion. -50% Intelligence, Agility, and Evasion. -1 HP/5 seconds. Duration: 2 minutes.

Even worse, that hit alone had shaved off 75% of my Health, leaving me dangerously close to dying. And I probably would die, assuming I didn’t get rid of this dumb Concussion debuff soon.

Regardless, I didn’t have the luxury of lying in the street. I forced myself to my feet, ignoring the pain in my head and back that wanted me to lie down and rest. I looked up at the massive Tentacold, who now hovered over me, his tentacles moving through the air like snakes.

“My, my,” said Tentacold with a bloodthirsty smile on his face. “I am impressed you managed to survive being knocked out of the air like that. Most Heroes at your Level would have died instantly. Perhaps you are made of sterner stuff.”

“That was nothing,” I lied. I rubbed my back. “Barely felt that love tap.”

“There’s no need to lie, Winter,” said Tentacold with another chuckle. “I am not a woman. There’s no need to brag in front of me. You can be honest about your pain and lie down and die like a man.”

“If I’m going to die, it’s going to be on my feet,” I replied. “Like a true man, which you aren’t.”

“True, I am not a man,” said Tentacold. He raised his tentacles above his head. “I am greater than a man. I am a Kaiju. No mere Hero could ever hope to stand before my might. And I shall make you and your Team an example to all who dare to defy my will.”

“Winter!” Dillo shouted suddenly. “Winter, I’m coming!”

I looked over to the right and saw Dillo and Hop rushing toward me. I had completely forgotten about them in the wake of Funky’s mysterious disappearance, but now that I saw them, I held out a hand and said, “Wait, guys, go back! You can’t beat him! He’s too—”

I never got to finish my sentence, because one of Tentacold’s tentacles slammed down on Dillo and Hop. I thought I saw Dillo tackle Hop to protect her with his body, but I still heard a sickening crunch of metal when Tentacold smashed him. When Tentacold raised his tentacle, Dillo and Hop lay on the ground looking quite dead. Both of their Health bars were critical now and they seemed to have gotten a whole bunch of debuffs at once from that attack alone.

“Dillo, Hop,” I said softly. “No …”

I looked up at Tentacold. His wicked, mocking grin was the most infuriating thing I had ever seen in my life. I knew none of my friends were dead, and that even if they died, they would just respawn, but Tentacold’s triumphant grin still made me angry anyway.

“Like swatting flies,” said Tentacold. “That’s all you are to me, flies good for nothing more than to be swatted. Do you have any last words of defiance before I crush you to death? I promise to make your death swift and painless.”

Breathing hard, feeling the pain in every bone in my body, I snapped, “Go to hell.”

Tentacold frowned. “Really? ‘Go to hell’? I thought I couldn’t be any more disappointed in you than I already am, yet here we are. Truly, you are a massive disappointment and your reputation is truly—”

“Hey, Cthulu!” a new loud voice that was somehow both familiar and yet unfamiliar at the same time called out. “Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?”

Tentacold looked to the left, the direction from which the voice had come, but only in time to get a massive fireball to the face. Actually, it wasn’t just a fireball. It looked like a miniature sun, hurtling across the air, the heat so strong it street lamps as it passed. It was so hot that I felt like I was standing in an oven already, despite the fact that I was out in the open and standing several dozen yards from Tentacold.

Tentacold cried out in pain and staggered backward, his tentacles flailing wildly as the mini sun melted away a good chunk of his face. His Health bar fell to less than half in a split second and I saw this notification:

Debuff added: Eternal Burn. [Kaiju Tentacold] -10 HP/1 second. Duration: 10 minutes.

My jaw dropped when I read that notification. -10 HP every second in 10 minutes meant Tentacold was going to lose 600 HP. Given how Tentacold had less than 400 HP left, the debuff alone would kill him unless he could heal himself somehow.

Wondering who could possibly have saved me, I looked down the street in the direction the fireball had come from. I wasn’t sure what I expected to see, but what I did see took me by surprise anyway.

Standing in the middle of the open street with his arms folded in front of his chest was a young man wearing what I could only describe as the clothes of a punk rocker. Red leather jacket exposing a shirtless chest, black leather pants, a mohawk, and dark sunglasses that only accentuated the smirk on his lips. He even had a guitar hanging off his back, although I couldn’t see it very well. The nametag [ANTI-HERO+ BUSKER BURN] hovered above his head, glowing multiple colors rapidly like it was in a light show in a stadium. I didn’t understand what the plus symbol after his Alignment meant, but something about his face and demeanor struck me as extremely familiar.

“Who the hell are you?” said Tentacold. His voice was somewhat distorted due to the face that half of his face and tentacles had been melted clean off by that blast alone. “Another one of Winter’s Teammates?”

Busker Burn shook his head. “Nah. I’m a loner at heart. Never been much of a team player. I was just walking through the neighborhood when I overheard some rad noise and decided to see if there was a party that required my attendance.”

“There is no party here,” said Tentacold with a snarl. “But if it’s a concert you’re looking for, perhaps you should keep walking. This is no place for a musician.”

Busker Burn laughed. “Musician? Okay, man. You can keep calling me that. Doesn’t change the fact I melted off half your face. Not that you were ever really much of a looker in the first place, but you know what I mean.”

Busker’s voice and mannerisms were extremely familiar, even though this was the first time I had ever seen him. I struggled to think of where I might have met him before, but my mind kept drawing a blank.

“Leave,” Tentacold snarled. “Now. This has nothing to do with you.”

“He’s right,” I said, raising my voice so Busker could hear me from a distance. “This is my mission. You can’t help.”

“Actually, dude, I can help wherever I want,” said Busker cheerfully. He thrust his thumb up at his nametag. “That’s what the plus symbol there means. I’m not paying four dollars a month for a Capes Online Plus subscription just to be told I have to stay out of interesting gigs like this.”

Tentacold growled. “Fine. I will finish you off first and then kill Winter later. Your way of speaking greatly irritates me. Luckily, I soon won’t have to hear it ever again.”

Tentacold suddenly rushed down the street toward Busker as fast as he could. Despite his size, he made good progress, smashing through cars, tear apart street lamps, and tossing trash cans and newsstands aide as he ran. I tried to run after him, but I was in too much pain to run, so I fell down on my knees and could only watch as Tentacold drew closer and closer to Busker.

Busker, on the other hand, didn’t look even remotely afraid of Tentacold. He just watched the massive Kaiju approach him with a smirk on his face that was even more smug than Tentacold’s, if possible.

Then he held up one hand, his index finger pointed at Tentacold and his thumb up in the traditional hand gesture meant to mimic the appearance of guns, and he said, as simply as if he was stating his name, “Bang.”

A huge fireball—even bigger than the last one—exploded from the tip of his finger and hurtled toward Tentacold. The fireball was so bright and so hot that I had to look away in order to avoid getting blinded. I even had to force my eyes closed.

But it turned out that protecting my vision was the last thing I needed to do. When the fireball hit Tentacold, it was like a bomb going off right in the middle of the street. The explosion was deafening, hitting me like a punch to the face. The sound of the explosion drowned out Tentacold’s own screams of agony and pain as the fires washed over him.

Even worse, the heat struck me head on. It knocked me flat off my feet, but somehow I didn’t get a Burn debuff like Tentacold did. My HP did, however, drop a few points, putting my Health precariously low. But I didn’t—couldn’t—get up. The heat was too strong and I was too weak. All I could do was curl into a ball and try to protect myself as best as I could, which wasn’t easy because of how hot it was.

Eventually, however, the heat faded away. After a moment or two, I cracked open my eyes and slowly sat up.

I almost didn’t believe my eyes. The street we had been fighting on looked like a bomb had gone off. Literally. Most of the cars had been melted or blackened. Even the asphalt itself was melted away in a few areas. The street lamps were twisted and drooping, while some of the trash cans were on fire, burning noxious fumes into the air. The heat in the area was intense, although rapidly cooling thanks to the lack of fire being fed into it. It was a good thing the Civilians had evacuated when they did. Had they not, I had a feeling that a lot of people would have died in this explosion.

As for Tentacold, he was nowhere to be seen. It was as though he had been completely vaporized from existence. The only hint to his existence was the rather large crater in the street where he had been standing mere seconds before.

While I stared at the massive carnage in pure shock and awe, Busker lowered his sunglasses, revealing bright red eyes. He took one look at the destruction he caused and a huge grin split his face.

“Uh oh. Did I do that?”


CHAPTER THREE

 

As soon as those words left Busker’s mouth, I was suddenly hit with a bunch of notifications at once:

[Kaiju Tentacold] has been killed! Due to not killing [Kaiju Tentacold], you and your Teammates are awarded no EXP.

[ANTI-HERO+ BUSKER BURN] created a [Burned] environment! All Frozen debuffs lifted and -10% Defense for all characters with strong Ice affinity.

MISSION: Defeat Tentacold

STATUS: Failed

Due to failing to kill Tentacold, you have failed this mission and are ineligible to receive any associated rewards.

My hands balled into fists when I read that last notification. It felt me conflicted. On one hand, I should have been happy that Busker saved me and my Team. Had he not intervened when he did, we’d have all been wiped out and definitely failed the mission for sure.

On the other hand, by killing Tentacold, Busker had basically caused us to fail the mission anyway. It was very frustrating because it seemed like failure had been inevitable from the get-go. Perhaps it was due to my own recklessness. If I had just been the tiniest bit more cautious, then perhaps my Team could have taken down Tentacold ourselves and got the mission rewards.

I was curious about the [Burned] environment thing, though. In all my time playing Capes Online, I hadn’t known you could inflict Status Effects on environments. Or that such Status Effects could negatively affect certain players and NPCs whose elemental affinity did not match the Status Effect. I would see if Cy knew anything about this. I would have asked Funky—who I strongly suspected to be a Capes Online developer, given how he seemed to know everything about this game and then some—but seeing as he had bailed on us for no good reason, I wasn’t in an especially kind mood toward him. I fully intended to chew him out next time I saw him for logging off in the middle of a crucial battle like that and almost getting us all killed in the process.

My thoughts were interrupted by the screams of Cy. Looking up, I saw that the heat from Busker’s fire blast had apparently melted Cy’s ice block because he was now running around in a circle screaming. And the reason he was screaming was because his head was on fire. He waved his arms up and down as he ran, screaming at the top of his lungs like a little girl.

“Help! Help!” Cy screamed. “It hurts! I can feel my brain melting!”

I almost made a quip about Cy’s brain being too small to melt but decided against it. Instead, I raised my hand and fired an Ice Beam that, thanks to my Aim Skill, quickly put out the flame on Cy’s head. It did leave a darkened patch on his costume, but at least he wasn’t on fire anymore.

As soon as I put out the flame, Cy fell down onto the street like he had been struck dead. “Ow.”

I took that as a thanks, but then I heard a soft beeping in my ears and saw that my Health was at less than 10% now due to my Concussion debuff. I quickly pulled out a Health Drink and downed it in one gulp. My Health went back up to full and most of the pain in my body went away, but I still had the Concussion debuff, although it was now about ten or fifteen seconds away from lifting entirely.

“Glad to have that out of the way,” I said as I wiped the Health Drink off my lips. “But now we’ve got to check up on everyone else. Cy, I need you to fly up to that building and see if Recover and Brawn are okay, while I’ll go check on Dillo and Hop and—”

As it turned out, however, Cy didn’t need to go check on Recover and Brawn. At that moment, a dark, shadowy figure emerged from the rooftop holding a barely conscious Recover and Brawn in his arms. The figure looked almost like the grim reaper, wearing a long, black coat, his face hidden underneath a hood, skeletal hands extending from the sleeves of his coat. Even weirder, his nametag read [SIDEKICK+ SPIRITUS], which was how I knew that that … thing was actually Busker’s Sidekick.

With Recover and Brawn safely in its arms, Spiritus flashed once and then appeared down on the street nearby, where he unceremoniously dropped Recover and Brawn like they were a couple of bags of potatoes.

“Recover!” I said as I rushed over to her and knelt beside her. “How are you and Brawn? Can you guys stand?”

Recover’s eyes blinked open. At first, she had a dazed look in her eyes, but then focus soon returned to them and she looked around in alarm. “Wait, where are we? What happened? Did we win? Did we lose? Are we—”

Her eyes fixed on Spiritus, who still hovered above us silently. Her mouth fell open and the parts of her skin her Costume didn’t cover became pale as snow.

“Is that the grim reaper?” said Recover in a voice that told me she thought she was hallucinating.

“It’s okay,” I said. “He’s actually the Sidekick of this Anti-Hero who saved us.”

Recover suddenly breathed a long sigh of relief. “Oh, okay. Because I didn’t think that the grim reaper actually existed in this game. I mean, it’s possible that he could, but I just wasn’t sure what I was seeing.”

I couldn’t help but smile, mostly because I was relieved to see Recover was still her usual self, albeit shaken. I did find it funny how she seemed to think the grim reaper was real, though. Maybe she was more superstitious than I thought.

Next to her, Brawn groaned and sat up, rubbing his forehead like he had a bad headache before suddenly looking down at Recover with concern on his features. “Miss Recover, are you all right? Can you walk?”

“I think I’ll be fine, Brawn,” said Recover. “Just let me apply a Full Heal and I think we’ll be okay.”

Recover raised her hands. They glowed a brilliant golden color for a moment and then a Healing Wave passed over everyone in the immediate area. As the Healing Wave passed over all of my Teammates, I saw all of our Health restore to 100% and most minor debuffs go away earlier than normal. I was grateful I had been lucky enough to find such a talented and powerful Healer for my Team. I wasn’t sure if Recover was really the greatest Healer in Capes Online, as she liked to boast, but she was definitely up there if nothing else.

I heard a groan and looked over to see Dillo pulling himself out of the street. He and Hop had also been recipients of the benefits of Recover’s Healing Wave, but his armor was still dented and crushed in several areas. It looked like Dillo was going to need to get his armor repaired or possibly even replaced entirely. Hop also stood up, but aside from some dirt on her face and a few bruises on her arms, she looked pretty much unharmed. She was also still staring at her phone, which I found to be bizarre, given everything that had happened.

“Are you guys all right?” I asked as Dillo and Hop walked toward us.

“After Recover’s Healing Wave, yeah,” said Dillo. He looked down at his armor in disappointment. “Unfortunately, I can’t really say the same for my Armadillo Armor. I’ll have to look into repairing it, although I have a feeling it’s going to cost a lot of money. Oh, well. Just part of the game, I guess.”

I frowned. I was aware that Dillo wasn’t a particularly rich player and I agreed that he needed to get his armor repaired ASAP, but unfortunately, I didn’t know how to help him with that. I suppose I could buy him new armor or pay for the repairs myself, but somehow that didn’t seem productive. It would be better if our Team had some kind of treasury or fund Teammates could use to pay for necessary repairs, but I wasn’t sure if it was possible to set something like that up. Cy probably wouldn’t know, but I was sure Funky would. Assuming I ever saw Funky again, that is.

I heard footsteps approaching us and turned my head the other way to see Busker Burn walking toward us. He took no notice of the Burned environment caused by his actions. He merely walked toward us with his hands in his pockets, whistling a very familiar tune that I was absolutely sure I had heard somewhere before. Spiritus silently drifted over to Busker, who just nodded at his Sidekick before he came to a stop a few feet away from us.

“Hey, dudes,” said Busker with a grin. He gestured at the street around us. “Sorry about that. Sometimes, I just don’t know my own strength. But hey, at least I didn’t kill a whole bunch of people this time. Right, Spiritus?”

“Indeed,” said Spiritus. I was shocked at how feminine her voice sounded. I guess I just thought she had to be male due to her grim reaper-like appearance. “You only killed one person this time and he was a Villain who deserved it.”

“Exactly,” said Busker. “There might be hope for this devilishly handsome rocker yet.”

Devilishly handsome … I had heard that phrase before. And not from TV or the media or anything like that. The way Busker said it stirred memories I hadn’t thought of in a very long time. He reminded me of someone I knew back in the real world, someone I knew very well, but for the life of me, I still couldn’t place it.

Rising to my feet, I turned to face Busker and said, “Hello. My name is Winter, which I imagine you already know. I just wanted to thank you for saving my Team and I, even though your intervention caused us to fail the mission we were trying to complete.”

“I did?” said Busker, pushing up his sunglasses with his thumb. “Aw, man. Sorry about that. I just couldn’t help myself when I saw that monster attacking family.”

“Family?” I repeated. I looked at Recover and Dillo, who looked just as surprised as me. “Is this guy related to either of you?”

Busker chuckled. “Come on, bro. I know I look pretty different from how I look in the real world, but I’d think even you would recognize your own brother.”

Startled, I suddenly realized exactly who Busker was. His cocky demeanor, his description of himself as devilishly handsome … hell, even his obvious affinity for music, all pointed to one—and only one—individual.

Doing my best not to sound frightened, I looked at Busker and said, “Joseph … is that you?”

Busker’s grin became bigger and happier than ever. “Sure is, bro. And I gotta say, for a dead guy, you look great.”


CHAPTER FOUR

 

A million questions all entered my head at exactly the same time when Busker said that. The questions swirled through my head like a whirlpool, each one melting into the next and making it impossible to determine which one I should ask him first.

But mostly, I was just shocked at meeting my younger brother, Joseph Maxwell, named after our paternal grandfather, Joseph Maxwell I. And I was even more shocked to learn that Joseph knew I was alive. He shouldn’t have. No one from my old life should know I was even still alive.

Over a month ago, I had died in a car crash chasing down small-time crook Bryce Cunningham. For reasons even I still didn’t understand, both Bryce and I got our minds uploaded to Capes Online as participants in ‘Project Second Life,’ an above top-secret joint project between the UN and SI Games to see if digital immortality was possible. Due to the intensely secretive nature of Project Second Life, participants in the program were not allowed to speak to anyone outside the game from their past life and absolutely forbidden from revealing their true identity to other players. That rule was so ironclad that all of my communications with the outside world had been completely cut off and I couldn’t even post on the Capes Online Forums despite being a player.

Because of that, I had been told that all of my friends and family from my past life had been led to believe I was dead. There was even a funeral held for me, which worked really well because my body had survived the crash. I was told there was a good chance my friends and family would never find out the truth about me and my survival, much less my presence in Capes Online.

For a long time, that angered me. It still did now, albeit to a much lesser extent. Despite the fact I was alive, I felt like my life had been ruined. Nowadays, I had come to accept Capes Online as my new life, my new reality, but a small part of me still missed the real world, still missed my friends and family. And I still wanted to punch out the idiot who put me in here in the first place, although that was mostly on principle now more than anything.

As a result, you could imagine why I was totally floored by Busker’s revelation. I normally wasn’t one to be at a loss for words, but this time I couldn’t speak. I wondered if this was real or if I was hallucinating everything that happened after Tentacold crushed me. Perhaps I was slowly dying and this was all a hallucination of my dying mind. Or maybe I had misheard Busker. Maybe he wasn’t my ‘brother,’ but something else.

But all my illusions were shattered when Cy popped up between us and said, “You’re Winter’s brother? I didn’t know Winter had a brother.”

“Sure am,” said Busker with a grin. “Did he never tell you about me or something? I know he’s always thought I was annoying and embarrassing, but I didn’t think he thought I was that embarrassing.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Cy reassured Busker. “He probably thinks I’m more annoying than you. I imagine he just didn’t think to tell me due to how busy we’ve been recently.”

Then Cy looked over his shoulder at me and said, “Why didn’t you tell me you had a brother? That’s so cool. I wish I had a brother. I was an only child. Never had any brothers or sisters for that matter. Never really wanted a sister, though. Having a sister always sounded like hell to me. Not like having a brother. Having a brother is more like having a partner in crime. Sisters probably just want to sit and play dolls, but brothers probably want to climb trees and actually do stuff. That’s why I’ve always wanted a—”

“He’s your brother?” said Recover, interrupting Cy. I started because I hadn’t heard Recover get up or stand next to me. “Interesting. Yeah, I think I can see the physical resemblance. It’s in the chin.”

“Yeah, it’s the Maxwell family chin,” said Busker, stroking his chin. Then he looked at me and winked. “Good job with the girl, though, bro. She’s no Sally, but she’s definitely a looker. I can see you’ve been pretty busy with your new life in-game.”

Recover suddenly looked at me with what might have been jealousy. “Who’s Sally? Someone I should know?”

Snapped out of my shock, I said to Busker, “Joe, what are you doing here? You’re not even supposed to know I’m here. Is any of this even real?”

“It’s virtual reality, bro, so of course it’s not real,” said Busker. “But just ‘cause it’s VR doesn’t mean we can’t have a family reunion. Mom and Dad are going to be so glad to find out you’re alive. I’m going to buy both of them their own GamePods just so they can see you again. It’s going to be so much fun.”

Alarmed, I said, “Uh, Joe? Can we go and talk for a minute? In private?”

His smile never leaving his lips, Busker nodded and said, “Sure thing, bro. Spiritus, you stay here and talk to Nyle’s Teammates. Try to make a few friends.”

Spiritus said nothing, but I could tell she was somewhat annoyed at Busker’s command. It seemed like some kind of in-joke between them that I wasn’t privy to, but I didn’t need to be. I just grabbed Busker’s arm and led him to the other side of the street away from my Teammates. As we walked, I immediately heard Cy start asking Spiritus questions about, well, everything, which she mostly answered with one-word answers.

Once I was sure we were out of hearing range of my friends, I turned to face Busker and said, “You shouldn’t be here.”

Busker, still smiling, said, “Why not? I thought you’d be happy to see me, bro.”

“It’s not that,” I said. “It’s—how did you even know to find me? And I didn’t know you even played Capes Online. I thought you were too busy with your music to play games.”

Busker was now looking at me as if I had lost my mind. “True, I do make most of my money as a musician, but I also make a nice side income streaming on Capes Online Live. Plus, even musicians need to take breaks and this is what I like to do in my free time.”

“Streaming …?” I looked around suddenly. “We’re not being streamed now, are we?”

“Nope,” said Busker, shaking his head. He glanced at the huge crater that had once been Tentacold and frowned. “But I feel like I should have. My subscribers would have loved to see me fight Tentacold. Boss fights like that always bring in viewers and subscribers and, of course, the ad money that comes along with them. No, this is more of a personal thing for me than anything, so I didn’t see any reason to stream it.”

I sighed in relief. If Busker had been streaming this entire time, then a lot of people would have known about Project Second Life and me, which was definitely not something I wanted. “How many subscribers do you have, anyway?”

“Over one hundred thousand,” said Busker. He paused. “Wait … yeah, one hundred thousand as of yesterday. Not as big as some of the pros, but big enough to make me a minor celebrity and get a nice side income.”

My eyes widened. “One hundred thousand subscribers? I don’t think I’ve even met that many people in-game.”

“Took me a while to build up, bro, but it’s worth it,” said Busker. “And like I said, I’m still a small fry in the grand scheme of things. I’m no Splinter.”

“Who?”

“Splinter,” said Busker. He looked at me as if I should know who that is. “The biggest streamer in Capes Online, with over half a billion subscribers? Guy’s one of the richest streamers in the world and the richest player in the United Republic of Korea. Never heard of him?”

I shook my head. “No. I guess I don’t pay much attention to the streaming scene.”

“Well, you should,” said Busker. “It’s a ton of fun and the cash sure is nice. Could live without the drama, though. And the trolls.”

I was about to ask Busker how much money he made, but then remembered what we were supposed to be talking about. “Never mind that. How did you find me? Everyone back in the real world thinks I’m dead.”

“So you are alive after all,” said Busker. He stroked his chin thoughtfully. “But whose body was that in the casket at your funeral last month?”

“Mine,” I said without further explanation. “Now please answer my question. No one is supposed to know I’m still alive.”

I could tell Busker was curious about how I was still alive despite lacking a body, but then he nodded and said, “Fair enough. Sally told me.”

I froze. Not literally, of course, but given how still I became, I might as well have. “Sally told you?”

“Yeah, bro,” said Busker. “She still misses you. She cried all through your funeral. She still isn’t seeing anyone else.”

My heart felt like it was about to fall apart when I heard that. I wanted to leave Capes Online right now and hold Sally as tightly as I could, but I knew there was no way I would ever be able to physically touch Sally again, much less hold her in my arms the way I used to. “How did she—?”

“Know?” said Busker. “Said some government agent told her, but he didn’t give too many details except to let her know you’re still alive. Sounded like a men-in-black story to me, but that’s exactly why I agreed to search for you. She also said someone called her from Capes Online who sounded just like you, but she wasn’t sure.”

My mouth fell open. I knew exactly what Busker was talking about. I had indeed called Sally from Capes Online not long after I was uploaded to the game, although that wasn’t the main reason why Sally knew I was still alive.

During the Blackout—an event in which a Villain NPC known as Dark Kosmos took over Capes Online and prevented all players from logging off from the game and cut off all contact with the real world—I had forced Charles Omar, the Department of Virtual Reality agent who was assigned to me, to promise to tell Sally I was still alive if I could defeat Dark Kosmos. Luckily, old Chuck had agreed to the deal and upheld his end of the bargain after I killed Dark Kosmos. I only had Chuck’s word that he had told Sally about me. Busker’s presence here now, however, was proof enough that Chuck had indeed kept his part of the agreement.

Which was unfortunately about to bite me in the ass.

“But I still don’t understand how you found me,” I said. “The government agent didn’t tell Sally where I was. He just told her I was alive and nothing more.”

Busker readjusted his sunglasses, still smiling. “That’s where I came in. Sally’s more than just a pretty lady. She’s also pretty smart. Makes sense. You told me she graduated from nurse school at the top of her class, right?”

“Right,” I said, “but continue.”

“So anyway, when Sally told me you were still alive, I was pretty dubious,” said Busker. “I was at your funeral, after all. I saw your body. I saw them lower your coffin into the ground. Even helped carry your coffin to the grave. But then she told me about the government agent and, well, you know how much I love reading about government conspiracies and stuff.”

That was true. For as long as I’d known Busker, he’d always been into conspiracy theories, especially ones surrounding the government. I always thought that stuff was silly, but after being admitted into a real-life government conspiracy, I now found myself wondering how many of the other government conspiracies I’d heard about were true or not. Maybe Area 51 really was home to captured aliens.

“So when Sally heard you were alive, she had to find you,” said Busker. “So she looked up this government agent’s name online, figured out where he worked, and decided that you must be in Capes Online, though it helped she also got a call from Capes Online from someone who sounded like you, which helped her figure out where you were. I was kind of surprised when she told me that because I didn’t know she was so good at Internet sleuthing.”

I was also surprised. Sally never struck me as the kind of person to be good at that, either. I knew she was smart, but knowing she could also find out the personal information of people online and put it all together to come to some sort of conclusion was still shocking to hear.

“Thing is, Sally’s not much of a gamer herself and she didn’t think she could navigate Capes Online all by herself,” Busker continued. “So she contacted me, explained the situation to me, and gave me all the information she had. Like I said, I was skeptical at first, but I guess I was wrong.”

“But how did you find me?” I said. “I didn’t even know you played Capes Online, much less that you are such a powerful player.”

“Well, I first became aware of you after the Blackout,” said Busker. He shuddered. “Remember that?”

I nodded. “Yeah. Did you pick the Universal Mission to kill Dark Kosmos or the one to kill me?”

Busker suddenly became very interested in one of the spikes on his boot. “Well, you gotta understand, bro, I didn’t know who Winter was and I was really worried about staying logged in forever, so I accepted the mission to kill you.”

I sighed, but couldn’t really blame him. Like Busker said, he didn’t know I was his brother. Furthermore, the vast majority of players—Hero and Villain alike—had chosen the mission to kill me because they thought it would be easier to capture or kill a single low-level player than take out a boss that couldn’t be killed. Not everyone chose that mission—my own Teammates certainly didn’t—but the number of players who did accept that mission was depressingly high and was a stark reminder of how selfish and shortsighted humans could be. It certainly made it harder for me to trust other players because I never knew if they would betray me or not.

“But I was really happy when I saw the notification that said you defeated Dark Kosmos and we were all free to log off,” Busker explained. “Mom and Dad were happy about that, too. When I saw your face on Capes Online News, I thought you looked a lot like, well, you, but thought it was a coincidence until Sally told me about your survival. I then checked the player records—”

“Records?” I said. “What records?”

“There are publicly available records on every player in the game in the Capes Online Forums,” said Busker. “You can look up when they started playing, how many hours they’ve played, and so on. Mostly boring stuff, but when I looked at your record, it showed that Winter had created his account the same day you died. That was what spurred me to find you. And I’m glad I did.”

“Where have you been this whole time?” I said. “If you’ve been playing Capes Online for a while now, why haven’t I seen you in Adventure City?”

“Because Capes Online is a whole lot bigger than Adventure City, bro,” said Busker. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Spiritus and I are based in Fairville, a city a couple hundred miles to the north. It’s a lot colder up there than it is down here, but I imagine that’s why we never crossed paths until now.”

Ah. I was aware that the world of Capes Online was much bigger than Adventure City and that there were other players in other cities around the world, but Busker was the first player from outside of Adventure City that I had ever met. I wondered if players were randomly spawned in a city when they first started playing or if I was deliberately put in Adventure City for some unknown reason. I wouldn’t put it past the Department of VR to be aware of Busker and put me in a city far from his in order to make sure we never crossed paths.

“Are Mom and Dad aware of what you’re doing?” I said. “Do they know—”

“Nah,” said Busker, shaking his head. “Not yet. I didn’t want to tell them about my search for you ‘cause I really didn’t believe it myself and didn’t want to get their hopes up in case it turned out that Sally was misinformed. But I’ll definitely tell them as soon as I log off.”

I put my hands on Busker’s shoulders. “You can’t.”

Busker raised an eyebrow. “Why not? Mom also cried at your funeral, by the way. Dad didn’t, but your death still hit him hard. You know how Dad is.”

“I know exactly how Mom and Dad would have reacted to my death,” I said. “That is why you need to leave now. Forget you ever saw me. Forget you even suspected I existed.”

Busker smiled again, although it was a far more nervous smile than before. “Bro, you’re starting to freak me out. I thought you’d be a lot happier to see me again.”

“I am happy to see you,” I said. “But for your own good, you need to leave now, right this very instant, before they get you.”

“Who gets me?” said Busker with a frown. “And before you answer that question, I just need you to confirm a theory I have about you, bro.”

“A theory?” I said. “What theory?”

Busker looked at me with a far more serious expression now. “Given all that you’ve told me about your current situation, I want to know if you really are a part of—”

Busker never got to finish his sentence, because, at that moment, Busker disappeared before my very eyes.


CHAPTER FIVE

 

My hands were touching empty air where Busker’s shoulders had been just minutes ago. I almost stumbled forward, but then looked around, trying desperately to find Busker.

“Busker?” I said. “Joseph? Joe? Where are you? Can you hear me? Hello?”

There was no response. In fact, now that I looked, it seemed like the whole world had frozen around me. Birds in the sky had paused mid-flight. The smoke rising from the burning trash was frozen. Even my Teammates and their Sidekicks were stuck like someone had hit the pause button. The only thing that moved was me, and it felt distinctly unnatural as if I didn’t belong in this world anymore.

“Nyle Maxwell,” said a deep, slightly Japanese-accented voice behind me. “It is a pleasure to meet you.”

I whirled around and saw two figures standing in the alleyway behind me. The first was a well-dressed Middle-Eastern man in a sharp blue suit and tie. His neatly trimmed beard and sunglasses instantly pegged him as Charles Omar, who I called Chuck. He looked incredibly nervous, though, and I couldn’t blame him because the man standing next to him even made me feel nervous.

The man standing next to Chuck had Japanese features and short, dark hair. In contrast to Chuck, he was clean-shaven, with not a hair visible anywhere on his face. He was slightly shorter than Chuck by about an inch or two, but he looked far more intimidating, especially in his black suit. The nametag hovering above his head read [DIRECTOR JOHNSON], which meant he could only be one person: Satoshi Johnson, the current Director of the Department of VR and the head of Project Second Life’s American participants.

I had heard a lot about Johnson, but this was the first time I’d ever actually seen him, because the only Department of VR agent I ever interacted with was Chuck. But now I saw why Chuck always stressed following Johnson’s directives. There was no way I would cross this guy and he wasn’t even my boss.

“Director Satoshi Johnson,” I said, doing my best to hide my nerves. “You’re shorter than I expected.”

Johnson’s eyes narrowed. “Perhaps. But I must say you are exactly as stupid I as the reports Agent Omar gives me about your progress in-game indicate you are.”

I looked at Chuck. “Chuck, do you really call me stupid in your reports?”

“Not in so many words,” said Chuck quickly. “I mean, I don’t go out of my way to insult you, but it’s a rather easy conclusion to draw if you look at the simple facts. Not that I believe it myself, but—”

Johnson held up a hand. “Please be quiet, Agent Omar. This is far too dangerous a situation for you to speak. I will do all the talking. I will talk to you more later on.”

Chuck immediately closed his mouth. He looked like a kid who was caught with his hand in the cookie jar and was not looking forward to the inevitable spanking he would get later.

Johnson turned his attention back to me. “Now, Nyle, I believe this is the first time we’ve met. I have, of course, been paying close attention to your exploits, even before the Blackout, and I must say, lack of intelligence aside, you have already accomplished quite a bit in the short time you’ve been here.”

“Why have you been paying close attention to me?” I said. “I’m not that important, am I?”

“Not to me,” said Johnson. “If I had my way, you wouldn’t have even been uploaded to Capes Online at all. But my position was overruled by people higher up on the food chain than me. The person who got you into the program asked me to specifically keep an eye on you and report back to him regularly about your health and safety.”

“Can you tell me who it is?” I said. “I already asked Chuck and he told me he couldn’t because he didn’t have the authority to tell me.”

Johnson shook his head. “Sorry, but even I lack the authority to reveal that particular piece of information to you. All I can tell you is that you have some very powerful friends and leave it at that.”

Johnson’s statement made my mind run wild. Who could possibly be powerful enough to overrule Johnson’s objections to including me in the Project? The only person powerful enough to do that was President Nelson, but I had never met the guy and didn’t know him on a personal level. Heck, I didn’t even vote for him in the last election. Yet who else in the government had enough power to get me admitted into a program so secret that even most government officials had no idea it existed?

“But I’m not here to discuss that,” said Johnson. He looked me directly in the eyes. “I am here to discuss a major security breach in the Project. That is to say, your own brother.”

I grimaced. I should have known the Department of VR was responsible for his disappearance. They had made it clear to me over and over again that I was not to speak to anyone from my past life. That was why I had been so insistent on telling Busker to log off. I didn’t want him to get caught by the government. I didn’t know what the government was going to do to him now, but I could imagine a minimum of lifetime in jail for breaching government secrets. Or maybe they would just make him ‘disappear’ and no one would ever see him again.

“As Agent Omar told you when your mind was first uploaded to Capes Online, Project Second Life is above top-secret,” said Johnson. There was no anger in his voice, but there was a definite hint of a threat. “To the public, Nyle Maxwell and the other Project Second Life participants are dead. In some cases, they’ve been dead for years. And we’ve very strictly enforced this rule on all Project Second Life participants and agents. The last time a Project Second Life participant did something like this … well, I can assure you the consequences were severe.”

Johnson had the gift of speaking in a calm, professional manner that nonetheless came across as threatening as well. I suspected if I pointed that out to him, he would just say he was stating facts and most certainly not threatening me. I loved my Dad a lot, but I recognized that speech pattern because as a lawyer and judge, Dad knew all about how to speak in a way that seemed calm and professional and implicitly threatening at the same time. I wondered if Johnson had been a lawyer at some point.

I had no idea, however, that another Project Second Life participant had once revealed the existence of the Project to someone outside of it, though. Then again, the only other Project Second Life participant I knew of besides myself was Atmosfear. I always wondered who the others were and what their story was. Surely not everyone got into Project Second Life by getting into a car crash while on a high-speed chase for a bank robber on a Texas highway. Some people were here by choice rather than fate.

“We made an exception for your Teammates, the players known as Recover, Dillo, and FunkyFresh94,” Johnson continued. “Even then, we have had all three of them sign NDA’s stating they will never reveal the existence of the Project to anyone else on pain of getting thrown into jail for life. We recognized in that instance that it wasn’t your fault that your Teammates became aware of the Project. That was due to Atmosfear.”

My hands balled into fists. “How’s the search for him going, anyway? Has Giggles talked yet?”

“That is none of your concern,” said Johnson swiftly. “In any case, we’ve been very lenient in our dealings with you, but this is a step too far. All of the other people who you have revealed the Project to are people you did not know in real life. But Busker Burn is your brother, which changes the dynamics of the situation completely.”

“I didn’t tell him anything,” I protested. “I had no idea he even played Capes Online. Heck, he doesn’t even know about Project Second Life. He just knows that I am in the game somehow. That’s literally the extent of his knowledge. He found me entirely on my own.”

Johnson eyed me carefully. “Yet he wouldn’t have found you if Agent Omar had not told your fiancee that you still existed.”

Ah. That was why Chuck looked so nervous. It hadn’t occurred to me that Chuck might have concealed that knowledge from his boss, which made sense. If Project Second Life participants were not allowed to reveal the existence of Project Second Life to other people, then I bet Department of VR agents and employees like Chuck weren’t allowed to, either.

“But I understand Agent Omar only did so because of a deal he struck with you during the Blackout,” Johnson continued. “You threatened to walk away from the Dark Kosmos situation entirely if he didn’t let your fiancee, Sally DeLeon, know you are still alive. Given how you and your Teammates were the only players in any position to stop Dark Kosmos at the time, I can see how Agent Omar had little choice in the matter but to accept your deal.”

I looked at Chuck in shock. “Chuck, did you tell Johnson that? I thought we were supposed to keep that a secret between us.”

“Sorry,” said Chuck with a quick bow. “Director Johnson is, as you might be able to tell, very intelligent. He figured it out on his own and when he brought it up, well … I hope you understand.”

I did, but I was still angry, but not at Chuck entirely. Back when I made that deal with Chuck during the Blackout, it had seemed like a good idea at the time, but now I was wondering if I had been letting my emotions get the best of me. Back then, I still held out hope, however slight, that there was a way for me to go back to my normal life in the real world. I had no factual basis for that belief, just a raw emotional hunger to be back in the physical world with Sally and my family. I hadn’t stopped to think about the long term consequences of making Chuck basically lie to his boss, who was a top spy and government agent who no doubt dealt with liars on a regular basis.

Once again, my own mistakes came back to bite me in the ass. At least it wasn’t due to pride this time. Just simple shortsightedness.

“In light of all the facts, I have decided to make a few changes to how we will work alongside you going into the future,” said Johnson.

“You’re not going to delete me, are you?” I asked Johnson quickly.

Johnson, thankfully, shook his head. “No. Technically-speaking, the Department of VR does not have the right to terminate the lives of Project Second Life participants unless a participant poses a threat not just to the Project, but to other players and Capes Online as a whole. That is why we plan to delete Atmosfear as soon as we find him.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. I was still human through and through, but after getting my mind uploaded to Capes Online, I was also data just like any NPC. That meant I could potentially be deleted. It was a scary thought because I didn’t have any control over whether I got deleted or not. One of my most persistent nightmares recently was when I got accidentally deleted by some careless Department of VR employee who had no idea what he was doing. My fear of death was comforting in some ways, though, because it meant I really was still a human being even if I lacked a body.

“But that is not the end,” said Johnson. “First off, we will have your brother’s account deleted and send Department of VR agents to speak with him about this.”

I stepped forward, my fists clenched so tightly together that the skin of my knuckles felt tight as a football skin. “Speak to him? Or make him disappear?”

“We will decide what to do about him later,:” said Johnson vaguely. “In any case, you will no longer be able to speak to or interact with your brother in Capes Online after this moment. I would not concern myself with his fate if I were you, because he isn’t the only person who will be suffering the consequences for his actions.”

Johnson glanced at Chuck. “Agent Omar here will be reassigned to another Project Second Life participant. I will assign a new agent to watch over you and report back to me. One who is less … regular with you in their interactions and less likely to make silly deals that threaten the existence of the Project.”

Chuck looked like he had been punched in the face, but he also didn’t look terribly surprised. If I had to guess, Johnson probably discussed this with Chuck before they entered the game. And I couldn’t blame Chuck for feeling that way. Chuck, despite some of his annoying quirks, was my only real contact with the outside world. We weren’t exactly friends, but he was an ally and he had helped me quite a bit ever since I ended up in Capes Online. Replacing him with someone else—who might not be as helpful or kind—struck me as Johnson’s way of crippling me.

“But Agent Omar isn’t the only person who will be suffering consequences,” said Johnson. He looked at me. “I will place new restrictions on you as well.”

“New restrictions?” I groaned. “Not Kids Mode again.”

Johnson shook his head. “Kids Mode would not solve the problem of you going around and revealing the existence of the Project to people who are not aware of it. Instead, I am going to have you monitored 24/7. All your interactions and actions in-game will be recorded by us at all times. Whether you are sleeping, eating, fighting Villains, or doing anything at all, it will all be recorded. We kept an eye on you before, but we are taking our observations of you to the next level.”

“You mean you weren’t already?”

“We’ve been watching you right now,” said Johnson, “but this is going to be on a completely different level. You won’t even be able to piss without us recording it. You will essentially have no privacy whatsoever.”

I gritted my teeth but forced myself to stay calm. I didn’t want to piss Johnson off so much that he decided to add more restrictions to the game than he already had. “Is that all? That’s not as bad as I thought.”

“One more thing,” said Johnson. “It’s quite tiny—I doubt you will notice it even after I have it instituted—but I have one last restriction to add to your gameplay.”

Johnson might have thought he was a good liar, but I recognize this as the coup de grace it really was. Bracing myself for whatever Johnson was going to say, I said, “So what is this final, very tiny restriction, if I might ask?”

This time, Johnson smiled. And now I understood why he rarely did. It was an unsettling expression that made me feel like I was about to be eaten whole by a full-grown lion.

“The final restriction is that you are not allowed to level up any further,” Johnson finished. “I hope you like Level Twenty-Eight, Nyle, because that’s where you are going to stay. Indefinitely.”


CHAPTER SIX

 

This time, I didn’t even hesitate. I summoned both my Ice Daggers in my hands and rushed toward Johnson. I think I might have been screaming, but I wasn’t sure. All I knew was that I wanted to cut off that smirk on his lips and teach him a lesson.

Johnson, to his credit, didn’t seem even remotely afraid of me. He simply stood there with his hands in his pockets. He did not draw a weapon. He did not move. He didn’t even raise his fists. He left himself wide open to an attack from me. My more rational self told me that this should make me pause for thought, but the part of me that wanted to tear Johnson apart stuffed a sock in my rational self’s mouth and told me to keep doing what I was doing.

When I got close enough, I raised both of my Ice Daggers into the air and brought them both down on Johnson. Even Chuck couldn’t have stopped me at this point.

Then, to my shock, my Ice Daggers went through Johnson’s face like he wasn’t there at all. I was thrown off-balance by the attack and leaned toward Johnson as I tried to maintain my balance.

That was when Johnson struck. He hit me in the stomach hard enough to send me flying. I flew through the air uncontrollably for a second, the sky and the street changing places as I spun until I crashed down onto the pavement hard enough to leave a small crater where I landed. Dazed from the blow, I looked at my Health bar and was stunned to see I only had 1 HP left.

“What the—?” I said. “This doesn’t make sense. Why do I have only one HP left?”

Johnson lowered his fist, his smile turning into a frown. “Department of VR agent Avatars—which is what you just tried to attack—exist outside Capes Online’s Dynamic Environment. Each Avatar is customized to resemble our physical selves almost exactly, but unlike ordinary player characters, our Avatars are invincible and have limitless strength. What we lack with flashy Powers we more than make up for in sheer strength, aided by the fact we can make ourselves as solid or transparent as we desire.”

Ah. That explained how Chuck once stopped Targetman, one of the most powerful players in the game, from stopping me. At the time I didn’t understand why Targetman had allowed Chuck to intervene like that, but if Johnson’s Avatar was that strong, then it was safe to assume Chuck’s was at least as strong as his. If so, then the Department of VR agents were easily the most OP characters in the game.

“And you are lucky I allowed you to survive at all,” Johnson continued. “I could have easily chosen to kill you entirely. After all, you tried to attack me. Killing in self-defense is always justified, whether in real life or in a game like this. But I decided that you simply were not aware of the true power which we Avatars wield, power that no other player in the game can ever hope to achieve no matter how many times they level up.”

I scowled but knew better than to try to attack him again. I slowly rose to my feet, feeling aches and pains in every bone in my body and then some. “Why are you locking my level? How will that stop me from revealing Project Second Life to others?”

Johnson stroked his chin. “By locking your level, it will keep you from leaving Adventure City—which we are now confining you to, by the way—and other low-level areas. This will make it far less likely you will spill any more of our secrets to people who do not need to know it. It won’t be forever, of course. Just long enough for us to ensure that your conversation with your brothers didn’t compromise the security of Project Second Life and the safety of its participants.”

“And why would it threaten the safety of our lives?” I said. “Are you afraid someone might try to come after us?”

Johnson shrugged. “The world is far bigger and more dangerous than you could ever imagine, Nyle. I can’t blame you, seeing as you are a small-town cop, but there are most definitely figures out there who would be extremely interested to learn about the existence of Project Second Life. SI Games and the UN are far from the only organizations interested in the concept of digital immortality. And not all of them are as benevolent about it as we are.”

“Benevolent?” I said. “You’re going to send a bunch of government thugs to rough up my brother and put me under all kinds of dumb restrictions because of things I didn’t do. How is any of that benevolent?”

“I did not come here to argue with you about the consequences for breaking the terms you agreed to,” said Johnson. “Besides, they won’t last forever. Once Atmosfear is apprehended and we have dealt with your brother, we will review the restrictions I put upon you and determine if they should be lifted. We will, of course, let you know as soon as we can.”

I might have been a small-town Texas cop, but I wasn’t naive. I could tell Johnson had no intention of lifting my restrictions anytime soon, even after they captured Atmosfear and ‘dealt’ with my brother, whatever that meant.

But there was also nothing I could do about it. All I could do was stand here and silently fume, which I thought Johnson probably found amusing. He struck me as a rather sadistic man. Then again, he might have just been a typical government bureaucrat high on his own supply.

“Having said that, you are free to play the game as you normally do,” said Johnson. “Complete missions, fight Villains, get new Equipment and Costumes, earn rewards, and hang out with friends … all the benefits and pleasures of Capes Online are still open to you. You can even still get Stat Points and Power Points via missions. You just won’t be able to get them through leveling up anymore.”

I scowled deeper. It was true that some missions offered SPs and PPs as rewards, but most of them did not and even those few that did typically gave our less than what you’d naturally get if you just leveled up. Johnson was crippling my character and he knew it and apparently didn’t care.

“Gee whizz, Johnson,” I said sarcastically, “you make having my privacy violated and my freedom curtailed sound so attractive. Might want to think about running for President. You’d do a great job at that.”

Johnson smiled again. “Oh, no. I am but a humble bureaucrat and servant of the American people. I would never do well in an elected position. I much prefer letting other people handle all that nonsense.”

“Because the real power lies with you guys, right?” I said. “Unelected bureaucrats doing whatever you want without accountability.”

Johnson shrugged again. “You can call me every bad name in the book. It won’t matter. In end, these restrictions will be placed upon you and you will have to live with them. You might not understand the reality of the bigger picture—of which you are but a small, almost insignificant, part—but you don’t need to in order to know your place.”

Then Johnson turned around. “I have nothing left to say to you. Agent Omar and I will leave now and allow you to return to your game. Your new overseer will contact you once I have chosen Agent Omar’s replacement. Until then, just sit back and relax. It’s just a game, after all. Have fun.”

Before I could argue that point, both Johnson and Chuck disappeared. Chuck didn’t even get a chance to say goodbye. He just waved at me with an apologetic look on his face before he and Johnson disappeared into the air, leaving me standing all by myself in the middle of a destroyed street. That street, however, was starting to look a lot like how my life was beginning to look now.

Only I had the feeling that things were about to get much, much worse.


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Once Johnson and Chuck disappeared, the world around me started moving again. The birds overhead started flying once more, the smoke from a burning trash can resumed rising into the air, and the sounds of honking cars and yelling people could be heard again. It felt like someone had unpaused a video game, which technically was true when you thought about it.

Once the world started moving again, however, I got this notification:

ERROR NOTIFICATION: You have been [Level-Locked] until further notice. Your character can no longer gain EXP from battle or as rewards for successfully completing a mission. All other functions related to character growth and customization remain available.

I gritted my teeth. Now I had a new person on my list to punch: Johnson. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to punch him after I punched the guy who put me in Capes Online in the first place or before I punched out the other guy. Then again, I did have two fists. Why couldn’t I punch both of them at the same time, assuming I could get them both into the same room together?

My thoughts were interrupted when Cy rushed up to me and said, “Hi, boss! What happened to your brother? One moment, he was standing there. The next, he wasn’t. Where did he go? Did he teleport away? But he didn’t look like a Warper to me. Then again, I’ve only seen a few Warpers in my time and they’re all pretty different from each other, so maybe Warpers don’t have a uniform appearance. Which makes sense, given the wide breadth of customization options available to—”

“He didn’t teleport away,” I said. “He was deleted.”

“Deleted?” Cy said, his eyes widening. “What do you mean? He’s dead?”

“Not dead,” I said. “Deleted. He can’t play this game anymore.”

“Oh,” said Cy. He frowned and looked at the spot where Busker had been standing mere moments before. “That’s a disappointment. I really liked him a lot. He seemed like a cool guy.”

“Winter,” said Recover as she, Dillo, Hop, and Brawn approached us. “What happened to your brother? We saw him disappear. Where did he go?”

I almost decided not to tell them the truth, but then I thought about how Recover had left the Team the last time she found out about a secret I held, and so I decided to be upfront with them about it.

So I explained to my Teammates exactly what happened. I told them about my meeting with Director Johnson and Chuck and what happened to Busker. I even told them about the restrictions put on me, including my Level-Lock. It was incredibly painful to admit that last one, but I had made a choice to be honest with my Teammates after the Blackout and I saw no point in hiding anything from them, no matter how embarrassing it might be to me personally.

Once I finished telling them my story, Dillo, surprisingly, was the first to speak: “That sucks, man. Sorry to hear that. Especially about the Level-Lock. I didn’t even know that was possible.”

“I know,” I said. I looked up at the sky in frustration. “If I could punch out Johnson’s ugly face—”

“Hey, there’s no need to talk about committing acts of violence,” Cy chipped in. “So what if your brother is going to get arrested, your privacy is being violated even more than before, and you can’t level up anymore? Look on the bright side.”

“Bright side?” I said, looking at Cy in disbelief. “What bright side?”

Cy held up a shiny penny. “I found a penny! And it’s so clean, too. I’m going to throw it into the Fountain of Luck next time we’re at the Adventure Mall. Hopefully, it will give me a Luck Point.”

I almost wanted to punch Cy in the face now, too and was wondering just how many people were going to end up on my list of people to punch when Recover said, “I am so sorry to hear about your brother, Winter. I wish there was something I could do to help. I didn’t realize just how dangerous it was for him to visit you.”

“Thanks, Recover, but there’s nothing we can do about it,” I said. “I tried to tell Joseph to go away, to log off and act like he didn’t know who I was. But I was too late.”

“No need to beat up yourself,” said Dillo. “The government was probably going to find out about what your brother was doing anyway. It’s not like it’s your fault.”

“But it was,” I said. I looked down at my feet. “Indirectly, anyway. I was the one who convinced Chuck to tell Sally I’m still alive and then Sally, in turn, asked Joseph to look for me. If I hadn’t done that, none of this would have happened. I wouldn’t have ruined my brother’s life. Or my own, for that matter.”

“Your life isn’t ruined, boss,” said Cy. He put a hand on his chest. “You still have us, after all. And Funky. But Funky’s not here. Not sure where he is, actually.”

My temper spiked when Funky was mentioned. “Oh, yeah. You mean the guy who just left us in the middle of a big battle and almost got us all killed as a result.”

“It didn’t seem like Funky logged off intentionally to me,” said Dillo, scratching his chin with one of his dirt-crusted claws. “It looked to me like something had forced him to log off.”

“But why can’t he come back online for three days?” I said, glancing at the timer next to Funky’s name in the Team menu. “I’ve never seen anything like that before. Is that yet another feature I just happen not to know anything about?”

“It is possible to lock your own account with a time limit,” said Recover. “It’s for people who let themselves get easily distracted by Capes Online. By locking their own account and making it impossible to access for a certain period of time, it helps them avoid spending too much time on this game. You can set your timer from as little as ten minutes to as long as a month.”

“Maybe Funky set a timer on his playtime and he just forgot about it until the last minute,” Dillo suggested. “Doesn’t he seem like a really busy guy? He’s rarely online and whenever he is online he doesn’t spend as much time here as we do.”

I nodded. My belief was that Funky was a Capes Online developer. Heck, it was possible he was even an executive at SI Games. It explained his intricate and detailed knowledge of the game’s mechanics and also why he seemed so busy all the time. I was no game developer myself, but even I understood that creating and maintaining a game of this size and complexity required insane hours. I once read an article on the Internet about how VRMMORPG developers were at higher risk of burn out and other psychological problems than other types of game developers due to the long hours they had to work. Supposedly, working 80 hours a week was considered on the low side of the number of hours the average VRMMORPG developer worked.

Now SI Games claimed that it took good care of its employees and made sure none of them worked themselves to death, but I wasn’t entirely convinced by their corporate PR. In any case, even if SI Games was being truthful about making sure their employees didn’t become workaholics, I imagined their workers probably still had to work more than most people just to make sure Capes Online didn’t crash entirely. If Funky was one such developer—or even just a simpler programmer—then that explained why he spent less time online than the rest of us.

But even so, I still felt angry at Funky for dropping out like that. Even if he had set a timer and forgot about it, all that told me was that he should have warned us ahead of time before it forced him to log off. It made me wonder just how reliable Funky really was. I could handle that he might want some privacy in regard to his real life and the details thereof, but I couldn’t handle someone who was unreliable. I made a mental note to talk to Funky about this as soon as he came back online, which sadly wouldn’t be for another three days at least.

“All right,” I said. “What’s done is done and there’s not much we can do about it. Now that the mission is technically over, I think it’s time we head back to my Base to regroup. Unless either of you guys have other business to attend to.”

Dillo held up his claws. “Now that you mention it, I do have an appointment in about an hour I can’t miss. So I’ve got to log off for now, but I’ll try to get back on later this evening for more missions if you have any. See ya.”

Dillo suddenly blinked out of existence. So did Hop, although since she was Dillo’s Sidekick, she had been sent back to his Base, wherever that was, and wouldn’t be able to leave until Dillo logged back online.

I looked at Recover. “What about you? Got anything to do in the real world?”

Recover rubbed her arm. “Like Dillo, I do have a few things to attend to in the real world. But I’ll get back online as soon as I can.”

I nodded but didn’t smile. “Fine. It’s probably not healthy to play Capes Online all the time, anyway. Well, unless you’re like me, anyway.”

Recover smiled apologetically. “Sorry, Winter. I know how tough things have gotten for you, but I really do need to go. I hope things get better for you soon.”

I expected Recover to simply disappear like Dillo, but instead, she stepped forward and gave me a quick, but pleasant, hug before disappearing before me. Brawn waved goodbye as he also disappeared, sent back to Recover’s Clinic back in Northern Adventure City, leaving me and Cy standing all by ourselves yet again.

“Aw, man,” said Cy, putting his hands on his hips. “How come you got hugged by Recover while I just get ignored? Is it due to that Luck Point you got back in the Mall? Because if so, then I need to get me some of that.”

I put a hand on my chest, relishing the sensation of Recover hugging me. It had been a quick hug, perhaps more platonic than anything, but I wasn’t so sure. “Luck’s got nothing to do with it, Cy. She’s just a friend. You know this.”

“Friends don’t look at each other like this,” said Cy. He suddenly made big, dreamy eyes as he stared at an overturned trash can that lay near us.

“I don’t look like that when I look at Recover,” I said, trying not to sound embarrassed. “Do I?”

“Oh, you look way worse than that, boss,” said Cy. “You look like you want to take her out behind the barn and—”

“Okay, I get it,” I said, holding up my hands. “No need to get explicit. I have a pretty vivid imagination on my own.”

“I’m sure you do, boss,” said Cy, nodding. “Especially with Recover.”

I sighed in frustration. “Cy, let’s just go back to Base now. Oh, and don’t mention Recover while we’re going there. Okay?”

“Sure thing, boss,” said Cy with a wink. “But no need to feel embarrassed about it. Remember what I told you when I found you with those two ninja in your bedroom? I don’t judge peoples’ preferences. I’m pretty open-minded about these sorts of things and—”

“Cy,” I said. “Please shut up. Now.”

Cy immediately closed his mouth and gave me a thumbs up. Then he gave me a saucy wink, which was when I realized that even if Cy stopped talking for the rest of his life, he would probably still find a way to make me feel embarrassed or uncomfortable.

Shaking my head, I activated Flight and flew into the air, wondering how life could possibly get any worse for me.


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

As it turned out, life wasn’t done messing with me yet. Although our flight across Adventure City—which forced us to take breaks every now and then due to our Flight Powers requiring cooldown time between each use—was largely uneventful save for Cy accidentally swallowing a bug, when we reached my Base, I found an entire crowd of Hero players waiting outside the front door.

I had never seen this many players in one spot before. There had to be over 50 Heroes, ranging from low-level newbies to high-level veterans, standing, sitting, or hovering in the general area around my Base. Add in their Sidekicks and that made at least 100 people waiting outside my Base. One hundred people didn’t sound like a whole lot but remember I come from a small town of about 1,00 people, so I was essentially looking at one-tenth of the population of Cane, Texas camped outside my Base.

And even weirder, none of them were part of a Team. From what I could tell, all of the Heroes were simply individual players who all happened to congregate on the same spot at the same time for reasons I didn’t know. In some ways, that was a relief. It meant they weren’t looking for a Team Battle with my Team. In other ways, however, it meant if a fight did break out, it would be far more chaotic than a simple Team Battle due to the presence of so many Heroes and their Sidekicks.

I even considered turning around and flying off to one of my friend’s Bases, but I was already too close to my Base to avoid it and besides, this was my Base. I wasn’t about to let a bunch of other Heroes—including some who were twice my level—keep me out of my Base.

“Wow, look at all those people!” said Cy as we landed on top of a nearby building for one last rest before we reached my Base. “Why do you think they’re all here? Do you think they’re going to throw a surprise birthday party for us?”

“No,” I said flatly. “It’s not even my birthday.”

“It is mine, though,” said Cy. He suddenly pulled a calendar out of nowhere and started flipping through it. “Wait a minute … my birthday was actually six months ago. Man, if they’re supposed to be throwing a big surprise party for me, then they sure are late. But I never turn down free cake, so—”

“I don’t think they have any cake,” I said, looking down closely at the crowd of Heroes below. “Or any birthday party supplies at all, for that matter.”

“Freeloaders,” Cy scoffed. “Bet they think we’ll supply the birthday cake.”

I rolled my eyes, but before I could respond to that, one of the Heroes below—a short, stocky man with a weird telescopic lens attached to his glasses—looked up and suddenly pointed at us.

“Hey, everybody!” the man—who had the nametag [HERO FOUR EYES] hovering above his head—shouted. “It’s Winter and his Sidekick!”

The entire crowd stopped doing what they were doing to look up at me. They immediately began shouting all sorts of questions at me, most of which I couldn’t make any sense of, although I did catch a few:

“Winter! Can I join your Team? Can I? Please?”

“Is it true that you and Recover are dating?”

“Can you give me a back massage?”

That last question didn’t come from the crowd but from Cy. I looked at Cy with a weird expression, causing Cy to shrug and said, “My back hurts and I haven’t gotten a massage in forever. Just thought I might ask.”

I sighed and rubbed my forehead. “Might as well go down there and see what they want. Not like I can sneak back into my Base now.”

Cy and I flew down and landed on the street. As soon as we did, the crowd surged forward and soon we found ourselves surrounded on all sides by dozens of Heroes and their Sidekicks. People shouted in my ear, tried to shake my hand, and I think a few hands even tried to reach me in places they shouldn’t. It was almost overwhelming and for a moment I thought the sheer amount of people crowding in on us from all sides would kill us until Cy raised his hands and fired a huge burst of wind from his palms.

The Gust of wind pushed all of the players away from us, leaving a fairly wide circle around the two of us. The attack didn’t actually hurt anyone from what I could tell, but a few people had been knocked over or had their Equipment messed up. I saw one guy with his cape draped over his head, while a female player was hastily readjusting the wig on her head like she hoped no one would notice her hair wasn’t natural.

“Thanks, Cy,” I said, looking at Cy, who lowered his hands to his side. “I owe you one for that.”

Cy shrugged. “No biggie. I can’t stand freeloaders who think we have free cake just because we happen to have a lot of money.”

“There’s cake?” one of the Sidekicks from the crowd asked hopefully.

Cy frowned harshly. “No. The cake is a lie. And there won’t be any cake for anyone. Ever.”

Cy’s uncharacteristically harsh attitude even made me give pause. As silly as Cy often was, he had a tendency to take the most trivial things bizarrely seriously. I only wished he would apply that same seriousness to actual important things in life. Then again, Cy would probably just tell me that cake was very serious.

In fact, it was Cy’s harsh attitude that seemed to keep the other players a safe distance from us. Perhaps they were afraid Cy might do more than just blow them away with wind if they got too close. That was fine by me. I was no introvert, but I also had little interest in getting mobbed by a bunch of overly-enthusiastic and demanding players. It didn’t help that I was still stewing over all of the bad news from the last half hour or so. I really wasn’t in the mood to talk to anyone else.

At the same time, though, I was genuinely curious to find out why so many people were camping outside my Base. In the month since I’d started playing Capes Online, I had never seen or heard of anything quite like this. Of course, there was a lot about Capes Online I still didn’t know. Maybe this was actually a regular occurrence that I simply had not known about before.

“All right,” I said, putting my hands on my hips and looking around at the assembled players and Sidekicks standing around me, “who wants to tell me what all of you are doing here and why?”

The crowd still looked intimidated by Cy’s harshness, but then one player stepped forward. At least, I thought it was a player. It looked like a rather large steampunk-inspired mecha, complete with pistons, piping, and release valves. It’s bronze and silver metal plating shone underneath the bright sun, while its left hand—which was a gun hand ala Mega Man—hung by its side. It also seemed to have a sword attached to its back, although I wasn’t sure how it was supposed to draw it.

The nametag hovering over this person’s head was [MECHANOID STEAMCRUNCHER], which was another reason why I wasn’t sure it was actually a player. All players had either Hero or Villain before their name, not ‘Mechanoid,’ whatever that was.

Curious, I Scanned the Mechanoid to find out more about it:

NAME: Steamcruncher

LEVEL: 34

HEALTH: 200/200

ALIGNMENT: Hero

CLASS: Mechanoid

WEAK POINT: Piping

WEAKNESS: Flame

Mechanoids are robotic suits often built and piloted by Heroes and Villains alike to accomplish various tasks. Typically built either by Gadgeteers or Mad Scientists, Mechanoids are usually slow but often pack a punch. They also tend to be built like tanks and are often used by weaker Heroes or Villains to augment their own Strength and Defense in combat.

Hmm. I wondered how Mechanoids were different from Powered Armor characters. I suppose Powered Armor characters were stuck with whatever armor they had, while Mechanoids could apparently be piloted by anyone regardless of Class. I didn’t think I needed one myself, but I had to admit it would be kind of cool to have one.

“Hello, Winter,” said the Mechanoid. Despite its bulky appearance, a smug female voice came from the speaker built into where its mouth should be. “Glad you finally decided to show up. We’ve been waiting for you for hours. I was almost about to log off when you finally showed up.”

I raised an eyebrow. This Mechanoid, whoever she was, seemed a bit too familiar with me to be a mere stranger. “I’d be happy to talk to you, but I would like to see your face first. I don’t like talking to people whose face I can’t see.”

“Very well,” said the Mechanoid. “Perhaps you’ll better recognize me if I open my cockpit and show you my face.”

As soon as the Mechanoid said that, steam suddenly burst out from around its head and the entire front part of the Mechanoid—head and chest—began to rise up. The heavy steam made it impossible to see who the pilot was at first, but soon the steam went away, allowing me to see the woman piloting the Mechanoid for the first time.

She was a pretty short woman from what I could tell, wearing advanced-looking goggles over her eyes that had all sorts of blinking lights and dials attached to them. Her dirty blonde hair was done in practical pigtails, while she wore dirty stained overalls with a heavy tool belt hanging from her waist. Above her head, the nametag [HERO GEARS] hovered over her, but I didn’t need to see her nametag to know who she was because I had seen her once before.

“Gears,” I said, not bothering to hide the distaste in my voice. “Long time, no see.”

“You know her?” said Cy, looking at me quickly. “I don’t remember her.”

Gears flashed a brilliant, if perhaps fake, smile. “Oh, so you do remember me, after all. I was a bit worried for a second there that you might not have recognized my face, seeing as we haven’t spoken since the Blackout.”

I scowled. Although it was true I hadn’t seen Gears since the Blackout, I hadn’t forgotten her. After all, she had captured me and tried to hand me over to Dark Kosmos just to save her own skin.

During the Blackout, Dark Kosmos had offered all players their choice of winning their freedom from him: Either go directly to his Hideout and beat him or capture me and hand me over to him. Sadly, most players had chosen the latter, including Gears, who, along with her Teammates, laid a simple but effective trap that caught me and Cy. Had Funky not saved us, there was a very good chance Gears would have handed me over to Dark Kosmos, thus ensuring the deaths of every player in the game. As you can imagine, I wasn’t exactly fond of her.

“Yeah, I remember you,” I said, putting my hands on my waist. “No way I could ever forget the ‘Hero’ who decided that the best way to negotiate with Dark Kosmos was to give him everything he wanted and hope and pray he might not go back on his word.”

Startled and confused murmurings spread throughout the crowd of assembled players and Sidekicks, which was when I remembered that most of them hadn’t witnessed Gears’ attempt to capture and hand me over to Dark Kosmos. I could even see a few people step away from her uncertainly.

Gears, however, didn’t look even remotely ashamed of herself, still smiling as if I had just complimented her on her looks. “Come now, Winter. That was ages ago. I was only doing what I thought was right. Besides, I didn’t even succeed. Are you honestly still mad that I failed to hand you over to Dark Kosmos? You really need to learn to forgive and forget.”

“Oh, now I remember her,” said Cy, slapping the side of his head. “I threatened to cry if she and her friends didn’t let us go. And when they didn’t, I cried, but they still didn’t care. Jerks.”

Some of the players looked at Cy weirdly when he said that, but my focus was on Gears. I folded my arms in front of my chest and said, “Let’s get to the point, Gears. What do you want?”

“Me?” said Gears, putting a hand over her chest. “Why, I just want what every other player who decided to camp out in front of your Base wants: To join Team Winter. Or, as I have always referred to you guys, Team Winner.”

Gears winked at me when she said that, but I remained stone-faced. Did she really think she was going to win me over with such a lame pun? Cy could be easily duped by the lamest puns, but not me. She was clearly buttering me up and failing quite miserably. I guess her Charisma wasn’t as high as it should have been.

Still keeping my arms folded in front of my chest, I looked around at the crowd and said, “All of you guys want to join my Team?”

“Yeah,” a short, mole-like guy with the nametag [HERO MOLEMAN] said. “You killed Dark Kosmos, after all, and saved the game and everyone in it.”

“Plus, there are rumors you stopped another Z-Virus outbreak,” a woman with fiery hair whose name was apparently [HERO FIRE PRINCESS] said. “I remember the last one five years ago. It was horrible.”

Everyone else began chiming in, mostly in agreement with Gears’ statement, but they were so loud I could barely hear anyone, so I had to raise my hands and shout, “Okay, I get it! One at a time, please. I can’t hear everyone at once.”

Gears suddenly stepped forward, her Mechanoid making loud steam noises as it did so. “So now that you know why we’re here, I am sure you will be more than happy to put us all into your Team.”

I frowned. “Who says I’m recruiting? Maybe I’m happy with the size of my Team right now.”

“Please,” said Gears with a roll of her eyes. “No Hero worth his salt is ever satisfied with the size of his Team. Everyone wants to run their own League someday. And if you let us join, then you will be that much closer to having one of your own.”

There was that mention of a ‘League’ again. I still hadn’t figured out what a ‘League’ was, but I inferred that a League was like a really advanced version of a Team. Until I could get a chance to ask Cy or Funky about it, however, I wasn’t so sure I wanted one for myself.

“I’m still not sure,” I said. “Like I said, I like the current size of my Team. I feel like my current Teammates cover the basics really well.”

Gears snorted. “You have, what, four people on your Team right now, counting yourself? Given the endless variety of Classes in this game, there’s no way your Team can handle every situation. Hell, you don’t even have a Gadgeteer like me, which leaves a serious hole in your Team that will definitely screw you over at some point.”

Gears’ not-so-subtle selling of herself was starting to get on my nerves, but I had to admit there was a point buried underneath all that smugness. My Team had just barely managed to hold our own against Tentacold. If I had had more people on the Team, then we might have been able to complete the mission even with Funky’s unexpected forced log off. We definitely wouldn’t have had to rely on my brother to swoop in and save the day, at least, which might have saved him from getting arrested by the government.

Even so, that didn’t mean I wanted to recruit Gears or, really, any of these other people onto my Team. They were all complete strangers to me and I didn’t really feel like recruiting a bunch of strangers onto my Team all at once. I guess Gears technically wasn’t a stranger, but I wished she was, because I’d like her better if I didn’t know what kind of person she really was.

“Plus, the more people on your Team, the more bonuses you get,” said Gear. “You get access to bigger missions that have bigger rewards. And this game is all about the rewards.”

I frowned. “I thought it was about helping people.”

“For the rewards,” Gear said. She looked at me like I was an idiot. “Duh. Why else would you help these people?”

There was something seriously wrong with Capes Online’s Alignment System if a woman as selfish as she could somehow be called a Hero, but I didn’t say that to her face.

Instead, I addressed the crowd as a whole and said, “Sorry, guys. I just got back from a big mission and I’m not really in the mood to talk to a lot of people. I just want to go to my Base and relax. Not trying to recruit anyone into my Team at the moment, so y’all can go home now if you want.”

Protests burst out from the crowd, but I just stood my ground and repeated my previous statement. That seemed to do the trick. The crowd dispersed, with some flying away, others walking, and even more simply disappearing into thin air as they logged off for the day. Only Gears hadn’t moved, but I could tell she was greatly disappointed by my statement.

“Well, I do have homework to do, so I might as well log off,” said Gears with a shrug. Then she leaned forward in her cockpit, a rather threatening expression on her face. “But trust me, Winter. You are definitely going to regret not recruiting me into your Team.”

With that, Gears disappeared as she logged off, leaving me and Cy standing by ourselves outside my Base once again.


CHAPTER NINE

 

“Why’d you tell all those people to go away, boss?” asked Cy as we entered my Base. “I thought we were going to have a big party. You can’t have that many people over and not offer them something good to eat.”

I looked at Cy in disbelief. “Weren’t you the one saying there’s no cake to eat?”

“I was just in a bad mood after I learned they weren’t going to throw us a surprise birthday party,” said Cy with a shrug. “I didn’t really mean that.”

I sighed heavily. “Doesn’t matter. We don’t have nearly enough food to feed all those people, anyway.”

“Okay,” said Cy. He smiled all of a sudden. “I know! We should hold a big party sometime. Print invitations, order catering from a local restaurant, and even entertainment. I can play a pretty mean kazoo and could have gone pro before I became a Sidekick.”

I wasn’t sure if it was actually possible for kazoo players to go ‘pro’ in this game or if that was just another one of Cy’s bizarre statements, but either way, I didn’t care. I was so used to Cy making the most outlandish statements that most of what he said didn’t phase me much anymore. Cy might have just been bits of data, but he was real enough that I felt like he was a real person anyway.

“Right,” I said as we passed the kitchen. “I doubt we’ll be throwing a party anytime soon. And if we do, it will be a small, quiet affair just for me and my friends. Just like I like it.”

“Okay,” said Cy with a disappointment. “But if you ever do decide to recruit all those people into your Team, can we do it then?”

I stopped and looked at Cy. “No, but now that we’re on the subject, I want to know more about this whole League business. Gears mentioned everyone wants to run a League, but I don’t even know what a League is.”

Cy came to a stop as well and looked at me in surprise. “You mean I haven’t explained that to you yet? Huh. I was pretty sure I did at some point.”

“I’m still pretty new to the world, Cy,” I said as I scratched my chin. “I’ve heard about Leagues, but have never had anyone properly explain it to me.”

Cy clapped his hands together suddenly. “Okay, then. You know what a Team is, right? It’s two or more Heroes or Villains getting together to form an alliance, usually to achieve some kind of common goal. Teams are individual units in their own right and can be leveled up like individual Heroes and Villains. You can get Team Powers, your Team can get its own reputation independent of the reps of individual members, and so on. Teams also get access to their own missions that are different from the missions available to individuals.”

I nodded. “I know all that already. What can a League do that a Team can’t? And how do I get a League in the first place?”

Cy tapped his chin in thought. “Getting a League is pretty simple. When your Team gets to Level One Hundred—basically, when you reach one hundred Teammates, which is the maximum number of members a Team can have—you have the option of upgrading your Team into a League.”

“Are Leagues basically just glorified Teams, then?” I said.

“Sort of, but not really,” said Cy. “Whereas Teams can only have one hundred members max, Leagues don’t have any limit to the number of members who can join. You can have two hundred, five hundred, a thousand, even ten thousand members. Most Leagues typically only have a few hundred, although Justice United has close to twenty thousand members last I checked.”

I gaped. “Twenty thousand Heroes? That’s insane.”

“It sounds like fun to me,” said Cy with a big smile. “But yeah, Leagues can get pretty big. In fact, they can get so big that you often can’t manage everyone at once. So you have to start assigning people positions in the League Hierarchy.”

“League Hierarchy?” I said. “What’s that?”

“In short, it’s just a way to organize a League more effectively,” said Cy. “For example, if you created a League, then you would be the League Captain, which means you’re the boss. As the League Captain, you could assign someone to the position of League Vice Captain, another person to the position of League Treasurer to handle finances, and so on. As you can imagine, it can get pretty complicated, especially with more members.”

I nodded. “But what are the benefits of starting a League? So far, it sounds like a lot of work.”

“Easy,” said Cy. “First off, as the League Captain, you can get a certain percentage of all rewards, experience, and money that individual League members gain from missions. You can set the percentage as high or low as you want, but nonetheless, you do get some. That’s why some of the highest-leveled Heroes are League Captains because they can benefit from the accumulated experience gained from their members.”

“Interesting,” I said. “What else can you get?”

“Access to unique League Missions,” said Cy. He spread his arms. “You know how Team Missions are typically more difficult than Solo Missions? Well, League Missions are a step above that. Whereas most Solo Missions can be completed in a day, Team Missions might take a few days or weeks, League Missions often take months, even years, to complete due to their sheer size and complexity. But they also have the best rewards out of all the mission types, so they’re usually worth the effort.”

I was astonished to hear how long League Missions took to complete. “You’ve got to be joking.”

“No joke,” said Cy. “That’s why Leagues are so rare. Just getting one hundred Teammates alone is a challenge in itself. Building and maintaining a full-sized League, complete with all of the administrative work required to keep it running smoothly? Most Heroes just stick with Teams. They’re simpler and easier to manage.”

I stroked my chin. “Can Villains also formed Leagues?”

“Yes, but they’re called Legions instead,” said Cy. “And they’re even rarer than Leagues, mostly because Villains have a hard time working together. The last Villain Legion, the Iron Rattlesnakes, fell apart two years ago due to vicious infighting between the various Legion Captains and other people. Hasn’t been another one since.”

I nodded in understanding. Based on my somewhat limited experience with Villain players so far, I could easily believe that making a functioning Legion out of them was like herding cats. I kept thinking about Atmosfear and what he would do if he had a Legion of even just a couple hundred players under his command. Given how the last Team he formed went around kidnapping and torturing players for fun, I couldn’t even begin to imagine what Atmosfear would do with even more power under his belt. He would probably cause a problem on the scale of the Blackout or original Z-Virus outbreak.

“There is, of course, a lot more to both Leagues and Legions than even I know, but that was just a brief overview,” said Cy. “If you want to know more, you can ask someone else or maybe search online, although since Leagues and Legions are rare, you probably won’t find too much information about them.”

“Probably,” I agreed. “And honestly, a League sounds like way too much work. I like having a small, close-knit Team like what we’ve already got. Maybe it means League Missions and their rewards are outside of my grasp, but I’ve always preferred keeping things small like my hometown.”

“I dunno, boss,” said Cy, scratching his back. “That Gears lady kind of had a point. Having more members in a Team is generally a good thing. You get more Team Points, access to more Team Powers, and all sorts of other things. I mean, Team Winter doesn’t even have a Team Power yet.”

“How do you get a Team Power?” I asked.

“I think you get a Team Power when you get ten Teammates,” said Cy. “When was the last time you looked at your Team’s stat sheet, by the way?”

“Since the Blackout,” I said. “Might as well pull it up now and see what we’ve got.”

Opening my character screen, I toggled the tab labeled ‘TEAMS’ and clicked on ‘TEAM WINTER,’ which pulled up this sheet:

NAME: Team Winter [Edit]

MEMBERS: Winter [Team Leader], FunkyFresh94, Recover, Dillo

TOTAL MEMBERS: 4/100

ALIGNMENT: Hero

TEAM MISSIONS: N/A

TEAM POWERS: N/A

TEAM POINTS: 4

TEAM REPUTATION: Famous

Cy was right. It had been a while since I last looked at my Team’s sheet. It was pretty much exactly the same from what I could tell. I also paid a bit more attention to the total number of members. That number did not include Sidekicks who, for whatever reason, were not counted as members of a Team. Then again, knowing what I did about Teams now, I could actually understand why Sidekicks weren’t counted. If Sidekicks counted as Teammates, then not only would you get 2 TPs every time your Team got a new member, but you would also hit the 100 member limit much quicker and get the chance to upgrade to a League very quickly. You’d technically only need to recruit 50 Teammates to reach the 100 member limit, and if every Teammate had a Sidekick, then that would be a very obvious way to cheat the system.

I stroked my chin. “So if I add another six members, then I’ll unlock my first Team Power?”

“You should,” said Cy. “And I can’t tell you what it is. All Team Powers are unique and based on the combined Powers of the members in question.”

I nodded. “Like Combo Powers, right?”

“Exactly,” said Cy. “And Team Powers can only be used when all members of a Team are present.”

I nodded again. Made sense. Team Powers were probably way stronger than ordinary Powers. If one player could use them by himself, it would severely unbalance the game. “Then the only way to find out what Team Power we’ll unlock is if I recruit at least six other people.”

“Yes,” said Cy. “You should’ve recruited your brother. Not only would that bring you closer to unlocking your first Team Power, but then you could hang out with your bro all the time. Wouldn’t that be awesome?”

When Cy mentioned Busker, it completely drove all thoughts about Teams and Team Powers out of my mind. I found myself once again thinking about Busker and what was happening to him in the real world. It also reminded me of my own limitations, such as being unable to level up, that had been imposed upon me for no good reason. Anger and guilt rose within me in equal measure as I thought about that.

“Boss?” said Cy. “Are you okay? You look a little angry.”

Snapping out of my thoughts, I looked at Cy and said, in a forced calm voice, “It’s nothing, Cy. Nothing you need to worry about, at least.”

Cy suddenly smiled. “Okay! But if you ever need to talk to me about something, I’m always available. You know that, right?”

“I do,” I said. “Thanks for the offer, though I don’t think I’ll need it at the moment.”

“Whatever you say, boss,” said Cy. “Anyway, having more Teammates would also prevent stuff like what happened earlier with Funky. If we’d had another fire user on the Team, then Funky’s disappearance wouldn’t have caused us to lose the mission.”

“Good point,” I said. I stroked my chin in thought. “I still wish Funky would have warned us that he was going to automatically log off like that ahead of time. That way, we could have prepared better for it and maybe even completed the mission without his help.”

“Agreed,” said Cy. “So what are you going to do, boss? Are you going to recruit more people now?”

I shook my head. “Not right away. I agree that Team Winter probably needs to expand, but I want to sleep on it and see how I feel in the morning. We need more members, but we don’t need them that badly. I don’t want to recruit people into the Team who we can’t trust, after all.”

“Makes sense,” said Cy. “Wouldn’t want to accidentally hire an undercover Villain, after all.”

“That can happen?”

“Sure it can,” said Cy. “Lots of Villains infiltrate Hero Teams by pretending to be Heroes themselves. They usually have some kind of Power that allows them to change their identity and even their nametag. Your Hero Sense should be able to detect most of them, but it’s definitely still something you want to be wary of.”

I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised to hear that, but it did make me feel a bit more nervous about all of those Heroes who had camped out in front of my Base earlier. All of them had Hero nametags, but that didn’t automatically mean they were all really Heroes. What if some of them were Villains attempting to infiltrate my Team and take me out? I didn’t have too many enemies in Capes Online other than Atmosfear, but if there was one thing I knew about fame, is that it was always a double edge sword.

Pushing those thoughts out of my mind, I said, “Cy, I am going to take a nap. Why don’t you get dinner cooking? And while you’re at it, start thinking about how we’re going to vet potential Teammates once we officially start recruiting.”

Cy gave me the thumbs up. “Sure thing, boss. Tonight, I think we’ll have spaghetti and meatballs with a hint of mayo. I’ll get it started right away!”

Before I could question Cy on his choice of cuisine, Cy zipped away to the kitchen. Soon I heard sounds of packages being opened, water being poured into pots, and the oven and stove being turned on, all accompanied by Cy humming a tune to himself. Cy had improved a lot as a cook over the last month, but he still had … odd tastes in cuisine. Spaghetti with mayo was one of the least weird things he had cooked, downright normal in comparison to his brilliant idea to mix chocolate and steak. At least it would get rid of that Hunger debuff, though I wasn’t sure if that would be worth whatever other debuffs I might get from Cy’s cooking.

But whatever. If I wanted to eat something better, I should cook, which I did not. Instead, I climbed up the stairs to my room, opened the door, and stepped inside, fully intending to catch a quick nap before dinner.

That was when I noticed someone else was already sitting on my bed.


CHAPTER TEN

 

The woman sitting on my bed looked quite comfortable, one leg draped over the other, her short skirt barely concealing her rather nice thighs. She wore a black blazer which showed ample cleavage and she had her hair down in a ponytail. Her eyes were a brilliant shade of green, standing out in stark contrast to her very dark skin. Although she appeared to be unarmed, I sensed she knew how to fight. The nametag [AGENT BANKS] hovered over her head, though it didn’t help me know who she was.

I had no idea how she got in here. I didn’t notice any broken windows back in the main part of the Base, nor had the front door been broken. Even if it had, the Base’s alarms should have alerted me to her presence.

“Hello there,” said the woman as casually as if we had just bumped into each other on the street. “You’re Nyle Maxwell, right? Or am I supposed to call you by your superhero name, Winter?”

The woman said ‘superhero name’ with clear disdain. She almost sounded ashamed of herself for saying it. I wasn’t sure why because as far as Hero names went, Winter was pretty ordinary. At least it wasn’t SmashThePatriarchy69 or something equally cringy like that.

“I generally go by Winter now,” I said. “But how do you know my real name? And how did you get in here?”

“Didn’t I introduce myself?” said the woman. “I thought Director Johnson had already told you about me. I’m Charles Omar’s replacement.”

Oh. I recalled Johnson informing me that Chuck wasn’t going be assigned to oversee me anymore and that he would be replaced with another Department of VR agent. “Wow. That was quick.”

“Director Johnson doesn’t waste any time when it comes to finishing important tasks like this,” said the woman shortly. “That is why he has been the Director for as long as he has. You would do well to show him a bit more respect.”

I furrowed my brow. “I didn’t think I was showing him disrespect. I can respect a guy who gets stuff done in a timely manner. I just thought it would take a while for them to replace Chuck.”

“Chuck?” the woman repeated. “Oh, you mean Agent Omar. No, we have a system in place to make reassigning agents to different parts of the Department a quick, simple, and easy thing. Due to the ever-changing nature of VR, the only way for the Department to stay on top of things is by staying nimble and fresh. Which means knowing when it’s time to make a change and knowing when to leave things alone.”

Her explanation sounded reasonable enough to me, but I still didn’t like her all that much. “You still haven’t told me your name, by the way.”

The woman sighed as if I had just asked her to do something very inconvenient. “My name is Agent Amelia Banks. You may call me Agent Banks for short.”

“Can’t I call you Amy instead?” I said. “I gave Chuck a nickname and he seemed okay with it.”

Amelia rolled her eyes. “See, that is part of the problem here. You became too familiar with Chuck, which is probably why Chuck let you get away with so much.”

Amelia stood up and walked over to me. Although I was taller and far more muscular than her, Amelia showed zero fear or hesitation as she approached me. Of course, it was pretty easy to feel confident when you knew you couldn’t be hurt.

“What you might not realize, Winter, is that Department agents are not supposed to befriend Project Second Life participants such as yourself,” said Amelia. She brushed back a stray strand of hair from her face. “Our job is to keep an eye on you and the others, ensure you do not harm the game and report back our findings to the UN and the US government for further study. We are not supposed to get cutesy nicknames from your kind.”

“My kind?” I repeated. “Sorry, lady, but I’m just as human as you. I might not have a physical body, but I still have the mind of a human being.”

Amelia smirked. “Apologies. It was a … slip of the tongue. After the Blackout, though, I hoped you would be more understanding of my wariness toward digital beings like you.”

I scowled. “Not all of us are as power hungry as Dark Kosmos or crazy as Atmosfear. Some of us want to be Heroes.”

Amelia snorted. “’Heroes.’ Right. It’s easy to be a Hero in a video game where good and evil are so clearly defined. In the real world, though, things are a bit grayer than that. Not that I expect you to understand. If you did, then we wouldn’t be talking to each other like this, now would we?”

Amelia was really great at getting under my skin, but I sensed she was trying to bait me. “The real world might be grayer than this game, but that doesn’t mean good and evil aren’t real. They’re just a lot less obvious.”

Amelia didn’t respond to that. Instead, she turned and walked over to my desk. She picked up a piece of paper and said, “Well, I didn’t come here to discuss philosophy with you. I came to introduce myself and inform you of the changes being made to your account.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know them already,” I said, folding my arms in front of my chest. “Can’t level up, constant twenty-four-seven surveillance, and I can’t leave Adventure City, either. Director Johnson already explained it all to me earlier.”

“Then that saves us some time,” said Amelia. She looked up at me again, her expression as serious as ever. “Technically speaking, I didn’t have to meet you in person like this. I could easily have introduced myself to you in a message.”

“Then why didn’t you?” I said. “You haven’t exactly left a good impression on me.”

Amelia smiled. “That’s the point. I came to establish that you cannot simply do whatever you want anymore. Chuck has always been a softy, which is why I wasn’t surprised when Director Johnson asked me to take over his duties overseeing you. It doesn’t help that you technically weren’t even supposed to be in the game in the first place. That’s probably why you’ve caused us so much trouble.”

“Hey, lady, I’ve tried to save the game even though I don’t want to be here,” I said. “By the way, you wouldn’t be able to tell me who in the government put me in here, would you?”

“That is top-secret information,” said Amelia without missing a beat. “And please don’t ask that question again or I will report you to Director Johnson. I imagine he would be more than happy to answer your question.”

I probably should have expected that someone like Amelia, who seemed hostile toward me, wouldn’t be any more likely to answer my questions than Chuck, but I still thought it might be worth it. “How’s about Giggles, then? Last I heard, you guys were trying to take him apart to find out where Atmosfear is. Any luck there?”

For the first time since I’d met her, a flicker of worry crossed Amelia’s face. But then her iron expression returned and she said, in her usual curt voice, “The current status of the Sidekick known as Giggles is also top-secret information, as well as the whereabouts of Atmosfear.”

“What?” I said. “Why? Chuck always used to give me updates on Atmosfear.”

“Because Chuck was an idiot,” said Amelia. “The actions of a rogue Project Second Life participant are the responsibility of the Department of VR. Other Project Second Life participants such as you should never have been allowed to get this involved. That was a mistake from the beginning, a mistake I intend to correct.”

“But Atmosfear is my responsibility,” I said, putting a hand on my chest. “He’s my enemy. I want to help take him down for good.”

“Thus far, you haven’t had any luck in actually capturing him,” said Amelia dryly. “Perhaps you should let us professional deals with this. You can simply enjoy your new digital life just like all of the other Project Second Life participants. You are the only one who feels the need to butt in on these sorts of matters and for too long you’ve been allowed to do so. Starting today, I don’t want you even thinking about Atmosfear, Giggles, or anything involving those two ever again. Understood?”

Although Amelia spoke with absolute authority, I didn’t look away or stop looking at her. I knew she was trying to break me and I had no intention of submitting to her.

“What if I decide to ignore you and go looking for Atmosfear myself?” I said. “You’re not the boss of me. You’re not my mother.”

Amelia did not smile. “Then I will delete you.”

Her bluntness was almost like getting hit in the head with a baseball bat. “What?”

“You heard me,” said Amelia. She leaned forward, her eyes locked onto my face. “Do you really think you are so special and important that you are immune to deletion? Please. Remember, you’re not even supposed to be here in the first place. Deleting you would only return Project Second Life to what it originally was.”

“You can’t do that,” I said, although my protest sounded weak even to my own ears. “The Department of VR doesn’t have that right.”

“Oh, but we do,” said Amelia. “Under the correct circumstances, we can actually delete Project Second Life participants, but only if we can prove they are a threat to others. That is what we are trying to do to Atmosfear. As soon as we capture him, we fully intend to delete him from the game. And we will do the same to you if you don’t mind your own business and stop thinking you’re an actual superhero instead of just playing as one.”

My hands balled into fists, but I didn’t have anything to say back to her. What could I say? Amelia was clearly in no mood to listen to me. She probably saw me more as a burden than anything and was just waiting for me to give her an excuse to delete me. Having played Capes Online for so long, I was used to problems I could solve with my fists or Ice Powers, but this was one issue where I was just as powerless as I had been back in the real world, if not more so.

I lowered my hands to my sides. “Fine. I’ll respect your wishes—”

“Commands,” Amelia corrected. “Let’s not confuse ourselves here. I am commanding you to listen to me and my orders. I was once in the military before joining the Department and one thing all soldiers learn is to obey commands from their superior no matter what.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Do you want me to call you General Amelia now and refer to you as ‘sir’? Or do you prefer ‘ma’am’?”

“I prefer you take this seriously,” said Amelia. “But I can see Agent Omar’s gentle handling of you has inflated your sense of self-importance. Remember this, Nyle: Capes Online is not—and never will be—real life.”

With that, Amelia disappeared in a similar manner to Chuck and Director Johnson, but not before she left me with one final glare that told me exactly what would happen if I dared to go against her commands.

And it would not be pleasant.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

“What a bitch,” I said to no one in particular as I sat down on my bed. “Typical government bureaucrat. Think she’s all that and can tell me what to do and—”

I was interrupted by a soft ping in my ears and looked at my inbox and noticed I had a couple of unread messages. Opening my inbox, I saw that the newest message, right above a message from Capes Online Staff informing me of the upcoming Heroic Saga DLC, was from Amelia with the subject line of ‘Re:Language.’

Puzzled, I opened the message and read its contents:

Nyle,

Please watch your tongue. Swearing doesn’t seem like a particularly ‘heroic’ thing to do, especially when you use it to degrade a woman. If you keep swearing at me like this, I will be forced to enable Kids Mode on you again, and you wouldn’t want that, now would you?

Also, I forgot to mention that the enhanced observation processes have been implemented. Now every moment of your day will be recorded on our servers by our cameras for the rest of your life. Just a heads up in case you were planning to disobey my orders.

Cheers,

Amelia Banks

Department of Virtual Reality

I closed the message and laid down on my bed, glaring up at the ceiling in frustration. Something told me Amelia cared less about me swearing her out and more about reminding me of how little power I really had over my life anymore. And the jab about Kids Mode was a low blow. The last time I had been forced to use Kids Mode was when I had gotten infected with the Z-Virus, but it had been extremely embarrassing for me overall. That she would mention it again when she knew how embarrassing it was for me was yet another reminder of why I’d always had nothing but disdain for these petty government bureaucrat types.

My short interaction with Amelia had also served to remind me how much better Chuck was than her. Although Chuck was also a petty government bureaucrat, he actually seemed to care about me and his job. At the very least, he didn’t see the need to boss me around and lord his power over me, even though I was sure he had the same powers as Amelia. He even gave me regular updates on the Atmosfear situation and what was going on out in the real world. Until now, I hadn’t realized just how much I appreciated his help, even when the rules of his own Department prevented him from telling me what I wanted to know (like who had put me into the Project in the first place).

It seemed like my life was getting worse by the hour. First Funky disappeared and basically caused us to fail a very important mission. Then my brother found out where I was and was probably in the process of getting arrested himself right now. Then I had my Level locked, my privacy invaded, and my freedom curtailed. Then I was no longer allowed to deal with Atmosfear or anything to do with him. And on top of all of that, Amelia was exactly the sort of petty, selfish government a-hole that I was absolutely certain George Washington would have punched out if he time-traveled to the present and saw what our government was like.

Worse than all of that, however, was the knowledge that I couldn’t do anything about it. I was well aware that as a Project Second Life participant, my freedom was somewhat limited. I had accepted the limitation on contacting people outside of the game. I had come to accept that Capes Online was now my new world and that it was my duty to protect it.

But now, Amelia had just slapped me in the face with my own powerlessness. And for what reason? Just to show me that she was the big bitch in town? Somehow, I felt like I would have been better able to accept all of this crap if she had been a lot more polite about it. Instead, however, Amelia decided to rub it in my face and smirk at me like the bureaucrat she was. I now firmly understood why the original American colonists rebelled against the British Empire over 250 years ago now.

What could I do about it, though? That was the thing. I could do nothing about it. Nothing at all. My best hope at this point was that perhaps the Department of VR would reconsider the restrictions placed upon me after they caught Atmosfear, but something told me that wouldn’t happen. If there was one thing I knew about big, unaccountable government departments, it was that they didn’t shrink their power unless they were forced to.

I was especially worried about Busker. He had seemed so happy to see me again, which I could understand. After all, he had thought I was dead and that he would never see me again this side of heaven. But thanks to my actions, he was probably going to jail forever. He had a thriving music career and a side career as a Capes Online streamer. And all of that was gone, just because I let my own emotions get the best of me. It was my fault and I felt like an awful brother for doing that.

Again, though, the practical side of my mind—the one that always cut through the angst and BS to get straight to the point—couldn’t see what I could do about it. At this point, I was powerless to affect anything or make any real change to the world around me. All I could do at this point was wait until Atmosfear was caught and deleted.

One thing I could still do was look at my character sheet. I recalled getting a few Stat Points and Power Points from a mission we completed yesterday involving a serial killer who targeted women in nursing homes. Maybe I couldn’t level up anymore, but that didn’t mean I was going to sit back and let these SPs and PPs go to waste.

Pulling up my character sheet, I looked over it to see where I currently stood:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 28 [Level-Locked]

EXP: 3,200/24,389 (21,189 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 3

Available Power Points: 2

Alignment: Hero

Class: Fighter

Reputation: Household Name

Powers: Super Strength [Level 2], Ice Beam [Level 3. Next Level: 10 PP], Freezing Touch [Level 2. Next Level: 5 PP], Hero Sense [Level 3. Next Level: 10 PP], Dual-Wielding Ice Dagger [Level 1. Next Level: 7 PP], Ice Shackles [Level 1], Ice Slide [Level 1], Flight [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 4], Perception [Level 4], Dodge [Level 4], Negotiation [Level 1], Dual-Wielding [Level 2], Blade-Throwing [Level 1]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 1]

Equipment: Ice Man Costume [Powers: 5/5], Energy Cannon, Snowshoes, Snow Cape [Powers: 1/1]

Kids Mode: Disabled

Health: 46

Stamina: 25

Strength: 31

Defense: 20

Charisma: 10

Intelligence: 15

Agility: 21

Evasion: 15

Accuracy: 16

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 50

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 10

Justice: 11

Trust: 7

Fame: 511

Willpower: 19

Since the second Z-Virus outbreak, I had managed to level up a couple of times and both times had distributed my SPs among my Health, Strength, Defense, and Accuracy. I had also leveled up Hero Sense to Level 3, which meant I could sense the presence of hidden or disguised Villains even better than before, and had managed to level up Perception, Dodge, and Dual-Wielding once each. Dual-Wielding, in particular, had been useful in combat, although I still found wielding two Ice Daggers over one somewhat awkward.

In any case, I needed to decide where to put the few SPs I had available to me. Once I spent my SPs, I couldn’t spend them again, so it was always important to make sure to invest them correctly.

All of my Stats looked pretty good except for one: Charisma. For a long time now, I had neglected that Stat because I just didn’t see any practical use in it. Back in the real world, police officers didn’t need Charisma in order to arrest criminals. We had the law on our side. Plus, I never trusted particularly charismatic people, who in my experience usually used their charm to get out of trouble or get people to do what they wanted.

But now I was beginning to rethink my opinion on that Stat. I didn’t understand how Charisma worked exactly, but I did understand that players with higher Charisma could use it to negotiate for more favorable prices with vendors and even more easily convince NPCs to give them missions they might normally not get. Supposedly, a player with a high enough Charisma could convince even a wanted criminal to turn himself in. Given how I wasn’t going to be leveling up again anytime soon, I decided I need to play smarter rather than harder. If increasing my Charisma would make it easier to catch criminals, then so be it.

So I dumped my 3 Stat Points into Charisma, bringing it up to 13. Still not particularly high, but at least it was getting there.

Next was the 2 PPs. That wasn’t anywhere near enough to level up any of my Powers, but I still needed to distribute them. I decided to put them in Ice Beam. Ice Beam was one of my more useful Powers and I was eager to see how strong it would get at higher levels.

Once I was done with that, I looked at my sheet again:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 28 [Level-Locked]

EXP: 3,200/24,389 (21,189 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 0

Available Power Points: 0

Alignment: Hero

Class: Fighter

Reputation: Household Name

Powers: Super Strength [Level 2], Ice Beam [Level 3. Next Level: 8 PP], Freezing Touch [Level 2. Next Level: 5 PP], Hero Sense [Level 3. Next Level: 10 PP], Dual-Wielding Ice Dagger [Level 1. Next Level: 7 PP], Ice Shackles [Level 1], Ice Slide [Level 1], Flight [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 4], Perception [Level 4], Dodge [Level 4], Negotiation [Level 1], Dual-Wielding [Level 2], Blade-Throwing [Level 1], Aim [Level 1]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 1]

Equipment: Ice Man Costume [Powers: 5/5], Energy Cannon, Snowshoes, Snow Cape [Powers: 1/1]

Kids Mode: Disabled

Health: 46

Stamina: 25

Strength: 31

Defense: 20

Charisma: 13

Intelligence: 15

Agility: 21

Evasion: 15

Accuracy: 16

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 50

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 10

Justice: 11

Trust: 7

Fame: 511

Willpower: 19

When all was said and done, I hadn’t become that much stronger overall, but real improvement typically took time anyway. With my Level locked, my growth was limited. I would need to rely on missions that rewarded SPs and PPs if I was going to keep getting stronger, but SPs and PPs were never a guarantee in any mission, so it would still take a long time to do.

I did, however, linger on Blizzard. It was my first and so far only Combo Power with Cy. Although it was easily my most powerful Power, it was still Level 1. I didn’t know how to level up Combo Powers, but it had to be possible if they had levels like this. Perhaps Cy would know, seeing as he was my Sidekick and all.

But I would ask Cy later. Right now, I wanted to take a nap. I would ask Cy after or perhaps during dinner. Maybe if I took a nap, all my problems would look easier to solve.

Just as I closed my eyes, however, the door to my room burst open and Cy rushed in. He tripped over the carpet on my floor and fell face first onto the concrete floor so hard I thought he had knocked himself out, although when I heard a groan of pain, I knew he was still conscious.

Sitting up, I looked down at Cy and said, “Cy, what are you doing here? Is dinner already done?”

Cy looked up at me with huge, almost terrified, eyes. “No, boss. I was browning the meat and singing a neat little tune my grandpa taught me when I was young, as well as listening to the news on the radio about a recent clash between Justice United and the Legion of Dark when—”

“Get to the point,” I said. “What happened?”

Cy pushed himself up into a sitting position and took a deep breath before saying, “Spiritus—your brother’s Sidekick—is here. And she’s got an important message for you that you need to hear right away.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

As soon as Cy said that, I jumped off from my bed and rushed out the door. I didn’t even turn to see if Cy was going to follow me. I just jumped over the railing separating our rooms from the rest of the warehouse and, landing on the floor, rushed toward the living room area.

Cy was right. I saw Spiritus sitting on one of the couches, sipping a cup of what appeared to be tea. Her grim reaper-like appearance made her look like she didn’t belong here, but she seemed to be perfectly at ease with her surroundings. She looked up as I approached, although the shadows in her hood made it impossible to see her face.

“Oh, hello, Winter,” said Spiritus as she carefully lowered her teacup. “I am glad to see you. When Cyclone let me in, he told me you were taking a nap. I hope my arrival didn’t inconvenience you too much.”

I came to an abrupt stop next to the recliner and took a moment to catch my breath. As I did so, I was amazed at how polite Spiritus was. I found it amazing because Busker was far from polite, which made me wonder how he got her as his Sidekick. Then again, I sometimes wondered how I got Cy as my Sidekick, seeing as we were total opposites in personality and temperament. Just another one of the weird quirks of Capes Online, I guess.

Once I caught my breath, I said to Spiritus, “No problem. You said you have a message from my brother?”

Spiritus nodded. “Yes. When Busker logged off, he sent me a quick message to deliver to you. He would have delivered it himself personally, but given what has happened to him in the real world, he said he is unsure when or if he will ever log back on again.”

Hearing Spiritus say that stabbed me right in the heart. I knew what she meant. Busker was in danger of being arrested in the real world for the ‘crime’ he committed in-game. I could only hope that Busker managed to get away from the government somehow, but given how absolutely clueless Busker had been about Project Second Life itself, it was really only a matter of time before government agents kicked down his door and dragged him off to prison … or worse.

But I couldn’t let myself focus on that right now. I needed to hear Spiritus’ message, although a question did pop into my mind when I saw her. “I don’t understand. When a player logs off, their Sidekick is instantly teleported back to their Base or Hideout and they can’t leave their Base without their player’s permission.”

Spirit sipped her tea again. The tea seemed to vanish into the darkness of her hood. “Busker already gave me permission to go and do as I please even when he is offline. I typically spend my time wandering around Adventure City’s graveyards in the dead of night. It’s quite peaceful, although sometimes I scare other Heroes who don’t know who I am.”

Spiritus sounded very guilty when she said that. It was clear to me that Spiritus was a kind and gentler soul than she let on. I could see why being scaring others would bother her.

“If you don’t want to scare others, why do you wander around graveyards at night?” asked Cy.

Spiritus shrugged. “It’s fun. And I feel more at home among the dead than the living anyway.”

“Can we get back to the topic at hand?” I said before Cy could ask another question. “You said my brother left a message for me. What was it?”

Spiritus made a sound like she was about to speak but then paused. “Are you under surveillance, Winter?”

I tilted my head to the side. “Yeah, I am. How did you know that?”

“Busker mentioned you might,” said Spiritus. “Therefore, it probably wouldn’t be safe for me to verbalize the message. Let me give it to you personally.”

One of Spiritus’ hands disappeared into the folds of her robes. A second later, she pulled out an old-fashioned, unmarked white enveloped, which she handed to me. “Here it is. It isn’t very long, but it is paramount that you read this letter as soon as you can.”

Puzzled, I took the envelope and looked it over. Back in the real world, technological progress had rendered envelopes practically obsolete. The only person I knew who still sent normal letters regularly was Dad, and that was because Dad was pretty old-fashioned himself. Yet I could see the reasoning in giving me an envelope because it probably couldn’t be hacked, and I might be able to read it in such a way that Amelia wouldn’t be able to see its contents.

Ripping open the envelope, I discovered a letter, which I unfolded and looked at. It was a fairly short message, written in Busker’s distinctive handwriting that would be impossible for anyone other than myself to read. I smiled, knowing that meant that even if Amelia was watching, she wouldn’t be able to read what the letter said.

Here is what the letter said:

Yo, bro! Sorry I had to leave so suddenly. Someone—probably one of those Department of VR guys you told me about—forcibly logged me out of my account and I can’t get back in. I can, however, still contact people in the game, so I sent Spiritus a message and asked her to deliver this note to you. If you’re reading this, then that means Spiritus is awesome and she did something really important.

Anyway, I don’t have a whole lot of time to talk, so I’ll get straight to the point: Although I don’t understand how you’re still alive or what exactly is going on here with all of this government conspiracy stuff, there’s this guy I know in-game who you really need to see. He’s the owner of Adventure City’s biggest nightclub and he and I are old pals. I think the two of you would get along great.

His name’s Brandon Oswald, but he goes by Maximilian. He runs Twin Nights Club and he’s a player like you. Tell the guys at the door that Busker sent you. Trust me, you do NOT want to try to force your way into there.

See ya, bro,

Busker Burn

I frowned. “Who is Maximilian?”

Cy gasped. “You mean you haven’t heard of Maximilian? He’s only the most famous and fabulous Hero in all of Adventure City. He runs the Twin Nights Club and is, like, the embodiment of masculinity.”

“What?”

“He can get any woman he wants,” said Cy. “He’s been married, like, five or six times to different supermodels and Heroines. He’s super rich and super handsome and is what every man strives to be. He’s got it all.”

My frown deepened. I had nothing against rich, successful guys who got laid regularly, but I wondered how Busker knew him and why Busker thought the two of us should meet. It seemed to me like the two of us didn’t have too much in common aside from the fact we were both ‘players,’ but I didn’t understand Busker’s point on that matter. Busker was a player, too. I didn’t see why that was significant or important. Perhaps Busker just wanted to make sure I knew Max was a player and not an NPC.

“Spiritus, would you happen to know why Busker wants me to see this Maximilian guy?” I said.

“No, I do not,” said Spiritus, shaking her head. “I do know, however, that Busker and Maximilian are good friends and have known each other for a couple of years now.”

“Is Maximilian trustworthy?” I said.

Spiritus nodded. “I believe so. I do not personally like him, but if Busker trusts him, then so do I.”

I could hear clear dislike in Spiritus’ normally polite voice when she mentioned Max. I wondered what that was about. Perhaps I would find out when I went to meet him.

“Are we going to go see him, boss?” said Cy, hopping up and down. “I really, really want to go. Twin Nights has all the best and most beautiful ladies out of all the nightclubs in the city. I’ve never been myself because you have to be rich to get in, but I’ve seen pictures and videos and—”

“I guess so,” I said as I folded up the letter and put it in my inventory. “I’m just confused as to why Busker thinks I should go meet the guy.”

“Like I said, I don’t know for sure, but if Busker says you should meet Maximilian, then you should do it,” said Spiritus.

“I see,” I said. “Do you want to come with us?”

Spiritus shook her head. “I am sorry, but I can’t. Busker left me with some final, personal orders that will take me a while to fulfill. Otherwise, I would come, if only to introduce you to Maximilian. He can be rather suspicious of strangers at times, though not in all the right ways.”

“What do you mean by that?” I said in confusion.

Even though Spiritus’ face was hidden by her hood, I could just imagine her smiling under her hood. “Oh, I think you should see for yourself. Without casting judgment, I would say Maximilian is a bit of a character. A very eccentric character, but a character nonetheless. Anyway, I must go. The other instructions Busker left me cannot wait any longer. Best of luck to both of you in your mission.”

With that, Spiritus suddenly disappeared, but as soon as she did, I got this notification:

MISSION: Meet Maximilian

Your brother, Busker Burn, has left you with enigmatic instructions to meet Maximilian, one of the richest and most famous Heroes in all of Adventure City and also the owner of the Twin Nights Club, an exclusive nightclub open only to people in a higher tax bracket than you. You may not know why your brother has given you these instructions, but you know he wouldn’t tell you to do something unless it was important.

ALIGNMENT: Hero

DIFFICULTY: Hard

RARITY: Unique+

SUCCESS: Go to the Twin Nights Club and meet Maximilian

FAILURE: Do not go to the Twin Nights Club and fail to meet Maximilian

REWARDS: To be determined by Maximilian

ACCEPT? Y/N

“Um …” I stared at the mission prompt uncomprehendingly. “Did I just get a mission from my brother? I didn’t know players could give out missions to other players.”

“Normally, it’s not possible,” said Cy, nodding. “But I’ve heard if you are ‘subscribed’ to a certain ‘service,’ then one of the bonuses of that service is gaining the ability to make custom missions for other Heroes to complete. Don’t ask me about it, though. It doesn’t make much sense to me.”

Cy’s explanation was confusing until I recalled that Busker was a member of Capes Online Plus, Capes Online’s subscription service that gave certain benefits to Plus players that free players didn’t get. I suspected that making custom missions for other players was one of the features included in the service, but that still didn’t explain why Busker gave me a mission in the first place. For that matter, I had no idea why the rewards were to be determined by Max, rather than Busker himself.

Once again, I found myself baffled by Capes Online’s mechanics. One of these days I was going to get a handle on everything and I’d stop getting blindsided by features I had no idea existed up until now.

For now, however, I hit ‘Y’ and accepted the mission. I mean, why not? It wasn’t like my life could get any worse and, if anything, this mission promised to make my life even better. Perhaps this Maximilian guy could help me figure out how to fix my life. At the very least, a man as wealthy as he was had to be able to give out some pretty good rewards for completing a mission, so I’d probably end better off overall even if Maximilian was unable to help me with my problems.

“Okay, Cy,” I said. “We’ll leave tonight after dark. That’s when the Twin Nights Club opens. Until then, let’s have dinner. I’m hungry.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

The Twin Nights Club was even more impressive in person than in the pictures I found on the Capes Online Wiki when I searched for it during dinner. While far from the biggest building in Adventure City, it was still a respectable size, two or three stories full of the kind of adult fun that Kids Mode players probably weren’t allowed to have.

The building itself was shaped like a giant peacock. The ‘feathers’ of the peacock were lit up in a litany of different colors, making the night sky look quite bright while at the same time offering a sense of seduction and the sense you weren’t supposed to be there. The head of the peacock appeared to be an office of some sort, although it was hard to tell from down here because it was so high up in the sky.

At the foot of the peacock was the entrance to the club itself. Surrounded on both sides with large ponds full of bubbling, crystal clear water and golden statues of peacocks that probably cost more than the GDP of some small countries, it stood out in comparison to the rather drab neighborhood around it. Although it was just after dark, club members were already going in. I saw men and women dressed in the most expensive-looking suits and dresses—including some that were quite skimpy—enter and exit the club. They had to go through a couple of tough-looking [BOUNCERS], who appeared to be NPCs who weren’t even slightly afraid of the various high-leveled Heroes who came to visit the club. There was even a red carpet leading from the sidewalk up to the entrance of the Twin Nights Club itself.

And the sign for the Twin Nights Club was built into the chest of the peacock. It was lit with a variety of glaring neon colors, making it almost sickening to look at. I felt a bit queasy just staring at the sign, but it definitely helped the building stand out even more. In fact, the sign was the first thing I saw when Cy and I arrived less than ten minutes ago.

Cy and I stood on the street opposite the nightclub. We weren’t exactly hiding, but we did stand inside an alleyway, scouting out the club before we tried to enter. Although I doubted Busker would intentionally send us into a trap, I knew from personal experience that my younger brother had a rather twisted sense of humor. Let’s just say I wouldn’t be surprised if he sent us to get beat up by those Bouncers. It would definitely fit his sense of humor.

“Oh my God,” said Cy. The lights from the nightclub reflected off his wide eyes. “The Twin Nights Club is even more fabulous up close.”

I grimaced. “It’s impressive, all right, but don’t let it distract you from our mission. We’re here to talk to the owner, not ogle at the pretty lights.”

A limousine pulled in front of the club just then. The driver of the limousine hopped out, opened one of the passenger doors, and then stepped aside. Two people emerged from the limousine. One was a tall, powerfully built man with blue skin and no hair, wearing a suit that was probably more expensive than my entire Base. The other was a stunningly beautiful Asian woman in a yellow, somewhat revealing dress, her hair so shiny that it was painful to look at.

Cy gasped so loudly that he almost screamed. “Oh. My. God. That’s Blueno and Fantasma, the most famous Hero couple in all of Adventure City. They’ve been divorced and remarried six times.”

I looked at Cy in bewilderment. “Six times? What kind of relationship is that?”

“One for the ages,” said Cy with a longing sigh. “They are both so passionate that they keep building and destroying their marriage. Marriage is far too confining of an institution to hold such powerful passions for long. At least, that’s what Blueno said in the interview he and Fantasma gave in last week’s Sidekicks Weekly.”

I shouldn’t have been surprised that Cy followed all the celebrity gossip like it was the gospel, but somehow I was. I also shouldn’t have been surprised to learn that the rich and famous in Capes Online were every bit as chaotic and degenerate as they were in the real world. “The two of them don’t look particularly happy.”

“Eh, maybe,” said Cy casually. “If Blueno ever gets tired of Fantasma, I certainly wouldn’t mind taking her. And I don’t even care that she’s, like, forty-two. I don’t mind more, ah, ‘mature’ women.”

“Cy, you remember how I said we’re not here to ogle at pretty lights?” I said. “We’re not here to ogle at pretty women, either. Last thing I need is for you to flirt with the girlfriend of some powerful but jealous Hero who could probably kick our butts without thinking about it.”

Cy pouted. “Come on. You never let me flirt with pretty women. It’s not fair.”

“There will be plenty of time for flirting later,” I said. “Right now, we need to meet with Maximilian and find out if he can help us.”

“Okay,” said Cy. “But I’m not going to stop pouting until we leave.”

“Okay, six-year-old,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “Anyway, let’s go inside now. And let me do all the talking. Those Bouncers don’t look very tolerant of, er, ‘eccentric’ characters like you.”

Cy pouted some more when I said that, but luckily he didn’t push the issue. The two of us emerged from the alleyway and made our way across the street. We walked up the red carpet toward the two Bouncers, who stood on either side of the door with their arms folded in front of their chests.

Although I had seen them from a distance, now that I was closer, I understood why Maximilian had hired them. Their muscles were huge and bulging, looking like hardened rocks pushing against their skin more than anything. They were both tall, at least six feet, maybe seven. They wore identical black suits that added to their tough guy appearances. One of them was blonde and had a ponytail, while the other one had a buzz cut. They both appeared to be unarmed, which was strange because I wondered how two unarmed, seemingly Powerless men could keep out high-leveled Heroes and Villains who didn’t have permission to enter.

Out of curiosity, I Scanned the Bouncers to see what their stats were:

Twin Nights Bouncers Jack and Fred

LEVELS: 150 and 151

ALIGNMENT: Unaligned

CLASS: Bruiser

WEAK POINT: Forehead

WEAKNESS: Rock

RARITY: Common

The life of a nightclub Bouncer is not as fabulous as TV likes to make it out to be. You have to deal with liars, idiots, entitled celebrities, and all sorts of other people who feel entitled to enter the establishment you are in charge of protecting. Only the strongest, both in mind and body, can do this job effectively, especially when dealing with Heroes and Villains who don’t understand that no means no.

I audibly gasped when I saw their levels. How could they have such high levels when they were just ordinary Bouncers? And what was up with their Alignment? It said they were ‘Unaligned,’ yet they had the Bruiser Class, which was a Class open only to Villains. Did Alignment and Class rules not apply to NPCs? Or was there something more going on that I didn’t understand?

In any case, I showed no fear or hesitation as Cy and I walked up to the Bouncers. The two large men wore sunglasses over their eyes, but their body language and facial expressions told me all I needed to know about how they felt about me. They weren’t quite hostile, but they definitely did not look very kindly upon either of us.

“Hi, there,” I said as Cy and I stopped a few feet from the Bouncers. “My name is Winter and this is my Sidekick Cyclone. We—”

“Invitation,” said the first Bouncer, the one named Jack. His voice was surprisingly soft.

“Excuse me?”

“Do you have your invitation?” said Jack again. “All members or guests of the Twin Nights Club require an invitation specially signed by Maximilian himself. Do you have one?”

“Uh, no,” I said, shaking my head. “I didn’t know this was an invite-only club. But I should be on the list.”

Jack grunted skeptically, but Fred pulled out his phone and began scrolling through it. He then swiftly shook his head. “Nope. No Winter or Cyclone is on the list.”

“Then get out,” said Jack, thrusting his arm over our heads and pointing behind us. “Leave. Now.”

Jack’s triceps were probably about half the size of my head, while his hands had to be big enough to cover my head entirely. Cy, of course, cowered before the large man’s massive muscles, but I wasn’t ready to leave just yet, because I remembered what Busker’s message had said.

Still standing my ground, I said calmly, “I might not be on the list, but Busker Burn, a friend of Maximilian, sent us.”

As if I chanted a spell, the two Bouncers completely changed their demeanor. Whereas before they had viewed us with suspicion bordering on hostility, now they looked at us as if I had just said I was the President of the United States.

“Busker sent you?” said Jack disbelievingly.

I nodded. “Yeah. I can show you proof if—”

“No need,” said Jack, holding up his hands. He smiled apologetically. “My apologies. If we’d known before that you were one of Maximilian’s close associates, we would have treated you far more politely. Please come with me. I will show you to Maximilian’s private room reserved only for his most special guests.”

I didn’t like the emphasis he put on the word ‘special.’ It made me feel like I was walking into a trap. On the other hand, I didn’t think Busker would knowingly send me into hostile territory. If he wanted me to talk to Maximilian, then surely there had to be a good reason for it. Even so, I mentally prepared myself for a fight as Cy and I followed Jack into the club itself.

If the Twin Nights Club’s exterior was extravagant, the interior was like walking into the biggest party ever. Hundreds of players and NPCs alike mingled and drank together. Some were on the dance floor, busting out smooth dance moves to music that sounded like a mixture between jazz and techno, while others sat at the various bars scattered throughout the area. The neon lights made for a disorienting experience, although none of the various guests and club members seemed even slightly bothered by the lights. Then again, half of them seemed to be drunk or high from what I could tell, which probably explained that.

On raised platforms all over the club were some of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen. I mean, women and men alike in Capes Online were far more attractive than in real life due to the freedom players had in crafting the appearances of their characters, but these women were a cut above even most of the other women I had seen in Capes Online so far. And I could guess why: They were dressed in very scantily clad clothing, dancing for the amusement and pleasure of male guests and members, and appeared to be the main form of entertainment for most of those guys. I even spotted a few women guests also hooting and hollering at the strippers.

All in all, the mixture of lights, music, and alcohol created a very disorienting atmosphere. I was no prude myself, but it was another reminder why I rarely went to these kinds of clubs. There was just too much going on for me to focus. Plus, as a general rule, I hated drunks and I hated getting drunk. No way would I want to spend so much time among the obvious drunks here.

Unfortunately, Cy was more easily distracted than me. His head whipped back and forth, an expression on his face that told me he couldn’t believe he was actually inside the Twin Nights Club itself. More than once he would stop to stare longingly at one of the strippers, but then I’d have to grab him by the arm and force him to keep walking. I wasn’t sure how old you had to be in Capes Online in order to drink and do drugs, but even if Cy was old enough, I didn’t want to see what a drunk, drugged-up Cy would be like.

Jack the Bouncer, however, wasn’t even remotely distracted by the lights and sounds of the club. He simply made his way along the perimeter of the club, pushing aside particularly drunk players who would get in our way, although always in a practiced way that told me he was used to doing this. Heck, most people, player and NPC alike, moved out of our way by themselves whenever Jack got close enough. Couldn’t blame them. If I saw a guy of Jack’s size and strength walking toward me, I would most definitely move out of the way.

Soon, we reached a door at the back of the club that was up a short flight of stairs. Here we found two more Bruisers—Damian and Roger, according to Scan—who looked even nastier than Jack and Fred. Like at the entrance, the two Bouncers eyed me and Cy suspiciously until Jack informed them that Busker had sent us. And just like earlier, the suspicion disappeared from their faces immediately, replaced by apologetic and even worried expressions that told me they were afraid of getting into trouble. Probably they thought Cy and I were richer or more powerful than we looked and were afraid we might find some way to hurt them if they offended us, which was far from the truth, but hey, I wasn’t about to correct them on that misunderstanding if it meant they would let us inside.

Damian and Roger stepped out of the way and Jack opened the door. He told us to wait outside for a second while he told Maximilian of our presence before disappearing inside. We didn’t have to wait long, however. A second later, Jack reappeared and wore an odd expression on his face.

“Maximilian says he’s ready to see you,” said Jack, raising his voice to be heard over the loud dance music blaring in the background. “Says he’s been expecting you for a while now.”

“What does that mean?” I asked, almost yelled, in order to make sure Jack heard me.

Jack shrugged. “How am I supposed to know that? I ain’t the boss. But I’d recommend going in now. Maximilian ain’t exactly patient.”

With that, Jack brushed past me and down the stairs back to the entrance. I watched him go, feeling a mixture of confusion and worry at his statement about Maximilian ‘expecting’ me. Had Busker sent Maximilian a message as well? Or had Maximilian been expecting to see me for other reasons?

Taking a deep breath, I went in through the door with Cy following me. I hoped I wasn’t about to walk into a trap.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

As soon as we entered Maximilian’s private room and closed the door behind us, the music outside became muted. We could still hear the blaring techno jazz dance music and the sounds of people dancing and talking, but the closed door muted the sounds enough to make them easy to ignore. As well, the lights were far more natural in here, a bright white color instead of the rainbow neon that had given me a headache.

Despite that, Maximilian’s private room was just as extravagant as the rest of the club. A small bar stood in the back with a few stools and a robotic bartender standing behind it polishing a glass that looked like it was made out of solid crystal. To the right was a hot tub that was currently empty, while to the left was an open window that afforded an excellent view of Adventure City at night. A door next to the hot tub was closed, but I thought I heard voices coming from it, muted voices, although I was unable to figure out who they were or what they were saying.

The floor was a cream-colored carpet, soft under the feet but firm enough to allow us an excellent foundation upon which to stand. The walls and ceiling were the same cream color, as was the furniture in the center. A circle of cream-colored sofas stood in the center, with what appeared to be a holographic projector in the middle of them all. I recognized the holographic projector as a holo-TV, which I assumed meant that that was the main entertainment center. But aside from the robotic bartender, I didn’t see anyone else in here other than ourselves.

“Whoa,” said Cy. He immediately bent over and ran a hand along the soft carpeting. “It’s so soft and plush. I feel like I could just lie down and sleep on this forever.”

“We didn’t come here to admire the carpeting, Cy,” I said. “We came here to—”

I was interrupted when the door next to the hot tub swung open and three people came stumbling out of it. Two were a couple of gorgeous, barely-dressed young women. They were close enough in appearance that I thought they had to be twins. Based on the way they laughed and giggled, it was clear as day to me that they were both probably drunk out of their minds. I could also tell they were NPCs based on their nametags, which were [CIVILIAN TRISH] and [CIVILIAN SAPPHIRE].

The man in between them, however, was most certainly not an NPC. He was tall and handsome, with shining, jet-black hair. He had a somewhat older face, which told me he was probably middle-aged, but he looked damn good for a man who had to be in his forties. He was clad in a red silk robe that was just long enough to hide the lower half of his body. His muscles, although nowhere near as huge as the muscles of the Bouncers, were still quite well-defined and he looked to be in excellent shape for a man his age.

Above his head floated the nametag [HERO+ MAXIMILIAN], which was how I knew who he was.

“Let’s go into the hot tub, Max,” said one of the women, the dark-haired one named Trish. She hiccuped. “It looks so warm.”

“Very warm,” Sapphire purred as she ran a hand down Maximilian’s large biceps. “Almost as warm as your bed.”

Maximilian chuckled with a deep voice. “Very well, ladies. I suppose I can take a few moments to have some fun in the hot tub with you. Just let me take off my robe and—”

Maximilian stopped speaking almost as soon as he saw us. The pleased expression on his face disappeared almost immediately, replaced by an expression that seemed to be a mixture of surprise and anger. I wasn’t sure what I did wrong, but I didn’t say anything. Nor did Cy, although I think that was because he was more distracted by Trish and Sapphire than anything.

“Max, who are those two?” said Trish with another hiccup. “Friends of yours?”

“Partners?” said Sapphire in a rather lustful voice. She licked her lips. “Who might want to join us in the hot tub?”

Maximilian suddenly shook his head as if to clear his thoughts. He looked at Trish and Sapphire and said, in a surprisingly sharp voice, “Trish, Saph, I must ask both of you to leave now. I have some business to discuss with these two that I cannot put off.”

Trish pouted. “Business? Boring. Can’t it wait until after the hot tub?”

“No,” said Maximilian, again in a voice as sharp as a knife. “You two should go and return to the club. Try to please a few of our male guests. I may be in discussions with these two for quite some time.”

Although both Trish and Sapphire looked extremely disappointed by Maximilian’s orders, they nonetheless complied. They made their way past us out the door, but even as they left the room, I could hear them flirting with the two Bouncers outside.

“Aw, man,” said Cy, looking at the door as the two women closed it behind themselves. “Did they have to leave?”

I rolled my eyes, but said to Maximilian, “Hi, Max. Do you mind if I call you Max?”

“Call me whatever you will,” said Maximilian. He gestured at the sofas. “But please, take a seat. Jack told me Busker sent you. I will get drinks.”

Frowning, Cy and I nonetheless took our seats on the very comfy, plush sofas. Maximilian sat down opposite us, looking quite relaxed. A second later, the robotic bartender—who had the nametag [BARTENDER SPARKER] hovering over his head—rested a tray with three colorful alcoholic drinks on the table between us. Max and Cy took their drinks immediately. Being the social drinker that I was, I took my drink to be polite, but Scanned it before I drunk it:

Peacock Martini

Rarity: Unique

Material: Alcohol

Description: A special martini served exclusively at the Twin Nights Club. Known for its strawberry flavor, Peacock Martinis are often worth more than the mortgage on many peoples’ houses.

“Enjoying your martini?” said Max, causing me to look at him suddenly. “You don’t strike me as a drinker.”

“You’re right,” I said. “I don’t drink for fun. I’m mostly a social drinker.”

Max nodded. “Understandable. There are times where I wonder if my own predilection towards alcohol has done me more harm than good, but then I remember that this is just a game and none of it matters. Not like in real life, anyway, where too much alcohol can indeed have negative consequences.”

I frowned. “Right. Well, anyway, I think we need to introduce ourselves. I’m Winter and this is my Sidekick, Cyclone. Cy, say hi to Max.”

Cy hiccuped suddenly and waved lazily at Max. “Hi, Max. Purple looks good on you.”

I sighed and checked Cy’s screen. Yep. Despite only drinking about half of his martini, he already had the ‘Drunk’ debuff, which meant his Charisma was way up by his Intelligence, Agility, Evasion, and Dexterity were way down. I couldn’t believe how quickly and easily Cy could get drunk. Guess he didn’t have much alcohol tolerance.

Max raised a questioning eyebrow, but he didn’t push the issue. He simply reclined against his sofa and said, “I am Maximilian, the owner and operator of the Twin Nights Club, the most exclusive nightclub in all of Adventure City.”

Max suddenly leaned forward, still holding his barely-touched martini in his hands. “I’ve heard much about you, Winter. You defeated Dark Kosmos and saved all Capes Online players during the Blackout. You’re still not quite as famous as me, but you have most definitely become famous enough to attract my attention. I have been hoping to meet you for a long time even before you came to my club, which is why I sent Trish and Sapphire away so we could talk in private.”

“There was no need to do that,” Cy insisted. “I could have kept them company in the hot tub while you and boss talked business. Really, I wouldn’t have minded.”

Ignoring Cy’s obvious drunken efforts to get laid, I said, “To be clear, I didn’t come here because I wanted to see you. Busker Burn sent me.”

“I am aware of that,” said Max with a sip of his martini. “Busker and I are old pals. He was the first player I met when I first entered Capes Online. The two of us have helped each other on various missions over the last three years or so. He is probably the only player in this game I actually trust.”

“Whoa,” I said. “I didn’t know Busker was so close to you.”

“Very few are,” said Max. He gestured at the door. “Despite how much I enjoy the company of the women I employ, I’m not truly close to them. NPCs are great for pleasure, but not so much for genuine intimacy.”

“Uh huh,” I said, “although I wouldn’t know, seeing as I haven’t explored that particular facet of the game yet.”

“You haven’t?” said Max. He looked me over once. “Odd. That’s typically what most men your age tend to try when they first start playing Capes Online. The possibilities for pleasure in this game are truly vast. And best of all is the lack of the real-world consequences that usually results from sleeping around with women. It’s like heaven.”

Max’s statement about the lack of real world consequences to our in-game decisions reminded me far too much of Atmosfear, who told me something similar during the Blackout. The difference, of course, was that Atmosfear was referring to his criminal desires, whereas Max was speaking of another type of desire. Even so, the similarities did make me feel uncomfortable and also made me more suspicious of Max as a whole. But I was still willing to give Max a chance. If Busker trusted him, then so could I.

“Now, tell me, Winter,” said Max. “What brings you to my extravagant nightclub? You said Busker sent you. How is he doing nowadays? I haven’t seen him in a while, even on his Capes Online streaming channel.”

I hesitated for a second before I said, “He’s in trouble.”

“Trouble?” said Max, raising an eyebrow. “What kind of trouble? If he’s having trouble completing a mission—”

“That’s not what I mean,” I said quickly. “He’s about to be arrested in the real world by the government and—”

Max held up a hand suddenly. “Hold on for a moment. Before you go any further, I need to ensure our privacy.”

Max put his martini glass back on the table and clapped his hands twice. Thick red curtains suddenly pulled across the windows, completing obscuring our view of the city. As well, an odd sensation—like a cool summer breeze—washed over me just then and this notification popped up:

[Hero Maximilian] has enabled [Private Mode]. All in-game cameras and recording devices are nonfunctional in this room for as long as [Private Mode] is enabled, as well as all private messages sent outside of the room.

I tensed. I had never heard of Private Made before, but it sounded like Max had just trapped me and Cy here. I checked the Team chat for Team Winter and saw that I couldn’t communicate to anyone through it. That meant if Max decided to attack me and Cy, we would be on our own and couldn’t call for backup.

“There,” said Max as he lowered his hands. “I think this should ensure our privacy for a bit. The last thing we need is for someone to … eavesdrop on our conversations.”

I raised an eyebrow. Was Max somehow aware of the Department of VR’s 24/7 monitoring of my situation? If so, then maybe he was smarter than I thought. But it did make me wonder how he could possibly be aware of that or how Private Mode could block the Department from listening in on our conversation.

Max draped his arms over the back of his sofa, a relaxed but serious look on his face. “Now, you said Busker was arrested by the government. Is there any reason why?”

I bit my lower lip. It occurred to me that Max probably had no idea what Project Second Life was. I was still not allowed to share that information with anyone outside of the Project. And given how I was already in deep crap for telling my brother about it, I didn’t want to see what Amelia would do if she found out I revealed the Project to yet another player. I might even get deleted outright.

Max must have seen the conflicted look on my face, because he said, “I can see you’re debating something with yourself. I assume Busker must have done something really bad if you can’t just tell me about it.”

“It was bad, but not really illegal or immoral,” I said carefully. “I’m technically not allowed to share this information with you, but Busker ended up stumbling upon what I can only describe as a top-secret—beyond top-secret, really—government project that I am involved in and no one else is supposed to know about. I tried to stop him, but I was too late.”

Max picked up his martini and sipped it again. “You’re referring to Project Second Life, right?”

Startled, I almost dropped my own martini but caught it at the last second. “Project Second Life? How did you—? I mean, I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

Max smirked. “No need to lie about it, Winter. You and I both know what it is. Neither of us will get into trouble with the Department of VR for discussing it.”

“Why?” I said. I eyed him suspiciously. “You’re not a Department of VR agent, are you?”

Max laughed. “Hardly. Indeed, I wouldn’t work for those rats if my life depended on it.”

“Then how do you know about Project Second Life?” I said. “I was told that no one else outside the Project even knows it exists.”

Max’s smirk grew even wider. “When did I say I was outside the Project?”

My mouth fell open. “Don’t tell me you’re—”

“I am.” Max lowered his martini to his chest, his eyes gleaming. “I am also a Project Second Life participant … and not just any Project Second Life participant, but the very first.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

A million questions exploded in my mind when Max said that. I wanted to ask all of them first, but it was impossible for my mind to focus on any one question long enough to verbalize it into words.

The only thing I managed to say was, “You’re lying.”

Max sipped his martini again. “Nope. Good try, though I don’t know why you’d think I would lie.”

“Because …” I took a deep breath to steady myself. “Because the only other Project Second Life participant I’ve met so far is Atmosfear.”

Max nodded, a distasteful expression on his face. “Ah, yes. That maniac. I know who he is, too. He’s exactly the sort of idiot I went into Capes Online to avoid. He’s small-minded, incredibly petty, and destructive for no reason other than it amuses him.”

“You sound like you know him,” I said.

“No, I don’t,” said Max, shaking his head. “But you’d be surprised by how many of the rich and famous people in real life are similar to him. The only difference, frankly, is that Atmosfear lacks their money and power. A man of his personality and temperament is exactly the kind of man who doesn’t deserve money and power.”

“I agree,” I said. “Atmosfear is a monster who needs to be stopped.”

Max sipped his martini. “By other people, of course.”

I frowned. “You mean you don’t want to stop him? Or even just help?”

“Why should I?” said Max indifferently. “He is crazy, but he is also not my problem. I didn’t get his mind uploaded to Capes Online. Nor did I start playing Capes Online in order to be a ‘Hero’ and save people.”

“But you have the Hero Alignment,” I said. “That means you’ve helped some people, right?”

“Only because Heroes can actually own and operate businesses much more easily in this game than Villains,” said Max. “The government of Adventure City is, as you might imagine, far harsher toward Villains than toward Heroes. Both Alignments have their pros and cons, but personally, I didn’t join Project Second Life in order to be hunted down as a fugitive by any sort of government. How stressful. And not particularly profitable, either.”

At this point, I was no longer skeptical about his claim to be in Project Second Life. He displayed too much familiarity with the Project to be a liar. But I still had questions for him, because he was the first Project Second Life participant I had met other than Atmosfear. I had always wondered what the other participants were like and what they were doing, but for some reason, the Department of VR had never seen fit to tell me about them or even where they were.

“So are you American?” I said. “Or—?”

“One hundred percent,” said Max with another sip of his martini. “I mean, back in my real life I had private homes in France, Lithuania, and the Caribbean, but I was an American citizen. Only for the tax breaks, though. I rarely actually spent time in America except whenever I had some business deals to close.”

I nodded. Project Second Life supposedly had test subjects from the United States, the United Kingdom, China, Russia, and France. Although Max lacked any sort of accent, I just wanted to make sure of his nationality before I asked him anything else. “I guess you must have been rich, then.”

“Extremely,” said Max. “In my former life, I was the world’s richest billionaire. You might have heard about me because I always topped the list of the richest man in the world.”

My jaw dropped. “You were the richest man in the world? Seriously?”

“And still am,” said Max idly. “I had all of my cash turned into Capes Online credits when I was uploaded to the game. That’s why I am the richest player in the game bar none.”

“Wow,” I said. That explained why Twin Nights Club was so extravagant. “I was a small-town Texas cop back in the real world.”

“I gathered as much,” said Max. “You don’t strike me as a particularly sophisticated man. You are quite simple. Which isn’t an insult, by the way. Not everyone can live the kind of cosmopolitan, world-hopping lifestyle I could.”

Although Max might not have meant it as an insult, I could tell he still didn’t have a particularly high opinion of me. He probably thought that I was just a small-town hick who didn’t understand the complexities of the outside world. Far enough. He came across to me as an out-of-touch elitist who thought he was better than everyone because he happened to have more money than most Third World nations combined.

But I was still eager to get to know a fellow Project Second Life participant better. “How did you make your money? Becoming a billionaire couldn’t have been easy.”

“Oh, it wasn’t as hard as you think,” said Max. “I am the original creator of the Dynamic Environment System that Capes Online and other VRMMORPGs use to create an immersive virtual reality experience.”

“You are?” I said in surprise. “You don’t strike me as the programming type.”

“That is because I am not,” said Max. “My brother, William, was the original designer of it, but I was the one who saw the potential for profit it offered us. So I licensed the system off to different video game companies around the world. When Capes Online took off, I also earned a fair chunk of royalties from it, which is how I got to where I am today. So you can thank me for this system, which is the main reason any of us can survive without our bodies at all.”

A part of me was still skeptical about Max’s claim, but I still asked, “What do you mean?”

Max sipped his martini again. “I mean that the reason why our minds can be uploaded to Capes Online safely is thanks to the D.E.S. William designed it to be capable of supporting human minds. Indeed, Project Second Life itself likely would not even exist if not for the D.E.S.”

“Huh,” I said. “I always thought that the D.E.S. was just designed to make the game world seem more realistic.”

“That is what it does for ordinary players,” said Max, “the ones who can log off and on at will. What most do not know is just how powerful the D.E.S. is. I have no doubt in my mind that it will create a revolution in the near future that will make the Industrial Revolution look like a period of stagnation once the full capabilities of the D.E.S. become public knowledge. Until then, however, I am happy to be one of the few people who know of its existence.”

“Is that why you were the first Project Second Life participant?” I said. “I don’t see why you would want to be in Project Second Life if you were so rich in the real world. If I had that kind of money, I can’t imagine why would I ever voluntarily sign up for something like Project Second Life.”

Max finished his martini and put it down. Unlike Cy—who was now looking at the ceiling as if watching something only he could see—Max didn’t appear even remotely drunk. I could only imagine that he must be better at handling alcohol than Cy was. “True, I was the richest man in the world. I could—and did—have anything I wanted at any time. But do you know the one thing money can’t buy? The one thing that does not have a price tag on it?”

“Love?” Cy asked innocently.

Max chuckled. “No. Life.”

I frowned. “I don’t understand.”

Max ran a hand through his perfect black hair. “To put it bluntly, I was getting old. Time was finally starting to catch up with me. My old body was beginning to break down, as old bodies are wont to do. I did everything in my power to avoid dying. I began eating the best, healthiest food in the world. I went to all of the world’s best doctors and surgeons. I took medicine to deal with illness. I worked out. If there was a way to stave off aging and death, then I did it, and better than anyone else.”

“But none of it worked, did it?” I said.

“Not permanently,” said Max. “Back in the real world, I was in excellent shape for a man my age, but death comes for us all at some point. Even the healthiest, fittest person will die at some point. When the grim reaper comes to collect, you can’t bribe him and send him on his way.”

I leaned back in the sofa, still not drinking my martini. “Yeah, that’s true. Everyone dies at some point.”

“Right,” said Max. “When Project Second Life was first proposed, I supported it only if I was allowed to be the first participant in it. It was easy to convince the Department I should be the first, seeing as I was the original creator of the D.E.S., which William had programmed specifically to hold human consciousness. I saw a chance to achieve true immortality—the kind only dreamed of by our distant ancestors—and so I took the plunge despite knowing the risks.”

“You could have died,” I said. “Didn’t that frighten you?”

“It did,” said Max, nodding. “But I was already dying anyway. If I died during the mind-to-game uploading process, then it would be no different than if I had died in real life. I would only die slightly earlier than I was going to. What did I have to lose?”

I nodded. I understood Max’s perspective better, although something about cheating death still didn’t sit well with me. “Well, at least you had a choice. I didn’t. I was just forced into the Project by someone I don’t even know.”

“Yes, I know your story quite well,” said Max. “And I find it fascinating. Indeed, that’s one of the main reasons I wanted to meet you. Unlike me and the others, you don’t come from money or have any sort of important connections you used to get yourself into the Project. You are here almost entirely on accident. It certainly explains why you play the game the way you do.”

I didn’t like the way Max looked at me when he said that. He didn’t seem hostile toward me per se, but I found his fascination with me to be somewhat uncomfortable, even creepy. Especially with Private Mode enabled. I found myself wanting to get out of here as soon as I could.

Keeping up a calm face, I said, “So you joined the Project in order to achieve immortality.”

“Exactly,” said Max. “But, of course, I don’t just want immortality. What is the point in living forever, for example, if you have the body of a geriatric eighty-year-old man plagued with every disease and illness known to mankind? No, I wanted to live in pleasure forever. Hence why I gave myself this younger body, a body which doesn’t age, doesn’t get sick, and remains virile and powerful. Plus, I’ve got a lot of interesting Powers as well.”

I bit my lower lip. “So you just care about pleasure, then?”

“Spot on,” said Max, nodding eagerly. “In my youth, I lived the kind of life most men only dreamed of. I was rich. I slept with the most beautiful women in the world. I traveled to every corner of the planet and experienced a variety of different cultures. I enjoyed nothing but the best cuisine that the cultures of the world had to offer. I even went to the moon once. It was truly the height of my life.”

Max sighed. “But then I got old, and you know what happens when you get old? Life is no longer quite as pleasurable. The things I could do so easily in my youth now required much more effort. The things I enjoyed became less enjoyable, even tiresome. All of life’s pleasures began to feel like so much work to me, pointless nonsense meant to fill out a meaningless existence. I even contemplated suicide for a while there, but I was never brave enough to try it.”

“There’s nothing brave about suicide,” I said.

“You know what I mean,” said Max with a wave of his hand. “The point is, before Project Second Life, my life was on a clear downward trajectory that would inevitably end in death. That is why I signed up for Project Second Life the second I heard about it. And why I gave myself a new, much younger body that is far superior to my original body in every way possible.”

Max raised one of his arms and flexed it, displaying a large bicep. “I am stronger, faster, and far sexier than I was in the real world. The women in this game are also far more attractive and exciting than the women in the physical world. And best of all, I am as rich as I ever was. The only real problem I have with this game so far is that the occasional interference from those Department of VR idiots, but even they tend to leave me alone most of the time.”

I nodded. “You seem to be having a better time than me, anyway.”

“But of course,” said Max with a sly grin. “Being rich enough to own my own country always makes for a higher quality of life.”

“Uh huh,” I said. “So how many others are there in the Project?”

“Aside from you and me, four,” said Max. “And yes, I have met all of them. We rarely spend much time in each other’s company, however. Each of us does our own thing without caring about what the others are up to.”

“How come I haven’t met any of them?” I said. “If I’m in Project Second Life, surely I should know their names.”

“I suspect it’s because you were added into Project Second Life later than the rest of us,” said Max as he sipped his martini again. “But personally, I think the Department of VR is deliberately trying to keep us separate from each other.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Why would they do that?”

Max leaned forward just then as if he was about to let me in on a big secret. “Because they don’t want us working together to overthrow them and establish our own independence, of course.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

I shifted uncomfortably in my seat, and not because the couch was uncomfortable. “Why would we ever want to overthrow the Department of VR? What do you even mean by that?”

Max smiled. “There’s no need to play dumb, Winter. You and I can speak candidly here. The Department can’t hear or watch us in my room. Sparker is, of course, my trusted bartender who would never reveal our secrets to anyone and I assume your own Sidekick can also be trusted to keep a secret.”

“I definitely can,” said Cy with a thumbs up. “I’ve never told anyone how boss was talking in his sleep about Recover one night and—”

“Cy,” I said sharply. “Shut up.”

Cy closed his mouth, but the damage had already done because Max looked at me with interest and said, “Who is Recover? Someone you know?”

“Doesn’t matter,” I said pointedly. “How do I know the Department of VR can’t hear us? I was told they were watching me twenty-four-seven now. I would think they would notice if I suddenly stopped appearing on their footage.”

Max gestured lazily at the curtains. “Oh, not to worry. The Department is still watching your every move … or at least think they are, anyway.”

I frowned. “I don’t get it.”

“Let me show you,” said Max.

Max snapped his fingers and a hologram appeared over the holo-TV in the middle of our room. It showed what looked like security footage of the main area of the Twin Nights Club, showing that the party was still going on. Actually, it looked like there were even more people down there now than when Cy and I first got here. If I had to guess, it was probably due to the fact that the night was still young and so guests and members alike were still arriving. The number of dancers had risen, although the amount of clothing worn by each dancer had dropped rather precipitously.

Amid all the dancing Heroes and Sidekicks were two extremely familiar figures: Me and Cy. The me on the holo-TV was sitting at the bar drinking beer and chatting it up with some beautiful women, while the Cy on the hologram was out on the dance floor breaking some wicked moves. As far as I could tell, those were exact replicas of us down to the tiniest detail. It was eerie to watch despite knowing that Cy and I were actually sitting here in Max’s private quarters and not out there dancing and drinking.

“What the heck?” I said. “Who are those guys on the holo-TV? They can’t possibly be us.”

“Yeah,” Cy remarked. “They’re having a way better time than we are. Did we fall into an alternate universe or something?”

Max shook his head. “Hardly. Those two are indeed you, but not the true you at the same time.”

“Thanks, Max,” I said sarcastically. “That really clears things up.”

Max sighed. “Allow me to explain. The Winter and Cyclone you see down in the main area of the club are your Replicas.”

“Replica?” I said. “What’s that?”

“One of the many genius inventions from yours truly,” said Max, tapping the side of his head. “When a player or Sidekick enters my club, they are automatically scanned and copied. This scanned data is then put into a generator from which an identical Replica of the person in question is created. The Replica is essentially identical to the original person in every way, shape, and form, only lacking in free will. Other than that, even your own mother couldn’t tell the difference between that hard-drinking Replica down there and the real you.”

“Is this yet another in-game mechanic I am unaware of?” I said. “Because if so—”

“No, it’s not,” said Max, shaking his head. “It’s something that my brother William designed for me on request. Even the Department of VR and SI Games are unaware of its existence. Which is exactly the way it should be.”

“Is that what the Department is seeing?” I said. “Me and Cy drinking and dancing in your club?”

“Exactly,” said Max. “Replicas are so real that they can even trick the advanced monitoring systems of the Department into believing they’re watching the real thing. But only while you are inside my club. Once you leave, the Department will once again be able to watch your every move. Keep that in mind when you leave later.”

A grin spread across my face as I thought about how Amelia was probably convinced she was watching my every move, not knowing she was, in fact, watching my Replica. Served her right. “Thanks, man. But aren’t they monitoring you, too?”

“That’s why I closed the drapes of my room,” said Max. “You see, prior to joining Project Second Life, I forced the Department to agree to grant me a certain amount of privacy. One such example was allowing me to shut off all monitoring systems whenever I close the curtains of this room. They didn’t like it at first, but they became much more agreeable when I pointed out that I would be primarily using my room to have … pleasure with women. Evidently, they weren’t very excited about seeing my dominance in the bedroom, if you catch my drift.”

I grimaced. “Yeah, I can see that.”

Max grinned in response. He seemed to take a certain pleasure in weirding me out. “Anyway, we need to move on. If I spend too much time in Private Mode, it will raise their suspicions. And the last thing I need is for the Department of VR to get suspicious about my activities in-game.”

I leaned forward, resting my chin on my hand. “You mentioned something about overthrowing the Department. What do you mean by that?”

“I thought it obvious,” said Max. “You really are a simple man, aren’t you, Winter?”

“If you keep calling me simple, I’ll just walk out right now and forget I ever saw you,” I said, “because right now I have a lot more things to do than sit here and be berated by a guy with more money than sense.”

“Touche,” said Max, “but I can respect a man who stands up for himself. Far too many men let others walk all over them. Even among the rich and powerful, far too many lack the spine necessary to defend themselves. Not me, of course. I’ve never been one to take insults lying down.”

“Right,” I said. “Explain to me what you meant, then.”

Max lowered his now-empty martini onto the table. As soon as he did so, Sparker appeared, poured some more wine into the glass, and then went back to the bar at the back. “I am sure you’ve met Director Satoshi Johnson. You know, the head and director of the Department of VR?”

I nodded. “I know exactly who that jerk is. I just met him earlier today, in fact.”

“Good,” said Max. “I knew him somewhat before I joined Project Second Life, back when he was a pro-gamer rather than a government bureaucrat.”

“Johnson was a pro-gamer?” I said in surprise.

“Of course,” said Max. He looked at me in surprise. “Didn’t you know that? You’re younger than me. I would think you know more about this stuff than I do.”

“I was a big gamer when I was younger, but I kind of fell out of it when I went to college,” I said with a shrug. “Had no idea Johnson was a gamer.”

“Well, he was,” said Max. “He was primarily a fighting game competitor, winning regional, national, and even global tournaments all over the world. His experience in games was the main reason he was chosen to be the head of the Department of VR and oversee Project Second Life’s American participants.”

“I see,” I said. “Is there more to him than that or—?”

“He’s also a control freak,” said Max simply. “He feels the need to control everyone and everything around him. Such an attitude was useful in gaming, but it makes him an absolute nightmare to work for or with.”

I remembered how Johnson had imposed all of those stupid restrictions on me and nodded. “I know what you mean.”

Max picked up his martini again, but instead of sipping it, he gently swirled it around, making the contents spin inside the glass. “What I am trying to say is that the Department of VR is trying to control us. Prior to your and Atmosfear’s arrival, the Department was mostly hands-off. Now, however, I am hearing from the others that the Department is imposing more and more rules upon us.”

“You mean it’s because of me and Atmosfear?” I said.

Max nodded. “It would appear so. After all, until you two showed up, Project Second Life was coming along swimmingly. Once you two showed up, however, and especially after the Blackout, the Department has gotten insecure. They no longer trust us to live our lives the way we see fit. To be frank, I don’t think they ever did. Johnson has always enjoyed having power over others and you are well aware of the kind of power the Department has over us.”

“Yeah, I am,” I said, glancing at my Level-Locked status on my character screen. “But what can we do about it? We have no power. The Department could delete us if they wanted to. The only reason they haven’t deleted Atmosfear yet is because Atmosfear somehow got free of them.”

“Exactly,” said Max. “In fact, it was the Department’s troubles with Atmosfear that helped me understand that we are not quite as helpless as we seem. There is hope for us, hope to win our independence and live our lives on our terms, without a control freak idiot like Johnson trying to clamp down on our freedoms.”

“I don’t know if I would take inspiration from Atmosfear, of all people,” I said. “If you knew him like I do, then you wouldn’t be so quick to admire him.”

“I don’t admire him one bit,” said Max calmly. “But the fact is that he managed to get free of their monitoring systems. And I propose we do the same thing. In fact, that is what your brother and I were trying to do before he got arrested.”

“What?” I said. “You mean Busker knows about Project Second Life?”

“Yes,” said Max. “I told him as much because he is one of the few players in this game who I actually trust.”

“If you told Busker about Project Second Life, then how come he didn’t know about me?” I said.

“Because I didn’t know the two of you were brothers,” said Max, shaking his head. “Had I known, I might have told him. Nonetheless, he managed to figure out your true identity himself. He’s quite a bit smarter than he looks.”

I nodded. It occurred to me that the last question Busker had been about to ask me before he got deleted was whether I was in Project Second Life or not. I didn’t know that for sure—and probably never would—but it seemed like a likely answer to me.

“I’ll say,” I said. “But that doesn’t change the fact that he’s in trouble. He’s going to get arrested and it’s all my fault.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” said Max with a roll of his eyes. “It’s not your fault your brother wanted to reconnect with you. You should blame the government for hiding your survival from everyone you know and love. Busker only did what was natural. Besides, I think he will be just fine.”

“Why do you say that?” I said, tilting my head to the side.

Max finally sipped his martini and lowered it from his mouth. “Because I’m not Busker’s only ally. Tell me, have you ever heard of the Hackers?”

“Hackers?” I repeated with a frown. “You mean, like, the guys who hack computers and stuff?”

“Not generic hackers,” said Max, shaking his head rapidly. “I mean the proper group who call themselves that. Have you never heard about them?”

“No, I haven’t,” I said.

“Good,” said Max without missing a beat. “They’re a very secretive group whose main purpose is to oppose both SI Games and the Department of VR, as well as any other external organization that might want to interfere with Capes Online. They believe in freedom for players and NPCs alike. And they are very sympathetic to the problems that we Project Second Life participants face.”

“Are you telling me that my brother is part of this group?” I said.

“Yes,” said Max. “Of course, he’s kept that a secret from everyone, even from his own fans. That’s because the Hackers are technically an illegal group. All of their members have been deleted multiple times, only to reappear by making another account not long after. They are very good at getting back into Capes Online no matter how many times their accounts get deleted or IP banned.”

“How big is the group?” I said. “Who is their leader? How long have they been around?”

“I really don’t know the answers to those questions,” said Max with a sigh. “Even after I offered them money to tell me more about their group, they denied it. They have zero interest in monetary gain. They are true ideologues, which I don’t understand myself, but I can respect it nonetheless.”

“Are you telling me that these Hackers are going to save Busker?” I asked hopefully.

“I believe so,” said Max. “The Hackers put great importance upon in-group loyalty and aid. When one Hacker finds himself in trouble, he can always expect help from his fellow Hackers.”

“But what could the Hackers do to save Busker in the real world?” I said. “How can they stop SI Games from deleting his account and the government from arresting him?”

“I don’t know,” said Max with a shrug. “All I know is that they have gotten their members out of hairier situations than that before. So I would recommend not worrying too much about your brother. Knowing Busker, I think he will be just fine.”

I bit my lower lip. I was far less enthusiastic about my brother’s chances of escaping the government, especially the federal government. However skilled and smart these Hackers might have been, government power could overwhelm just about anything. I wished I could go back to the real world and help Busker, but without a body of my own, all I could do was sit here and worry about him. And I hated sitting around and worrying about things outside of my control. It was yet another reason why I wanted to punch the face of the guy who had put me in this game in the first place. None of this would have happened if I had just died in that car crash, as harsh as that might be to think.

“Is that why Busker sent me to you?” I said. “To let me know that he’s probably going to be okay.”

“No,” said Max, shaking his head again. “I don’t know all that goes on in that boy’s head, but if I had to guess, he knew of my interest in you and decided that it was time to let you in our plan.”

“Plan?” I said. “What plan?”

Max looked at me as if I was stupid. “I keep forgetting how out of the loop you are. All right. To put it simply, I am referring to our plan to assassinate Satoshi Johnson.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

“You want to assassinate Johnson?” I said. “The guy in charge of the Department of VR?”

“Of course,” said Max. He sounded as calm and confident as if we were discussing the weather. “That is indeed what the Hackers wish to do, and what I wish to do as well.”

“Uh, I don’t think I like all this talk about assassinating people,” said Cy. “We’re all supposed to be good guys here, right? Heroes.”

“We are Heroes, my windy friend,” said Max. He stood up and walked over to the window. He peeked out through the curtains as if to make sure we weren’t being heard before he turned back around to face us. “And sometimes, Heroes need to kill the bad guys.”

Turning in my seat to get a better look at Max, I said, “I’m not so sure I follow. Johnson is a jerk and all, but I don’t think assassinating him is the right thing to do. I mean, how are we even supposed to do that? We’re basically just characters in a video game, while Johnson is a flesh and blood human being. Even if you are referring to his Avatar, those can’t be killed, either.”

Max chuckled. “Saying that we can’t kill real-life people because we’re in a video game is deeply amusing coming from you, Winter. Have you already forgotten about the Blackout and the threat that Dark Kosmos, a digital being, posed to billions of human lives all over the planet?”

“That was different,” I said. “Dark Kosmos somehow hacked into the game and forced everyone to stay logged in. And as far as I know, the Department agents use headsets instead of GamePods, which would make it harder to trap them into the game.”

“But the Blackout proved it was possible,” Max said. “Just as Atmosfear proved that it was possible for Project Second Life participants to break away from the Department, so, too, did the Blackout prove that it was possible even for entirely digital beings like Dark Kosmos to pose a threat to physical players in the real world.”

Max sounded a little too enthusiastic about digital beings killing human beings. His eyes flashed with excitement, while his hands trembled with barely suppressed eagerness. He didn’t spill any of his martini, though. Guess he didn’t want to waste any of it.

“Okay, let’s say, for the sake of argument, that killing Johnson is possible,” I said. “Why would we want to do that?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” said Max. He spread his arms. “Johnson is the number one threat not just to Project Second Life, but Capes Online itself. After all, he is the one who let Atmosfear into the game in the first place.”

Stunned, I looked at Max in horror. “No way.”

Max smirked. “It’s true. Hard to believe, but very true. I saw the proof myself.”

“How do you know?” I said. “How could you know that? I mean, we’ve suspected that there is a traitor within the Department of VR for a while now. We know that this person freed Dark Kosmos and also uploaded Atmosfear’s mind to Capes Online. We also know that this same person was behind the return of the Z-Virus. But how do you know it’s Johnson?”

“Because I know how Project Second Life works,” said Max. He sipped his martini again. “All potential Project Second Life participants undergo a heavy screening process before they can even be considered to be put on the waiting list. It’s impossible to fast track anyone on the list unless someone higher up the food chain orders it. There’s no way a lower level grunt could have possibly gotten Atmosfear into the game so fast. But someone like Johnson? He could do that very easily.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I got fast-tracked into the Project and I’ve never even met Johnson until earlier today.”

“Johnson obviously didn’t fast-track you into the Project,” said Max. “Someone else likely did, but for the life of me, I have no idea why anyone would consider you a potential Second Life candidate. In any case, it doesn’t matter. What does matter is that Johnson’s actions are responsible for most of the chaos and tragedy which has plagued Capes Online since your arrival here.”

“You still haven’t shown me any proof,” I pointed out. “Just theories and speculation, albeit very logical theories and speculation.”

“The Hackers showed me proof of his betrayal,” said Max. “About a week ago, the Hackers managed to successfully hack into the Project Second Life data files in the Department of VR’s mainframe. They were, unfortunately, unable to get everything they wanted before the Department found out and patched the hole, but they did get their hands on some of Johnson’s personal files, which was where they discovered communication between him and Atmosfear. Allow me to show you.”

Max snapped his fingers again. The holo-TV’s display changed. No longer did it show our Replicas partying downstairs. Instead, it showed a long chat log between Atmosfear and someone with the initials ‘DJ’ that went on for a very long time. The text was too tiny for me to read, but it seemed like they were discussing the Blackout.

“These chat log files were from just before the Blackout,” said Max. “As you can tell, Atmosfear and Johnson are discussing the details of the Blackout and what they will be doing during the event. Johnson specifically mentions helping to get Atmosfear fast-tracked into Capes Online and making sure that none of the other Department agents can track him.”

I gaped, but I couldn’t deny the evidence before me. “But why would Johnson get Atmosfear fast-tracked into the Project? What does he stand to gain from unleashing someone as crazy as Atmosfear onto Capes Online? It makes no sense.”

“I don’t know his exact motives, but if I had to guess, it was control,” said Max. “He wanted a Project Second Life participant who he could control and push around to his heart’s content. He also wanted to make the rest of us know that we were not in control. By placing a lunatic like Atmosfear into Capes Online, Johnson showed us that he could do anything he wanted. No doubt he also uses Atmosfear to deal with people he doesn’t like.”

My hands shook with anger, but I stayed calm. “So you think we need to kill Johnson in order to do what, exactly? Atmosfear seems like the bigger threat at the moment.”

“Again, you miss the point,” said Max with another sigh. “Think about it. If Johnson hadn’t fast-tracked Atmosfear, we wouldn’t have had to deal with the Blackout OR the Z-Virus. Atmosfear is but one branch of the sickly tree that is killing the garden known as Capes Online. If we can destroy the roots, then we will kill the vine, or at least make it weaker.”

Although I still wasn’t on board with the idea of killing Johnson, I understood Max’s point well enough. If Atmosfear didn’t have Johnson protecting him, then maybe it would be easier to find and kill him. Part of the reason for Atmosfear’s seeming invincibility was due to the fact that he was clearly not working alone. But if he was working alone, then it would be easier to stop him for good.

“Busker understood this,” said Max. “So do the other Hackers. I hope you understand it as well.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “I’m not sure why you would think I would be interested in doing this, even if Johnson really is as big a threat as you say he is. Assassination isn’t really my style.”

“Come, now,” said Max. “Everything I have heard about you suggests you’re a true Hero who sincerely wishes to stop bad guys and protect the innocent. By helping us kill Johnson, you will be stopping the worst bad guy of them all and protecting millions of innocent people. I don’t know Johnson’s exact plans for Project Second Life or Capes Online, but surely they can’t be any good.”

“Still don’t know,” I said. “I don’t want to rush into something that I might end up regretting.”

Max leaned back against the curtains, an amused expression on his face. “Then stop thinking in terms of big, abstract concepts like good and evil, right and wrong. Look at it from a more personal level. Hasn’t the Department of VR—and, by extension, Johnson—ruined your life? Think about it. When you were put into the Project, your personal freedom was significantly curtailed, you are not allowed to speak to any of your friends and family, and you essentially have no rights. Isn’t that bad enough to make you want to make some change?”

I had to admit, Max got me there. The Department of VR had messed up my life in more ways than one. Even ignoring the fact that I was not allowed to even talk to anyone from my past life, there was also the fact that I had been fast-tracked into the Project against my will. Furthermore, they clearly didn’t trust me, what with locking me in my Base back during the Z-Virus outbreak when I knew I could have helped, and then there was the fact that they had Level-Locked me and put all sorts of other unnecessary restrictions on me.

In particular, I was thinking about how annoying Amelia and Johnson had been, both treating me with utter contempt and disrespect. Chuck was an all right guy, but even he could be frustrating to deal with at times. And if Johnson was indeed the traitor, like we suspected, then that gave me even more reason to help the Hackers take him down. Especially if he was going to have Busker arrested for no good reason.

“I can see it in your face,” said Max. “You know I am telling the truth. And I know how seriously you take your role as a Hero of Capes Online. If you wish to protect this world and its inhabitants, then you will help us kill Johnson and put an end to his madness before he does something that truly ruins us all. If you stand with us, then I will ensure that we will keep your fiancee, Sally, safe from retaliation from the Department.”

That broke my resolve entirely. After Busker got deleted, I had been worried about Sally getting harmed by the Department as well. And if working with Max could help me protect her, then I would.

I stood up. “All right, Max. You’ve got a deal. If we’re going to save Capes Online, then we need to get started right away.”

Max smirked. “I knew you’d see reason, Winter. Welcome to the team. I cannot wait to see what you and I do together. I am sure it will be fantastic.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

“Are you sure about this, boss? Because if this doesn’t work out, we could get into big trouble.”

Lost in my own thoughts, Cy’s voice made me start. I looked up from my pizza plate to see my Sidekick sitting across from me on the other side of our dining table, a worried look on his face. That was odd enough in itself because Cy rarely looked worried. Even weirder, his pizza—which had pineapple and mushrooms on it—was almost completely untouched, even though Cy loved pineapple and mushroom pizza.

“Sure about what, Cy?” I said, lowering my piece of cheese pizza onto my plate.

“You know what,” said Cy. He looked around the dining area quickly as if to make sure we weren’t being eavesdropped on. “The thing we talked about with Max.”

It took me a moment to realize what Cy was talking about and why he didn’t just come out and say what he meant. “Oh. That. Well, I don’t see any reason not to. You heard Max. It will ultimately be for the greater good.”

“Yeah, boss, but—”

“Cy, drop it,” I said, perhaps a bit more sharply than necessary. “I understand your hesitation, but I already agreed to do it and that’s final.”

Cy pursed his lips but thankfully dropped the subject. He resumed eating his pizza, but he still didn’t look happy about it. I felt bad talking to Cy that way, but it was for our own safety. We weren’t in Max’s room anymore, after all. We were back in my Base where the Department of VR could keep a close eye on us. If we talked about joining the Hackers and planning to assassinate Johnson too freely, then we would definitely suffer the consequences for it. Max advised us not to talk about this stuff even in the privacy of our Base because of how close we were being monitored. He said we should only discuss it when we visited a place like the Twin Nights Club, where we were basically guaranteed privacy, and to not even mention it while we were anywhere else.

That was easy enough to do. The problem was that Cy seemed really bothered by it. As my Sidekick, Cy pretty much had to do whatever I told him to do. So he couldn’t refuse to join the Hackers, although he still had enough free will to let me know how he felt about it.

And heck, I understood. I really did. The Department of VR had the power of life and death over us. If they wanted, they could easily delete me and Cy without a second thought. Their Avatars being practically invincible gave them another edge over us. Amelia, in particular, struck me as the kind of woman who wouldn’t hesitate to give me hell the second she even suspected I was up to no good. I did feel a little afraid about killing Johnson, I won’t deny it.

But at the same time, I felt like Max had a point. If Johnson really was behind Atmosfear, then he was responsible for much of the bad things that had happened since I started playing Capes Online. He was also responsible for a good chunk of the problems in my personal life as well. I had every reason to want him, if not dead, then at least fired from his position as the Director of the Department of VR and hopefully replaced with someone better.

And Max was also right that we needed to assert our rights. The Department of VR had pushed us Project Second Life participants around too much. It was time we showed them that we weren’t just bits of digitized human data, but beings in our own right with our own agency and free will. If we needed to teach them that lesson the hard way, then so be it.

Still, that didn’t erase all of my doubt and worry, even after Max gave us a whopping 20,000 credits as the reward for completing the mission Busker gave us. In particular, I was worried about the next step in our plan. I knew what the overall goal was—to kill Johnson—but getting from Point A to Point B seemed almost impossible to me. It didn’t help that Max told me to go and live my life as normally as I usually do. He said the Hackers would contact me once they needed my help, but until then I should just live my life and play Capes Online as if nothing had changed. Easier said than done, especially because I couldn’t even level up anymore, which made me wonder what, exactly, there was for me to do.

I was also still worried about Busker. I know, I know, I didn’t need to worry because of the Hackers, but he was my brother. I always worried about him even when I didn’t need to. It also occurred to me that Sally might get in trouble as well, although given how she only knew I was still alive but didn’t know where I was or what I was doing, maybe they would leave her alone. I hoped they would leave her alone. Because if they didn’t—

“So have you given any more thought to recruiting more Teammates?” asked Cy.

Snapping out of my thoughts yet again, I looked at Cy and said, “What?”

“Don’t you remember?” said Cy as he took a big bite out of his pizza slice. “Before we went to visit Max, we talked about getting more people onto Team Winter. Remember all of those people who showed up outside the Base demanding to join the Team?”

“Oh,” I said as I scratched the back of my head. “You’re right. I totally forgot about that. So much has happened since yesterday that it just slipped my mind.”

“Well, I think you should think about it more,” said Cy. “If we have more Teammates, then our Team will be stronger and we’ll be far more likely to complete our missions.”

“You’re right,” I said. “But I’m just not sure how we’re supposed to go about vetting potential Teammates. I mean, I recruited Funky, Recover, and Dillo because they were the only players in the game during the Blackout who DIDN’T want to kill me. How can I be sure I can trust other people?”

“Why not interview them first?” said Cy. “Set up a time and date to interview potential new Teammates. Ask them a lot of deep, probing questions, such as what their favorite color is, do they like pineapple or bacon on their pizza, and so on, and then narrow down the number of candidates until you get what you’re looking for. Simple and easy.”

“You sure came up with an answer to that rather quickly,” I said. “Is this something you’ve given a lot of thought to?”

“Sure,” said Cy. “I love meeting new people and this would be a great way to meet loads of new people!”

I scratched my chin in thought. “Some sort of interview process would make sense, but first I think we need to determine exactly what kind of members we need to fill out our Team. I don’t just want to recruit people at random. I want to make sure everyone is on the Team for a reason.”

Cy snapped his fingers. “I know one area in our group that is severely underrepresented. The lack of such people in our Team, I feel, has seriously impacted the performance of our Team as a whole.”

Cy spoke extremely seriously when he said that. He sounded so serious that I even sat up straight and said, “What do you mean? Do you think we need a Gadgeteer or something?”

“No,” said Cy. His expression was as serious as if he was about to make an important revelation. “We need more hot women on the Team. A lot more. Like, a ten to one ratio at the least.”

I sighed. “Why am I surprised you would say that?”

“No, boss, listen to me,” said Cy, raising a hand. “Think about it. Yes, Recover is hot, but Hop is just kind of cute if you catch my drift. No way Recover can possibly fill the important niche of sexy woman all by herself. That’s too much for one woman to handle. We need to diversify.”

“I don’t think having more hot women on the Team will increase your chances of getting a date, Cy,” I said. “Actually, it will probably be the opposite.”

“Hey, I don’t want hot women just because I want to date them,” said Cy indignantly. “I deeply respect women—all women—for their incredible intellect and prowess. I simply believe in having more women on the Team because I value women’s input.”

“Uh huh,” I said. “I take it that’s why you always ogle Recover when she’s not looking?”

“I am not ogling Recover,” said Cy with a snort. “I am merely appreciating the beauty of the female form. There’s a difference.”

“Right,” I said. I shook my head. “Regardless, I think it is about time we recruit some more people onto the Team. And we’ll recruit more than just hot women.”

“But what criteria will we use to determine if someone should be on the Team or not?” asked Cy in confusion.

“I was thinking about things like merit, Powers, skill, experience, and what they can bring to the Team in general,” I said after taking another bite of my pizza. “You know, stuff like that.”

Cy scowled. “That’s a silly way to determine who should be on the Team. Who cares about things like merit or what they can bring to the Team in general? That seems pretty arbitrary to me.”

“It’s less arbitrary than your idea of recruiting only hot women,” I said. “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, after all.”

“Actually, I have a very scientific and objective standard to determine a woman’s hotness,” Cy said. “It takes into account many factors, such as cup size, curviness, facial structure, hair style, and many other things important to science. That’s why you should put me in charge of the interview process.”

“No,” I said bluntly. “I’m the Team Leader. I should be the one interviewing people. I might have you take notes or something.”

“Take notes?” said Cy. “That’s boring, though.”

“This isn’t a beauty contest,” I said. “Remember, we want to build a strong Team that can handle a variety of situations. Taking notes on potential Teammates is an important part of that process.”

Cy sighed. “Okay, fine. I was a good note taker back in school. My teachers always used to compliment me on my extensive notes.”

“Really?” I said. “You don’t seem like you were the bookworm type back in school.”

“Oh, that’s because I wasn’t,” said Cy with a bright smile. “The only criticism my teachers gave me on my note-taking skills was that most of the time I was taking notes on who the hottest girls in class were and what I had for lunch that day. Other than that, though, my note-taking skills are second to none.”

I had known Cy for over a month now and yet he still found ways to surprise me with his general stupidity. I couldn’t imagine what it must have been like to be his teacher. I bet a lot of them developed drinking problems after teaching young Cy.

Rubbing my forehead in exasperation, I said, “Never mind. Tonight I’ll put out a call for potential Teammates and then we can start interviewing them tomorrow morning. No reason to put it off any longer than we have to.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

As it turned out, we didn’t lack for potential candidates. Before going to bed that night, I posted a notice saying I was looking to recruit some more players into my Team on the Capes Online Community Bulletin Board, which was where players could post all sorts of news and notices for a small fee of 5 credits. For some reason I didn’t expect to get a whole lot of responses, so when I woke up the next morning and saw the long line of players standing outside the front door of my Base, I realized that today was going to be a very long day.

Luckily for us, I had already come up with a criteria the night before. The way I saw it, our Team was currently pretty well-rounded. Me, Recover, and Dillo formed the basic trinity of damage dealer, healer, and tank, a staple of most VRMMORPGs, with Funky adding some helpful support in the form of a Beastmaster.

But the problem was that our numbers were very small and not everyone was online all the time. Our last mission against Tentacold was one of the few times where the entire Team was online at once, which was part of the reason I had accepted the mission in the first place. Even then, the mission fell apart as soon as Funky logged off. I was determined to make sure that something like that did not happen again.

In particular, I felt like we could use a Gadgeteer. The research I did on that Class suggested that Gadgeteers were potentially the most versatile Class in the game. Although they did not gain any particular Stat bonuses and were usually pretty weak in comparison to Fighters or Powered Armors, Gadgeteers had the exclusive Power known as Invention Invention, a Power that allowed players in that Class to build new Equipment and even Base upgrades. Gadgeteers were essentially a crafting class from what I gathered. Given how expensive Equipment and Base upgrades could be, I figured having a dedicated Gadgeteer on the Team would prove useful in the long run.

I also thought we could use a couple more damage dealers, specifically Fighters who specialized in melee combat. I was a Fighter myself, but I specialized in Energy attacks or Energy-based attacks. My fighting style was pretty unrefined and my Strength Stat, though one of my highest, still wasn’t as high as it could be. A few melee combat specialists would help fill in a niche in Team Winter that I felt had been unfilled.

I was also looking for Speedsters and Warpers. Cy was a Speedster, but due to his status as a Sidekick, his growth was always going to be limited, plus he technically didn’t count as part of the Team. Speedsters were not the strongest Class, but their amazing Agility and Evasion meant they could double as tanks that could dodge in a pinch.

Warpers, by contrast, were one of the few Classes in-game that could naturally learn Teleport. From what I gathered trolling through the Capes Online Forums and Wiki, Teleport was one of the rarest Powers in the game. Only a handful of Equipment offered it as a potential Power for a player to learn, and even then, you had to get it to Level 10 in order to make the Power a permanent part of your move set, unlike other Powers, which required leveling them up only to Level 5. There were items, such as Teleportation Watches, that could do the same thing, but they were expensive, rare, and extremely limited in comparison to what a dedicated, trained Warper could accomplish (I read that powerful enough Warpers could teleport entire Leagues across vast distances, although that seemed more like speculation than fact from what I saw).

I did consider whether I wanted to aim for a League or not, but decided against it. Having a League would be pretty cool, but it would also be a lot of work, work I really didn’t want to deal with at the moment. At the moment, I wanted to go for quality over quantity. And even if I wanted to go for a League, there weren’t nearly enough potential candidates to make a League even if I allowed everyone to join my Team. Cy counted about 40 or so Heroes, plus their Sidekicks, waiting outside, which, while an impressive number to answer a call on such short notice, definitely wasn’t enough to qualify for a League, which required 100 Teammates at a minimum in order to make.

With these factors in mind, Cy and I interviewed each potential recruit one at a time. Well, I did most of the talking. As we agreed upon last night, Cy just sat quietly next to me and took notes. I was kind of amazed at how quiet he could be when he wanted to. He didn’t interrupt any of the interviews or crack any dumb jokes or make some kind of inappropriate comment. He simply listened to the interviewees’ answers and wrote down as many notes as he could. Perhaps he had been telling the truth about being a good note taker in school after all.

In any case, I paid Cy little attention. Most of my attention was on the various interviewees who wanted to join the Team. As I said, there were about 40 of them overall, not counting their Sidekicks. Each one had seen my advertisement the night before and was eager to join the Team.

Unfortunately, it turned out that most of them were not even remotely qualified to join the Team. A shockingly large minority of them were Level 10 or lower, newbie players who apparently hoped that joining my Team would increase their own Fame and give them access to more missions and opportunities they wouldn’t otherwise get. While I understood wanting to succeed, I had to reject most of them because they were just too low-leveled for my Team. I wanted everyone on my Team to be capable of taking care of themselves if necessary and that excluded most low-leveled newbies.

Other people were just jerks. There was this one guy, a Mutant named X Marks, who started off the interview insulting me, Cy, and my Teammates and proudly informed me that unless I let him join the Team, we’d never amount to anything. He also not-so-subtly suggested I get rid of Cy, because apparently, only ‘losers’ hung onto their ‘first’ Sidekicks. He seemed genuinely confused when I told him I didn’t want him on the Team.

Quite a few people were just plain confused. One woman, a Gardener named Green Thumb, seemed to think she was interviewing for a spot on a TV show. When I told her I was looking for Teammates who would be helpful in my Team, she said she was shocked because she thought I was running a streaming channel and needed actors and actresses to fill in the roles. She was really upset with me when she learned the truth and stomped off with a huff, despite her Sidekick, a guy with a parrot mask named Perry, trying to calm her down.

And then there were the few who tried to use, er, ‘other’ means to persuade me to let them join my Team. A rich guy offered to give me one million credits if I let him on, while a Healer offered her, erm, ‘bed services’ in exchange for letting her join the Team. That same lady also had what she described as an ‘accidental wardrobe malfunction’ regarding her skintight Costume during the interview, although she seemed really upset when I told her I wasn’t interested.

By the end of the day, I had narrowed down the list to about four people. When the last guy left my Base after I rejected him, I rubbed my temples and said, “Man, that took a lot longer than I thought it would.”

“I agree,” said Cy. He was still taking notes for some reason, even though there was no one left to interview. “Some people just like to talk too much.”

I chuckled at the idea that Cy was criticizing other people for talking too much. “Right. I now understand how employers feel when they’re interviewing potential new hires. I’m burned out.”

“At least you got a few names to follow up on,” said Cy. He took a sip from his bottled water on the table before us before resuming his note-taking. “Right?”

I looked down at the list I had written down on the sheet of paper before me. “Yeah. Four people. Out of forty. Not sure I really like those odds.”

“That’s about ten percent, though,” said Cy. “How many employers can say they hired ten percent of the people they interview? Not too many, I should think.”

“That’s the problem,” I said, glancing down at the list again. “Just because I interviewed these people does not mean they are going to get recruited. I might decide not to recruit any of them.”

“Well, who do you have on the list?” said Cy. He was still taking notes, which again I found odd, but decided to answer his question first before I made any comments on his peculiar behavior.

Lifting up the list, I said, “First, there’s Gears.”

“Gears?” said Cy, looking up at me in surprise. “You mean the Gadgeteer girl you don’t like? How did she get on your list?”

“Just because I don’t like her personally doesn’t mean I can’t recognize skill when I see it,” I said. “She’s already Level Twenty-Eight, which puts her close to the average of my overall Team. Plus, she displayed an astute understanding of her own Class and how to best maximize its chances. She’s apparently already got Invention to Level Five and is willing to use her Power to make anything the Team needs for absolutely free.”

“That’s awfully generous of her,” said Cy. “Any idea why she wants to be on your Team so badly?”

“Because I’m the winner,” I said, rolling my eyes. “She’s exactly the type of person who will go with whoever the winning team is and whatever is the path of least resistance. For that reason alone I should probably ignore her, but I have to admit it would be extremely useful to have a Gadgeteer of her skill on the Team.”

“She’s not even that hot, honestly,” said Cy without looking up at me. “Or even cute. Just kind of plain. Know what I mean?”

I rolled my eyes. “Yes, Cy, I know exactly what you mean. I’ve been paying careful attention to the looks of every woman who we spoke to. Just like you advised.”

“Good,” said Cy without catching my sarcasm. “I’m glad you have some standards, at least.”

I considered asking what he meant by that but decided that I wasn’t interested in arguing with Cy about this. I continued to read names off the list. “After her are Speedster Twins Zoom and Boom. They’re twin brothers who are at Level Twenty-Nine each. Pretty powerful as far as Speedsters go, although they didn’t strike me as particularly deep thinkers.”

“I remember those two,” said Cy, again without looking at me. “They were funny. Not as funny as me, though, but funny enough. Still, I don’t like that gender ratio. One girl and three guys? And not even a hot one at that? Really dropped the ball there, boss.”

I scowled. “Well, what are you even doing? The interviews are over. Why are you still taking notes?”

“Oh, I’m not taking notes,” said Cy. He finished writing and held his tablet up for me to see. “I was hard at work making this very important graph.”

Still scowling, I looked at the graph. It featured the names of all of the female interviews along the bottom, with another line going vertically across the top and another line going horizontally across it. The top of the graph read ‘HOTNESS GRAPH.’

“A Hotness Graph?” I said. “What the heck is this?”

Cy lowered the graph to his lap, a big smile on his face. “I figured that we needed a scientific way to measure the hotness of the women who wanted to join the Team. I’m no scientist, but I know a thing or two about making graphs. See, the top line indicates how physically hot a girl is, while the bottom one indicates how hot her personality is.”

I slapped my face. “You did take notes, right?”

Cy stared at me blankly. “Notes? For what?”

Right before I could strangle Cy in his seat, I heard a sudden knock at the front door and a voice on the other side said softly, “Hello? Is anyone home? I hope this is the right place. I saw your ad in the Bulletin about recruiting Teammates.”

“Should we let him in, boss?” asked Cy. He spoke softly. “Sounds kind of nervous.”

I looked at the clock. It showed that we were about ten minutes past the closing time for the interviews, but that was hardly a hard deadline. I could easily make an exception for one more guy. I was pretty tired after a full day of interviewing people, but I didn’t see the harm in doing one more interview.

“You can come in,” I said, raising my voice so he could hear me through the door. “Front door’s unlocked. Just let yourself in.”

The doorknob twisted and a man stepped inside. He was somewhat unusual-looking. Like most players, he wore a full-body spandex suit, although his was completely white from head-to-toe, aside from his eyes, which glowed yellow. He didn’t appear to have any weapons on him that I could see, and given how jittery and jumpy he seemed, I doubted he would be safe wielding any sort of weapon. Above his head, the nametag [HERO CROSS STEP] floated, which was how I knew he was at least a Hero.

“Oh, hi,” said Cross Step. He had a soft Indian accent to his voice that I hadn’t picked up before. “Are you Winter?”

I nodded and gestured at the wooden chair on the opposite side of the table. “Yes, I am. And your name is Cross Step, right?”

Cross Step quickly took a seat in the chair I indicated. He began to fidget in his seat, making me wonder if there was something wrong with him.

“Okay, Cross Step,” I said, writing his name down on my list. “Nice to meet you. How long have you been playing Capes Online?”

“Two years,” said Cross Step. He sounded incredibly nervous, which was also starting to make me nervous, although I didn’t show it.

“Two years,” I repeated as I wrote this down. “And what is your Class?”

“Warper,” said Cross Step.

I immediately looked up at Cross Step with interest. “Did you say you’re a Warper?”

Cross Step gulped but nodded shakily. “Yeah. Is that a problem?”

I grinned. “Not at all, man. What is your current level?”

“Twenty.”

I paused and looked at Cross Step more closely. “Did you say twenty?”

Cross Step nodded again, this time even more shakily than before. “Y-Yeah.”

“You’ve been playing this game for two years but are only Level Twenty,” I said. “Not to be too judgmental here, but that seems a little odd.”

“I didn’t really start playing it a lot until recently,” said Cross Step quickly, almost stumbling over his own words. He sounded like he was issuing me an apology for something bad he did. “And it’s hard for Warpers to level up because we’re not built for combat.”

“Are you hoping to level up faster if you join my Team?” I said.

Cross Step nodded yet again. He was starting to look like a bobblehead. “Yes. Sort of. I mean, I would like to join your Team, not just for my own reasons, you see—”

“Then spit it out,” I said. “Seriously, that’s what this whole interview process is for.”

Cross Step gulped and took a deep breath again before he said, in a noticeably less shaky voice, “I want to join your Team because I want to become strong enough to defeat a certain Villain I’ve been having trouble with.”

“Oh?” I said. “Mind telling me who this Villain is?”

“I’m sorry, but that’s private,” said Cross Step. “I mean, you wouldn’t want to know. It’s mostly personal. Doesn’t have much to do with anything else other than my own life.”

Cross Step’s rambling nature made him seem kind of insane to me. I was especially interested in knowing about this Villain he apparently needed to defeat. I considered pressing him for more details, but somehow I had the sense he would leave if I tried to pry into his life too much. I also noticed he didn’t have a Sidekick. Then again, perhaps his Sidekick just wasn’t here at the moment.

In any case, I normally would have rejected a guy like him outright due to his somewhat secretive nature, but our Team did need a Warper and he was the only Warper out of all forty Heroes I interviewed. If I rejected him, I might not get a chance to recruit another Warper again.

“Okay, Cross Step,” I said, keeping my tone friendly and polite. “I see. Sounds like you have a mission you’re having trouble completing. If you join us, I’m sure we will be able to help you with it.”

Cross Step’s eyes lit up with hope. “Really? You would be willing to help?”

“Sure,” I said. “In Team Winter, we try to help each other. That’s what Teammates do, after all.”

Cross Step breathed a sigh of relief. “Does that mean I am on the Team?”

“Not yet,” I said. “What level is your Teleport at right now?”

Cross Step paused. His eyes became distant for a second, the same look all players wore whenever they were looking at their character sheets. “Level Six.”

I started. “Level Six? That’s pretty high for a guy as low-leveled as you.”

“That’s because I’ve put pretty much all of my Powers Points into Teleport,” said Cross Step. He scratched the back of his neck. “I don’t have very many Powers, to tell you the truth. Teleport is the only Power I have that is higher than Level One.”

“No, I get it,” I said. “At Level Six, what does Teleport do?”

“It allows me to Teleport up to six people at a time across one hundred miles,” said Cross Step promptly. “It also allows me to set up one-way Teleportation portals which can be used by anyone, although only I can make them, of course.”

I almost gasped. Cross Step’s Power sounded incredible. I could already see how useful it would be in situations where my Team needed to travel long distances. It certainly would have been useful during the Blackout. We could have used a Warper to get us to Dark Kosmos’ Hideout. I was tempted to recruit Cross Step here and now, but I wanted to be a little bit more cautious.

“Okay,” I said as I wrote down the information he gave me. “Sounds like your Power is very strong. And useful.”

“It’s how I’ve made myself useful to others,” said Cross Step. “By leveling up Teleport, I am able to offer services to other players that most cannot find on their own.”

“Yes, yes, I see,” I said. “Do you have a deadline by which you need to beat this Villain who is giving you trouble or—?”

“Not really,” said Cross Step, shaking his head. “The sooner the better, obviously, but there is no specific deadline by which I need to beat him.”

I nodded. “Well, Cross Step, I’ll think more about your Power and what you have to offer for the Team. Right now I am pretty tired from interviewing people all day. How’s about I add you to my Friends List and I’ll contact you if I decide to recruit you?”

“That would be fine,” said Cross Step. “But if you could, the sooner I hear back from you, the better. While I don’t have a deadline for defeating this Villain per se, I really would like to beat him as soon as possible.”

“Sure, I understand,” I said. “Let me send you a friend request and we can get started.”

I sent Cross Step a friend request, which he accepted. After that, Cross Step left my Base, by which time night had fallen and it was about time for bed.

That night, when I lay down in my bed, I felt like today had gone pretty well, all things considered. Tomorrow I would follow up on the candidates I picked out and see if any of them were still interested in joining the Team.

With luck, tomorrow Team Winter would have four more members and hopefully be a lot stronger than it currently was.


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

The next morning I was awakened by a loud ping in my ears that made me start and fall out of my bed. Hitting my head on the concrete floor, I was briefly confused, not sure where I was or what was happening until I fully woke up and realized that I was still in my room, albeit on the floor instead of in my bed.

Yawning and also feeling annoyed at falling out of my bed yet again, I pulled myself up back onto my bed, intending to go back to sleep and get a few more minutes of rest before I noticed the inbox icon on my character screen showed I had a couple new messages. Remembering why I was awoken in the first place, I sat up in my bed and opened my inbox.

The first message I got was from Max. The subject of the message was ‘RE:Time for tonight’s meeting’ and it read thus:

Hello, Winter,

I don’t know if you are still awake or not, but tonight at ten o’clock we will be having a meeting at the Twin Nights Club. Everyone will be there to discuss all the new entertainment options we are going to be featuring at the Club in the coming year. I hope you and your Sidekick will deign to join us because I have a feeling you will find it all very interesting. Everyone else wishes to meet you as well.

Thanks,

Maximilian

I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes and frowned. Why did Max think I would be interested in talking about the new entertainment options at the Twin Nights Club? What, did he want my input on whether they should hire more strippers or maybe figure out how to get more work out of the ones they already had? As much as I trusted Max, I had no idea why he felt like this was something that might interest me.

I was just about to say as much in my reply when I suddenly realized that Max was speaking in code. He wasn’t asking me to come to a business meeting. He was actually asking me to come to an entirely different kind of meeting, probably between the Hackers. That was probably the ‘everyone’ he mentioned in the message. I felt like such an idiot for not realizing that.

As for why Max wrote his message in code, that was to avoid the true contents of the message being understood by the Department. Although I still didn’t know for sure exactly how much I was being watched, I assumed that the Department was now reading all of my personal messages. If so, then Max had no choice but to write in code only I would understand. That way, even if Amelia or one of the other Department flunkies read that message, they would have no idea what it meant. Max was a lot smarter than I thought.

I wrote a quick reply informing him that Cy and I would indeed come to tonight’s meeting. I made sure to match the language he used so he would know I understood the code without having to actually say it outright.

After I sent off that message, I looked at the next one. This one, apparently, was from Recover, which didn’t alarm me until I saw the subject line: ‘RE:Atmosfear.’

Opening the message, I immediately began to read it:

Good morning, Winter! Hope this isn’t too early. I’m kind of an early riser myself, which I wasn’t sure if you were or not.

Anyway, I just wanted to let you know that I recently learned some pretty important information about Atmosfear. I would detail it here in this message, but I’m afraid it might get intercepted. Can you come to my Base later to talk about it there?

Hoping to see you soon,

Recover

I frowned. It seemed odd to me that Recover would hesitate to send me the information like this. Why did she believe it might get intercepted? Could Capes Online private messages even be intercepted, other than by Department agents, that is? There was still so much about this game I didn’t know. And I had a feeling that Cy might not have the answer to this question, either.

But I didn’t think Recover was lying about having some dirt on Atmosfear. I sent her this message:

Hi, Recover,

Don’t worry. I’m an early riser as well, although not as early as you, apparently. You didn’t bother me.

Anyway, I’ll definitely come to your Base to find out what you’ve learned about Atmosfear. I’m not sure what it is, but given how dangerous Atmosfear is, I would definitely recommend keeping your head down and not attracting attention to yourself until I get there. You’re already on his hit list due to your association with me and the last thing I need is for something bad to happen to you because of something you know.

See you soon,

Winter

Satisfied with the message, I sent it off and stood up. Still yawning, I made my way out of my room to get breakfast and coffee. Luckily for me, Cy was up already as well, working in the kitchen to prepare what looked like a breakfast of eggs, bacon, and toast.

“Man, you’re up early,” I said as I approached the kitchen. “Don’t you normally sleep in?”

Cy—who was stirring some eggs in a pan—suddenly turned around to face me. “Boss! I was wondering when you’d get up. I thought about waking you up, but I know how you feel about getting up earlier than normal, so I decided to just go ahead and get breakfast ready for you instead. But now that you’re awake, I can finally tell you about this thing that happened last night.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Thing that happened last night? What thing? Oh, and keep your eyes on the eggs. They look like they’re going to burn.”

Cy turned back around to the eggs and began stirring them again, but he still spoke to me without looking over his shoulder. “Right, boss. Don’t want to burn our eggs. Eggs are too delicious to burn, especially the ones I make.”

I smiled and shook my head. “Right, Cy. So what happened last night that you need to tell me about?”

Cy nodded and looked over his shoulder at me. “Do you remember the Faded Flag mission you’re supposed to be doing?”

“Faded Flag?” I said. I squinted. “Not sure I can remember something like that so early in the morning.”

“Here,” said Cy, thrusting a steaming hot mug of coffee into my hands. “Drink your coffee and see if that helps.”

Smiling at the thought of getting my caffeine, I sipped my coffee once and all of a sudden my brain seemed to wake up. Feeling more awake than ever, I said, “So what were we talking about again?”

Cy sighed. “Faded Flag. Remember?”

My eyes widened. Now I remembered what Cy was talking about.

A couple of weeks ago when Cy and I had been trapped in my Base after getting killed, we had discovered the Basement of my Base. Down in the Basement, we found tons of boxes and crates full of all kinds of items and Hero Equipment. That was where I had discovered my Snow Cape, but the truth was we hadn’t even scratched the surface of the number of items and Equipment stored down there. I always intended to get the rest of the Team and their Sidekicks together to dig through all of it at some point, but so far hadn’t found the time to do it.

One thing we did discover down there was a box full of the belongings of some Hero named Faded Flag, the original owner of this Base. We had no idea what happened to Faded Flag or where he was now, but finding his belongings had triggered a Secret Mission for me. The Secret Mission required that I look into the disappearance of Faded Flag and see if I can find what happened to him and where he was currently.

But, although I had accepted the mission, I hadn’t made much progress on it since then. I’d been too distracted with leveling up, completing missions, and working with my Teammates, among other things, to focus on a mission I didn’t technically need to complete. Even so, I hadn’t ever forgotten about it. It was always there in the back of my mind, percolating in my subconscious.

“I remember,” I said, nodding. I took another sip from my coffee. “What about him?”

“Well, I found another item belonging to him last night,” said Cy. “Look.”

Cy quickly deposited the eggs in the pan on a plate before resting the pan on the counter. Then he turned around and handed me an item, which I took and looked at more closely.

It was an old-fashioned pocket watch. My fingers brushed over the smooth clock face, which was set to the exact time. The metal chain hung from the top of the watch, while I could hear a soft click click as the clock’s hands continued to tick away the time.

Curious, I Scanned it and got this information:

Pocket Watch

Rarity: Unique

Material: Metal

Description: A pocket watch that used to belong to someone. It is especially out of place in this modern digital age, where Internet-connected eye implants provide most people with their time. It can probably be sold at an antique store for an especially high price, however, given its good condition.

“Turn it over,” said Cy excitedly. “And tell me what you see.”

Frowning, I turned the pocket watch over and saw that someone had carved their initials into the back of the watch:

F.F.

04/05/42

“F.F.?” I said. “Are those Faded Flag’s initials?”

“I think so,” said Cy, rubbing his hands together excitedly. “And there’s even a date, though I don’t know what it means.”

“Was it the date Flag got this pocket watch?” I said, looking at the pocket watch more closely again. “Maybe it was a gift?”

“Or maybe it was the date he disappeared,” Cy suggested. “I think that would be more interesting, personally.”

Still frowning, I was about to tell Cy that his theory made less sense than mine when I got this notification:

MISSION UPDATE: Your Sidekick has found what appears to be one of Faded Flag’s old possessions. Although you don’t understand where Faded Flag got a pocket watch or why he even had one or what the date on the back means, you sense this might provide an important clue to Faded Flag’s disappearance somewhere down the line and have resolved to keep it. If you show it to the right person, they might be able to point you in the right direction.

“Well, well, well,” I said. “Cy, it looks like you stumbled onto something important if this notification is to be believed.”

“I did?” said Cy. “Really?”

“Really,” I said. “This pocket watch appears to be another important clue in the Faded Flag mission. It says if I show it to the right person, they might be able to help me find Faded Flag.”

Cy gave me the thumbs up. “Sounds good, boss. But where are we supposed to find one of Faded Flag’s friends? We don’t know anyone who knew him.”

I stroked my chin in thought. “That’s another issue for another time. Right now, we have some important things to do today. I got a message from Recover asking me to come over to her Base. Said she’s got some important information about Atmosfear. And tonight, there’s going to be a meeting at the Twin Nights Club that Max has invited us to.”

Cy gasped. “You mean we’re going back to the club? Will I finally get a chance to flirt with some of those pretty ladies?”

“No,” I said flatly. “Now let’s finish breakfast and get going. We’ve got no time to lose.”
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After half an hour of flying among the rooftops of Adventure City later, Cy and I landed in front of Recover’s Base. Unlike my own Base, which was a giant, abandoned warehouse, Recover’s Base was more like a local medical clinic. It was rather fitting when you thought about it because Recover was our resident Healer and also wanted to be a doctor in real life. At least, I knew her dad had been a doctor, although she apparently wasn’t for some reason. That was something I’d have to ask her about at some point.

In any case, all thoughts about Recover’s real-life profession disappeared from my mind as soon as I landed. Because I noticed that the front door was smashed apart.

Recover’s Base had a simple glass door as its front door. Although it looked simple enough to break, past experience with breaking down the front doors of Bases told me that it was probably impossible to do so. One of the general rules about Bases was that it was impossible for anyone other than the owner to enter the Base. The only exception was for Assassins and the like, but even they needed to get their Stealth at a certain level in order to pull it off.

That was why I was shocked to see the front door of Recover’s Base completely smashed off its hinges. It looked like a rhino had smashed its way into her Base.

“Whoa,” said Cy, staring at the broken front door, “what happened here? Did Recover mention this in her message?”

I shook my head swiftly. “No. Recover’s message didn’t mention anything about an attack. It must have happened after she sent the message.”

“Do you think we should go in?” said Cy uncertainly. “Maybe we should call Dillo and Funky for backup before we do anything.”

I opened the ‘TEAMS’ tab on my character screen and clicked ‘TEAM WINTER,’ which showed me a complete list of all current Teammates. “Funky’s still offline for at least another day. Dillo is also offline and something tells me he won’t be able to log back on just yet, but I’m going to send him a message anyway just to be safe.”

“You mean we’re going in anyway?” said Cy in alarm. He gestured at the shattered door. “Without knowing what’s inside?”

“Do we have any choice?” I said as I sent Dillo a message telling him to get here as soon as he could, complete with an attached picture of the destroyed front door. “Recover is obviously in trouble. No way am I going to let her stay in danger, not if I can help her.”

Cy gulped, but said, “You’re absolutely right. Yesterday’s interview process totally failed to add even one hot girl to our Team. If we let Recover get killed or kidnapped or whatever, then that means we will have zero hot women on the Team. That is not acceptable.”

I slapped my forehead but decided that now was not the time to scold Cy for his bizarre priorities. Instead, I summoned two Ice Daggers in my hands and stepped through the open doorway, being careful not to rush in lest someone had set an ambush for us.

The interior of Recover’s Base was even worse than the exterior. The coffee table in the middle had been overturned and the magazines which had been piled atop it were scattered everywhere, many of them torn to pieces. The waiting room chairs had also been knocked over or broken outright, while the receptionist desk had been smashed to pieces. A hint of smoke rose from the TV in the corner, which had a fist-shaped hole right in the center. The room itself smelled of burned wood and smoke, although I didn’t see any actual fires aside from a handful of scorch marks on the ceiling. Even worse, one of the Base’s defenses—what looked like a laser cannon hanging from the ceiling—had been ripped from the ceiling entirely and now lay on the floor a few feet away, smoke rising from its exposed wiring.

“Don’t see anybody,” said Cy in a low voice. “Think Recover managed to get away safely?”

I shook my head. “No. Something tells me Recover is still here. She doesn’t strike me as the kind of woman who would run away from her own Base, even though she’s not a Fighter.”

“I don’t see Brawn, either,” said Cy, still keeping his voice low. “But even if they were killed, they would just respawn here anyway, right?”

I looked at Cy in confusion. “What do you mean, ‘right’? I thought you knew what happened to players who are killed in their own Bases.”

Cy didn’t meet my gaze. “Just ‘cause I know a lot of things doesn’t mean I know everything in the world. I don’t really know what happens to players who die in their own Base. I mean, I assume they respawn, but I’ve never encountered something like that before in my life, so—”

A soft chittering sound—like the legs of a spider moving across the ground—interrupted Cy. We looked down the hallway up ahead, but it was too dark to see anything. It made me wish I had Night Vision, but I understood that Skill was not available to most Classes without special Equipment. I made a mental note to figure out where I could get that Skill from because it seemed like a lot of my most important missions took me into dark places with little light.

“Did you hear that?” Cy muttered. He sounded very anxious now.

“I did,” I said. “Keep your guard up. Perhaps Recover is in one of the back rooms.”

Moving as carefully as we could, the two of us crossed the empty waiting room into the hallway before us. Luckily, we were not attacked again, but I still had the feeling someone was watching us. My Perception didn’t pick up on any hidden dangers or traps, but that meant nothing. It was entirely possible that someone had set traps for me that were too high-level for my Perception to pick up on just yet. That was why I moved cautiously. No way was I going to rush headlong into a trap if I could avoid it.

As we walked down the hallway, we looked into the rooms on either side of us. Cy took the left side of the hallway, while I took the right. Every couple of feet we would stop and peer into an open doorway, but each time we would fail to find anything. It wasn’t until we got to the end of the hallway that Cy suddenly gasped and said, “Boss, look!”

I crossed over to Cy’s side of the hallway and peered inside the room he was looking in.

It was the room where Recover had once Diagnosed me with the Z-Virus, but now it looked much different. The table where patients usually sat had been overturned. The sink was smashed. The hazardous wastebasket was thankfully still closed, although the lid was dented.

Most importantly, however, was the presence of Recover herself. She lay on the floor, a bloody gash on her head, lying as still as a corpse. A quick Scan showed me that Recover’s Health bar was not yet zero, but it was at about 5% now and rapidly falling. Brawn was still nowhere to be seen.

All thoughts of caution left my mind as soon as I saw Recover lying there like that. I rushed into the room, ignoring Cy’s own calls for caution. I knelt beside her and scooped her into my arms and said, “Recover, are you all right? What happened? Can you hear me? Recover? Recover?”

Recover did not respond at first, but then her eyes slowly opened. At first, she had a dazed look in her eyes, as if she had been knocked silly. But soon she shook her head and terror appeared in her beautiful blue eyes.

“Winter …” said Recover in an incredibly weak voice. “Is that you?”

“Yes, Recover, it’s me,” I said. “I came as soon as I got your message. Who did this to you? Where is Brawn?”

Recover blinked a couple of times. Whatever debuffs she was suffering were likely messing with her ability to process words from other people, but then she said, slowly but surely, “I never sent you a message.”

Before I could ask her what she meant by that, the door slammed shut behind me with a loud boom. I looked over my shoulder just in time to see a poisonous, purple cloud of gas falling toward me. The gas cloud swept over me in an instant, causing me to hack and cough as I inhaled the burning, sticky gas. My eyes watered and my throat seemed to close up as the gas cloud covered me. I let go of Recover and fell over onto the floor, hacking and wheezing as I clutched my throat in a vain attempt to save myself from getting poisoned.

As I lay there struggling to breathe, a new notification appeared before me:

Debuff: Poisoned. -10% Accuracy and Evasion. -1 HP/3 seconds. Duration: 5 minutes.

“What the—” I said, but before I could fully process the debuff, a hand came out of nowhere and grabbed my throat.

Gasping for air but finding none, I looked up just in time to see a new figure standing above me. This figure wore a thick gas mask over their face, a gas mask that reminded me of the kind worn by soldiers back in World War I. And he was aiming a gun directly at my face.
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Despite my Poisoned status, I didn’t hesitate to grab his arm and activated Freezing Touch. Ice began to appear around the gas mask-wearing figure’s arm, but then he let go of me and jerked his arm out of my grasp. He tried to step away from me, but there was no way I was going to let him get away that easily.

I got to my feet and lunged into the poison cloud after him, but my arms didn’t wrap around anything. Still coughing and hacking, I tried to spot the figure in the thick cloud around me, but it was impossible. I was about to tell Cy to blow the cloud away until I remembered that Cy was still out in the hallway. Even if he wasn’t in the hallway, the enclosed nature of the room meant there was really no place for this cloud to dissipate to.

Without warning, something thick and heavy slammed into my midsection and knocked me backward. I stumbled over my own feet and fell onto my behind at the same time that the poison gas cloud suddenly vanished. Although I was still Poisoned, I could now see much more clearly than before, which let me see exactly what I was up against.

Standing on the opposite side of the room was the figure wearing a gas mask. But the figure clearly wasn’t male, like I thought, but female. I knew this based on her rather tight green and black Costume. She carried some kind of spray gun in her arms that was attached to a backpack that seemed to be full of toxic gas. She was currently cradling her half-frozen arm, growling under her breathe, no doubt cursing my name for almost freezing her to death. The nametag [VILLAIN TOXICA] hovered over her head.

Next to her stood a giant, vaguely humanoid chameleon. His slimy, gray-green skin was shiny in the light from the ceiling, while his large, black eyes gave him a distinctly inhuman appearance. Although more on the slim side than the bulky side, he still had some noticeable muscle definition on his arms, legs, and chest. His long tail swept behind him like a snake, while the nametag [SIDEKICK CHAMILLION] hung over his head like a billboard.

“Who … who are you two?” I said between coughs. I pulled out an Antidote and downed it in one go, pleased to see that it healed me of my Poisoned status easily.

“Us?” said the woman named Toxica. She laughed. “We’re your death, obviously.”

“Didn’t do such a good job at it if I am still alive,” I pointed out.

“Silence, Hero,” Chamillion snarled. That was when I realized Chamillion was also female because I heard a distinctive female voice underneath the harsh snarl. “You nearly walked into our trap like the fool you are. I wouldn’t be so quick to make quips if I were you.”

“Still doesn’t tell me who you are,” I said. I summoned twin Ice Daggers and held them up before me. “Not that I really need to know. You two tried to kill Recover. That’s more than enough reason for me to kick both of your butts.”

“Recover was never our real target, though,” said Toxica. She pointed at me. “You are. We merely attacked Recover because we knew how much she matters to you.”

I didn’t let down my guard. “How could you two possibly understand how much Recover matters to me? We’ve never met.”

“Because Atmosfear, our Team Leader, told us,” Toxica informed me.

I almost dropped my Ice Daggers in shock when she said that. “Atmosfear told you?”

“Of course,” said Chamillion with another snarl. “He gave Toxica and I the job of capturing you. To do that, we needed to find a way to lure you out of your Base. And to do that, we decided to rough up your girlfriend a little bit. Our plan would have worked if Toxica here hadn’t let herself nearly get frozen.”

“You try touching him, then,” Toxica snapped. “I’ve fought Heroes who use Freezing Touch before. They just need to lay one hand on you, even one finger sometimes, and it’s done.”

“Hold on,” I said before Chamillion could respond to Toxica’s statement. “You two are working for Atmosfear?”

“Yes,” said Toxica, nodding. “He recruited us into his Team, the Hero Slayers. He gave us the mission of capturing you due to my and Chamillion’s excellent track record of kidnapping people.”

I shouldn’t have been surprised to hear that. I had known for a while now that Atmosfear was trying to rebuild his Team. I hadn’t realized that he had already gotten so far along, though, that he felt comfortable sending out some of his members to attack me and my Teammates. “I take it you’re a player, then, and not an NPC.”

“Correct,” said Toxica. “Thanks for noticing. You are really perceptive, you know that?”

“Why are you working with Atmosfear?” I said. “He’s a maniac. He doesn’t just play as a Villain character. He actually is evil.”

“As if I care about your opinion,” said Toxica. “Atmosfear might be nuts, but he has a lot of good opinions. It would be foolish of me not to side with him, especially given his plans for Capes Online.”

“Plans?” I said. “What plans?”

“Toxica,” said Chamillion sharply, “don’t go and tell this idiot everything. You know what Atmosfear did to the last guy who talked too much.”

Toxica shuddered. “Good point. Even so, it’s fun to brag about our secret plans to the Heroes. Isn’t that what Villains do?”

“Perhaps, but we must be diligent,” said Chamillion. “Remember the mission: Capture Winter. Bring him to Atmosfear. No matter the cost.”

“Of course, of course,” said Toxica, nodding.

“I think you guys are going to have problems with the first step,” I said, “because I’m not going to come with you quietly.”

“That’s fine,” said Toxica. “I have a lot of experience, ah, ‘persuading’ kidnapping victims to come with me of their own volition. Convincing you to come with us will only take a little bit more effort than I normally expend.”

Toxica aimed her spray gun at me, but before she could fire, I rushed toward her and Chamillion. It wasn’t a big room, so I was almost upon her when Chamillion suddenly appeared before me and caught my wrists just as I was about to bring down my Ice Daggers on Toxica.

“What the—?” I said, looking up at Chamillion, who was a fair bit taller than me.

Chamillion smiled, a rather ugly look on her face. “Now, now, Winter. You don’t think I am seriously just going to stand back and let you kill my Villain, are you? Let’s see how well you do without those eyes of yours.”

Chamillion made a sucking sound in her mouth for a second before spitting something into my face. Her saliva struck my eyes and forehead and I screamed. I ripped my wrists out of her hands, but instead of attacking, I staggered backward, my hands clutching my eyes.

My eyes burned like they were on fire. It almost felt like there was a fire in my eyeballs that was rapidly going to my brain. I rubbed my eyes as hard as I could, but it actually made the pain worse, not better.

That was when a notification popped up before me:

Debuff: Blindness. Vision and Accuracy -100%. Duration: 30 seconds.

I didn’t understand how I could read the notification if I was blind, but I believed it. When I took my hands off my eyes, I couldn’t see anything. The world around me was completely dark. It was like someone had turned off the lights and then pepper-sprayed my eyeballs. It was nice to know it wouldn’t last forever, but 30 seconds was a long time in battle and this battle was far from over.

Something hard and thick slammed into my gut again. It knocked me off my feet, but when I hit the floor, I rolled back to my feet and staggered backward. I felt the wind blow at me from another missed attack. Assuming my attacker was in front of me, I fired an Ice Beam at her, but my attack completely missed.

That was when a fist slammed into my face. The blow dazed me, but before I could react, I got punched again and again. Each punch came harder than the last as Chamillion—who I assumed had to be the one attacking me—hit me over and over again. She was even stronger than I thought, each blow making it harder for me to fight back.

Then a final punch knocked me down, only for a hand to grab my neck and slam me against the wall. The hand tightened around my neck, cutting off my air supply, but I was tired of getting punched over and over again. I lashed out with a kick and my foot hit something firm but slimy, earning a grunt from Chamillion somewhere in front of me. Her grip on my neck loosened and I immediately slapped her hand off me.

Summoning another Ice Dagger, I lunged forward and stabbed Chamillion on a part of her body. I still couldn’t see for shit—and my eyes still felt like they were burning—but the sensation of my Ice Dagger sinking into flesh, followed by a yowl of pain from Chamillion, told me that I had finally managed to land a hit.

But then Chamillion punched me in the chest, forcing me off her and also forcing me to rip my knife out of her chest. I slashed forward again, but my knife failed to hit anything, which was how I knew that Chamillion had likely retreated from my reach.

“Not so tough now, are you?” I said, waving my knife around in the air. “Didn’t think I could cut you because I was blind, huh?”

Chamillion, oddly enough, was silent. Then again, that made sense. Although I might be blind, I could still hear as well as ever. If she said even one word, I might be able to locate her. I suspected that was why Toxica was also being quiet because she wanted to give her Sidekick an advantage over me. Those two were idiots for agreeing to serve Atmosfear, but it was obvious they had quite a bit of combat experience under their belts.

But Chamillion’s silence just made her that much more dangerous. All she needed to do was get one good sneak attack on me and I was done. I got lucky with that earlier stab, but I couldn’t depend on getting that lucky every time. I needed my vision back. An Antidote might be able to help me, but I knew that neither Chamillion nor Toxica would ever allow me to drink one of those.

That was when I felt a sudden warmth flow over my body. It felt like I had been dunked into a hot spring, the aches and pains in my body that I hadn’t even known were there easing up and going away. My Health bar rapidly refilled itself and my vision suddenly cleared up, allowing me to see once more.

I had no idea why I got healed, however, until I saw these notifications:

[Hero Recover] used Full Heal! Health restored +100% and all Status Effects and debuffs lifted!

Debuff lifted: Blindness. You are no longer blind.

I grinned. I had forgotten that Recover, despite her injuries, was still alive and therefore still able to use her Powers. And based on the startled look on Toxica’s face, she had forgotten that, too.

That was when I heard a scratching sound behind me and whirled around just in time to see Chamillion leap toward me, her claws outstretched and her mouth gaping wide.

Such an attack probably would have taken me down if I was still blind. As it was, however, I Dodged to the left, allowing Chamillion to fly harmlessly past me.

Even as Chamillion hit the floor, I jumped onto her back and pinned her to the ground with my legs. Chamillion struggled to throw me off, but only for a moment, because in the next instant I slit her throat with my Ice Dagger. She had just enough time to cry out in pain before suddenly going limp underneath me, blood leaking out of her now-open throat and staining the floor underneath us.
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As soon as I slit Chamillion’s throat, I got this notification:

[Sidekick Chamillion] is dead! +2,300 EXP!

EXP negated. Due to being Level-Locked, EXP earned from defeating enemy characters does not count toward your overall EXP.

I scowled. In the craziness of the fight, I had forgotten about the fact that I was Level-Locked. That 2,300 EXP I would have gotten from killing Chamillion wouldn’t have leveled me up, but every little bit helped and as long as I remained Level-Locked, all of the EXP I won in battle would be wasted. It was quite frustrating.

“Chamillion!” Toxica cried. “No!”

Snapped out of my thoughts, I looked up just in time to see Toxica staring at me in horror. In the battle with Chamillion, I had completely forgotten about Toxica. She seemed genuinely surprised that her Sidekick had died. I guess Chamillion rarely lost or something like that.

Rising to my feet, I pointed my bloody Ice Dagger at Toxica and said, “You’re going to join her pretty soon if you don’t surrender now.”

“Surrender?” said Toxica. “Why should I surrender to you?”

“Because if you don’t, I will kill you right where you stand,” I said. “I know you will respawn in your Hideout, but I kind of doubt Atmosfear is very tolerant of failure.”

“I will never surrender,” said Toxica. She aimed her spray gun at me. “I know Atmosfear told us to take you in alive, but at this point, I am not going to risk my life trying to bring someone like you in alive. Time to finish this.”

Toxica’s backpack suddenly began to make loud mechanical noises. The pumps began working furiously, while her spray gun started to vibrate with energy. I had no idea what she was doing at first until this notification popped up:

[Villain Toxica] is about to use Poison Blast! Countdown: 10 seconds … 9 … 8 … 7 …

I had no idea what ‘Poison Blast’ was, but given how I got a notification warning me about it, I could only assume it was some kind of area of effect attack that would probably cause a load of damage if I didn’t stop it. But the countdown timer was going too fast and I knew I wasn’t quick enough to stop her from unleashing her attack.

That was when the door to the room suddenly burst open and slammed into Toxica, who had been standing in front of it. The door slammed into her so hard that she crashed into the wall and fell to the floor, causing a couple of notifications to appear in my vision:

[Villain Toxica] is Unconscious! Duration: 5 minutes.

[Villain Toxica]’s Poison Blast has been interrupted!

I breathed a sigh of relief when I read that last notification. Despite not knowing what Poison Blast did, I knew it would have been very bad for Recover and me if Toxica had been allowed to pull it off.

But I wondered who could possibly have come to our rescue before Cy suddenly jumped in and said, “Boss! I’m here to save the day! Sorry I’m late. That door was really hard to open for some reason. I even had to break the lock to get in.”

Then Cy suddenly looked around. He looked at Toxica lying on the floor next to him and then at the corpse of Chamillion under my feet. “What happened here? Who are these two?”

“Toxica and Chamillion,” I said as I tossed my bloody Ice Dagger aside. “Two of Atmosfear’s Teammates. They beat up Recover and were waiting for us.”

Cy gasped and looked around again until his eyes fell on Recover. Then, as quick as a flash, he rushed over to her and, kneeling beside her, said, “Don’t go, Recover! If you die, we won’t have any hot girls on the Team anymore. Please don’t go!”

I slapped my face in exasperation, but then I heard Recover say, in a weak voice, “Then get me a Health Drink if you don’t want me to die.”

Cy nodded quickly and then pulled a Health Drink out of his inventory, which he handed to Recover. Recover took the drink and downed it in one gulp. As soon as she finished drinking the bottle, Recover’s Health bar went back up to 100% and all of her wounds closed up, including the bloody gash on the side of her head. She tossed the now-empty bottle aside but still didn’t get up. My guess was that she was still somewhat tired from Toxica and Chamillion’s attack.

Walking over to Recover, I said, “Do you think you’re going to be okay now, Recover?”

Recover took a deep breath and looked up at me with a smile on her face. “Yeah, I think so, but I’m just tired. Can’t remember the last time I was beaten so savagely like that.”

I sighed a deep sigh of relief. “Good to know. But where’s Brawn?”

Recover rubbed her forehead. “I think he was killed in his room because he didn’t come out to help me despite the fact that I was under attack.”

I looked over at the unconscious Toxica and waved a hand at her. Ice Shackles suddenly burst out of the floor and wrapped around her ankles and wrists. Although Toxica might be unconscious now, the notification had said the effect would only last for five minutes. Once she was awake, I was sure she would try to escape or maybe attack us again. I had no intention of letting Toxica go anywhere, however, until she answered a few questions for us.

“Tell us what happened,” I said, kneeling beside her. “Start from the beginning. You said you were attacked.”

Recover nodded. She still lay on the floor and I didn’t even try to move her, deciding that she knew better than I did about her own body. “Yeah. It happened … gosh, I think half an hour ago. I was working in my office, getting ready to go and complete a mission I’d been putting off for a while when I heard someone outside my office door. I thought it was Brawn at first, but when I called his name and he didn’t answer, I got concerned.”

“What did you do after that?” I said.

“I opened the door to see who was out there,” said Recover. She shivered and gestured at Chamillion. “That was when I saw Chamillion. She lunged at me and tried to kill me. I managed to fight her off, but when Toxica appeared, the two of them overwhelmed me, though not before trashing my Base.”

I scratched my chin. “How come the security systems for your Base didn’t tell you that there were a couple of intruders? I mean, I don’t know what kind of security you’ve got in here, but surely something would have told you about it.”

Recover shrugged. “I don’t know. I think Toxica might have somehow hacked into my security systems and shut them off. Either that or they have an ally who did it for them.”

“You mean there might be more of those Hero Slayers around here?” I said.

“I don’t know that for sure,” said Recover quickly. “It’s just a theory, but …”

Recover trailed off, but I knew how she was going to end that sentence. It might have been just a theory at the moment, but given Toxica’s statement about being part of Atmosfear’s Team—which was apparently calling itself the Hero Slayers now—I had no doubt in my mind that Toxica and Chamillion had plenty of allies. How many, exactly, was still a mystery, but I doubted it was a small number.

“I’m just glad you’re okay now,” I said. “But I would recommend looking for Brawn. If he’s dead, we need to know for sure. And if he died in your Base—”

“He should respawn,” said Recover. “I looked it up on the Forums once. Apparently, if you or your Sidekick die in your Base, then you just respawn, but after about an hour or so.”

I nodded. “Good to know. I assume we’ll see Brawn again in another half0hour, then. In the meantime, you just rest here. I have someone to talk to.”

Giving Cy instructions to keep an eye on Recover, I stood up and walked back over to Toxica. Toxica was still Unconscious, her body so still she might have been dead. But I swiftly kicked her in the side, making her groan in pain and wake up. She raised her head to look at me and, although her mask covered her face, I had the sensation that she was looking at me with nothing but absolute and utter hatred.

“You …” said Toxica. She raised her hands but found her movement inhibited by my Ice Shackles. “What are these?”

“Ice Shackles,” I said casually. “They restrict the movement of captured enemies by one hundred percent and are effective on players and NPCs who are at or under my current level. I take it you’re probably under Level Thirty, given how you apparently aren’t strong enough to break them.”

Toxica snarled. “You got lucky this time, Winter, but just wait until Atmosfear finds out.”

I squatted down closer to her, being careful to keep myself out of her reach. “When Atmosfear finds out I beat you, I have a feeling he’s going to be more angry with you than with me. Atmosfear doesn’t seem very forgiving of failure to me.”

Toxica gulped. “But he will still avenge me. He wants you dead, after all.”

“If he wants me dead, then why did you say you were supposed to kidnap me?” I said. I tapped the side of my head. “You’re not making a whole lot of sense here.”

“He wants to kill you himself,” said Toxica. “He has made it clear to all Hero Slayers that we are to bring you in so he can kill you with his own bare hands.”

“Okay, that makes a bit more sense,” I said. “But surely Atmosfear doesn’t just want to kill me, right?”

“Atmosfear has greater plans than that,” said Toxica. She tugged at her chains again. “But I am not going to tell you what they are. All I can say is that change is coming to Capes Online, the kind of change that even SI Games won’t be able to stop. And you must either side with this change or get stomped by it.”

I stroked my chin. What Toxica said was eerily similar to something the late Master Haru of the Stalking Shadows told me before his death. He had mentioned a new ‘god’ in Capes Online who was seeking to establish a new order over the world. Haru even offered me a chance to follow this new god, who was supposedly so all-powerful that no one could stop him. Of course, Haru hadn’t said who this ‘god’ was or what he was exactly trying to accomplish. There was also the fact that Atmosfear was apparently following this ‘god’ and frankly I wanted nothing to do with any deity, real or otherwise, that would have someone like Atmosfear as one of his followers.

Even so, I found the similarity between Toxica’s statement and what Haru said two weeks ago troubling. Was there really something deeper going on than I knew about? And were the Department of VR and SI Games even aware of it? It seemed likely to me that they were, but it was also possible they were just as ignorant about it as I was. Not that I expected to know that anytime soon, however. Amelia had made it clear that the Department of VR was no longer going to give me regular updates on what was going on in the outside world.

“Mind telling me what kind of change we’re talking about here?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “Might be helpful if you can tell me about it.”

“I refuse to help you,” said Toxica. “You will only know about the change once it comes and falls over the whole world like a tidal wave. Everyone—Hero, Villain, Sidekick, Civilian, and more—will be consumed bodily by the massive change. Even the Department of VR will be destroyed by it.”

“Hmm,” I said. “That’s a lot of big talk, scary talk, but you know what? I think you’re right that I won’t be able to make you talk.”

“Good,” said Toxica viciously. “Then you will let me go immediately and—”

“Wait,” I said, holding up a hand. “I didn’t say anything about letting you go. You’re still a criminal, after all, and actively working with Atmosfear. I am pretty sure that counts as collaborating with another criminal, which is illegal in both the real world and Capes Online.”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Toxica. “Put me in jail, kill me, hand me over to the Department … in the end, nothing can stop the change that is coming to Capes Online. Nothing!”

Toxica burst into mad laughter, while I just frowned and scratched my chin. Seeing as she was currently held down by my Ice Shackles, I wasn’t exactly afraid of her, but I did wonder if she had a legitimate reason for being so confident and unafraid of me.

If this ‘change’ she spoke of really was as dangerous as she said, then perhaps I needed to be more afraid than I really was.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

About half an hour later, Recover, Brawn, Cy, and I stood outside Recover’s Base, watching a police car—with Toxica sitting in the back with her arms and legs bound in thick chains—zoom off down the street to one of Adventure City’s many jails. I could see Toxica laughing in the back seat of the car, which had to be annoying to the officers, but they were probably used to annoying Villains at this point.

It may have seemed odd to hand over a player Villain to NPC police, but this was actually a game mechanic open exclusively to Villain characters. According to Cy, a Villain player could end up arrested by the police and thrown into jail. Upon being thrown into jail, their respawn point was automatically changed to their prison cell, so a Villain player couldn’t simply kill themselves and respawn in their Hideout. They’d just end up respawning inside their jail cell, which was obviously not ideal for most Villains.

In order to escape prison, Villains apparently could gain access to a mission titled ‘Prison Break,’ in which they escaped from their Prison using their wiliest tricks. The reward for the mission, of course, was the player’s freedom and their respawn point being set back to their Hideout, but you could also gain other rewards for doing well enough if Cy was to be believed. Additionally, your Sidekick could help you break out of the prison as well, depending on whether your Sidekick was arrested with you or not.

I asked Cy how likely it was that Toxica would escape and Cy couldn’t give me an answer. He said it depended on which prison she was locked up in and her own skills. Apparently, different prisons had different difficulty levels and which prison you were sent to was decided by the D.E.S., which took into account your Level, Stats, Powers, and other information in order to make an informed decision on where to put you.

It was all very interesting to me and was another reminder that there was an entire other side to Capes Online I knew almost nothing about. I was aware that the Alignment System meant that Capes Online played very differently depending on whether you were a Hero or a Villain (not even getting into variations like Anti-Hero or Anti-Villain), but until Cy explained that particular mechanic to me, I had no idea just how different it could be. It made me thankful I was a Hero because I couldn’t imagine how frustrating it had to be getting locked up like that and having to pull off a prison break just to continue playing the game.

“Well, I’m glad that’s out of the way,” said Recover, rubbing her back as the police cruiser turned a corner at the end of the street and disappeared from sight. She looked at her still-ruined Base ruefully. “It’s going to take a lot of time and money to fix this place up. At least I’ll have Brawn to do all the heavy work.”

I frowned. “Are you sure Brawn wants to do that? I mean, he might be your Sidekick, but—”

“It is no problem, Mr. Winter,” said Brawn in his usual soft voice. “I used to be a construction worker before I became a Sidekick and a carpenter before that. I don’t mind working with my hands, especially in service of Miss Recover.”

Ah. I had forgotten that Brawn, like Cy, had a past before he became a Sidekick. Most Sidekicks were apparently randomly chosen from the Civilian population by the D.E.S. when a player first started playing Capes Online. It was rare for the D.E.S. to spawn an entirely new Sidekick made specifically for a new player, although it did happen occasionally. “Well, maybe you could come over and do some work at my Base sometime. Got a lot of work to be done around the place.”

“Yeah,” Cy chimed in. “Like adding a dance hall where I can practice my wicked dance moves.”

“We are not adding a dance hall to the Base,” I said.

“Maybe not right away, but—” said Cy, but he was interrupted by Recover.

“Thanks again for your help, guys,” said Recover, smiling at me and Cy. “If you two hadn’t shown up when you did, I definitely would have died. Or maybe they would have taken me prisoner, which could have been even worse.”

I understood what she meant. Dying in Capes Online was not nearly as serious as dying in the real world. But torture in-game could be just as bad as torture in reality. I could easily see Atmosfear being the type to torture his prisoners extensively instead of killing them. Atmosfear took great delight in inflicting pain and suffering on other people. That was part of the reason why he was so dangerous and needed to be stopped.

“No problem, Recover,” I said, “but didn’t you say you didn’t actually send me a message?”

Recover’s eyes became slightly unfocused. “Huh. I don’t remember sending the message, but I see it in my inbox. I also see your reply.”

I frowned. “So you sent a message without remembering that you sent me a message? Seems weird.”

“Could she have done it instinctively?” asked Cy. “Like, maybe she sent you a message when Toxica attacked without thinking about it?”

Recover shook her head. “No, that doesn’t make sense. The message was clearly sent before I was attacked. I can promise you than when Toxica and Chamillion attacked me, I had no time at all to sit down and compose any sort of message to anyone.”

I stroked my chin. “Interesting. I take it, then, that you don’t have any important information about Atmosfear.”

“Nope,” said Recover. “I know exactly zilch about the guy’s current whereabouts or plans. Everything Toxica said? Just as new to me as it is to you guys.”

“Then who sent the message?” said Cy, scratching the back of his head. “Did someone hack your inbox and send it using your name?”

“I don’t know,” said Recover. She folded her arms in front of her chest. “And I don’t like thinking about it. I don’t like thinking about it at all.”

I nodded but said nothing to that. It was yet another mystery in a game that seemed to be full of them. “Well, it was a good thing someone sent me that message. If it hadn’t, then there’s no telling what might have happened to you.”

“Agreed,” said Recover, “but what Toxica said is extremely troubling. What is this ‘change’ she spoke of? How could it be too big for even SI Games to handle? They’re the guys who made this game. They’re in total control of the game. It doesn’t make any sense.”

Although I agreed with Recover on the preposterousness of Toxica’s statements, at the same time, it reminded me of some other things I had heard over the last month. I was reminded of Master Haru’s cryptic talk of a new god in the world, as well as Dark Kosmos telling me, in his dying breath, about the ‘true’ Villain who I had yet to defeat. There was also what Atmosfear told me before, about the true leaker in the Department of VR still being employed there.

It seemed to me that there was indeed a lot going on that we weren’t aware of. And I had a feeling that if we didn’t find out what it was quick, then we might not be able to deal with it.

But that was for later. Pushing such thoughts out of my head for now, I said, “More concerning, I think, is the news that Atmosfear is recruiting other Villain players into his Team. I already knew he was doing that, but actually meeting one of his new Teammates is … disturbing, to say the least.”

Recover nodded. “I remember the original Team Atmosfear from the Blackout. A bunch of psychos. But there’s no way Atmosfear could recruit THAT many Villains, could he? Most Villain players are just ordinary people like you and me. They’re just playing a game. They wouldn’t want to join a real-life Villain, would they?”

“I would like to agree with you, but I am not so sure,” I said. “Capes Online has over a billion players all over the world. Most people are decent, but there’s always that small percentage of people who believe they are above the law and have no qualms with breaking it to do what they want. If Atmosfear could seek out those players and offer them a deal they can’t refuse … well, I don’t want to think about what he could do with that kind of power.”

Although I didn’t mention it, I was also thinking about the Blackout and how so many players, even Heroes, had decided to come after me rather than Dark Kosmos. Granted, the circumstances back then had been very different, but it did show me that there were more players than I wanted to believe who looked out more for themselves than anything. Would such players be willing to work for Atmosfear? I hoped not, but the evidence suggested otherwise.

Regardless, it was another reminder for me to follow up with the five Heroes I had picked to join the Team. The more Teammates we had, the better. If Atmosfear was building his own Team, then I needed to make mine at least as strong, if not stronger.

Recover shuddered. “And they’re calling themselves the Hero Slayers now, too, so you know Atmosfear is serious about building his Team. Typically, people don’t name their Teams unless they have a higher goal, like building a Legion or something.”

In my mind’s eyes, I saw a mental image of Atmosfear leading a small army of over 100 Villain players and shuddered as well. “Let’s hope we manage to stop him before he gets that far.”

“Indeed,” said Recover. “So, anyway, I think I’m going to have Brawn inspect the damage and tell me what we need to buy and how much it will cost to fix the place up. I’ve got a lot of money, but I have a feeling it’s going to be a punch to the pocketbook anyway.”

I nodded again. “All right, then. But be careful. Although we might have beaten Toxica, that doesn’t mean Atmosfear is going to leave you alone forever. He might send someone else after you.”

“So soon after we beat Toxica?” said Recover with a snort. “Thanks for the concern, Winter, but I think that Atmosfear is probably going to leave me alone for a while. Besides, I’ve been meaning to upgrade my Base’s security systems for a while. This recent attack just gave me an excellent excuse to do it.”

One of the things I liked about Recover was her confidence, but I had also seen that confidence turn into arrogance at times. I agreed with her that Atmosfear was probably going to hold off on sending anyone else after her for now, but I knew how much Atmosfear hated losing. He would probably strike again when we least expected it.

“Sure,” I said. “And if you ever need any help, know that Cy and I are always available to talk. Just send us a message and we’ll be here in a jiffy.”

“Thanks for the offer,” said Recover. “With any luck, I won’t need your help for a long time.”

I nodded once more and looked at Cy. “All right, Cy. Let’s go. We’ve got things to do and there’s just not enough time in the day to do them all.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

At midnight that night, Cy and I once again entered the Twin Nights Club. This time, the Bouncers, Jack and Fred, recognized us and let us in without any problem. Apparently, our names had been added to the list of approved guests by Maximilian’s request. This was apparently rare if Jack was to be believed, because most guests had to pay an exorbitant fee in order to get their names added onto the list. I, of course, knew why Max had added us to the list for free, but I didn’t say that aloud. I knew the Department of VR was still watching me and the last thing I needed to do was explain exactly why Max and I were now BFFs.

At first, I assumed that Cy and I would be returning to Max’s private room, but Jack instead directed me to a set of stairs hidden behind one of the many curtains lining the walls of the club. I wouldn’t have even noticed them, even without the curtains, if Jack hadn’t shown me the secret doorway. He simply pressed his hands against a portion of the wall in a fairly complicated manner before the portion swung inward like a door. Jack stepped aside and gestured for us to enter, which we did, but as soon as we crossed the threshold, the door slammed shut behind us and we were plunged into darkness.

But only for a moment. In the next instant, fluorescent lights on the walls turned on, revealing that we stood in a somewhat narrow stairway that went down and turned a corner until it was out of sight. The steps were simple concrete, as were the walls. In comparison to the extravagance of the rest of the club, the stairway was quite bare. Then again, given how few people would ever see the stairs, perhaps Max had seen no purpose in decorating it.

Before either of us could take a step forward, however, we heard footsteps echo on the concrete stairs and then a woman stepped into view before us.

Like all of the women in the club, she was stunningly gorgeous. Her long, brown hair fell in waves down her back, nearly going down to her waist. The blue dress she wore was a fair bit more modest than the clothing typically worn by the Twin Nights Club strippers, but it still emphasized her shapely form quite well. Her pale as snow skin put me off a little, but she seemed to pull it off better than most pale women I knew. Her eyes were a brilliant green and the nametag, [SIDEKICK MEDUSA], hovered over her head.

“Are you Winter and Cyclone?” asked the woman, apparently named Medusa.

“Uh, yeah,” I said. I had almost forgotten how to speak due to how beautiful she was. “Are you Max’s Sidekick?”

Medusa nodded. “I am. I am also the manager of the Twin Nights Club.”

“But I thought Max owned the place,” I said.

Medusa rolled her eyes. “Max might own the place, but he doesn’t deal with the day-to-day operations like I do.”

Medusa spoke in such a way that implied she clearly didn’t think I was too smart if I didn’t understand the difference between owner and manager. Her attitude reminded me of how Max seemed to think I was an idiot as well. I wasn’t entirely sure how the D.E.S. paired Heroes and their Sidekicks, but in this case, perhaps it was due to their similar personalities and attitudes.

“Let me apologize for my Hero,” said Cy, putting a hand on his heart. “He was so clearly awestruck by your goddess-like beauty that his brain stopped working correctly. Normally he’s a lot smarter than that.”

Medusa looked at Cy in a deadpan way. “I’m already taken, so you can drop the flattery.”

“Me? Flatter you?” said Cy in what was an obvious attempt to look fake surprised. “I would never do such a thing. I am simply speaking the truth. I’m not sure if your boyfriend speaks the truth about your divine beauty and aura, but—”

“Cy,” I said, noting the increasing irritation on Medusa’s face, “might want to stop laying it so thick. I think pissing off a woman who calls herself Medusa is probably not a good idea.”

“Listen to your boss, kid,” said Medusa. “He knows what he’s talking about.”

Luckily, Cy closed his mouth, but I could tell he hadn’t given up on Medusa just yet, based on the way he looked at her. I figured I was probably going to have to get Cy a girlfriend at some point if only so I wouldn’t have to worry about him getting murdered by a jealous boyfriend. The only question was whether any woman would want to be in a relationship with Cy.

“Anyway, I’m glad you two are on time, at least,” said Medusa. She turned around and gestured for us to follow. “Come with me. Max and the others are waiting for you.”

Medusa made her way down the steps and the two of us followed. Although I disapproved of Cy’s comments toward Medusa, I had to admit it was hard not to focus on her, uh, rear end as we walked. Out of the corner of my eye, I did notice Private Mode become enabled, which meant that Amelia, at least, wouldn’t be able to see what we were doing down here.

Luckily, we didn’t have to walk for very long. Turning the corner led us to a simple wooden door that Medusa opened without ceremony. She stepped aside to let me and Cy enter first. Once we were inside, she closed and locked the door behind us. That made me slightly nervous, but I understood why she did that. This was a meeting of the Hackers. I couldn’t even imagine the consequences of what might happen to us if everyone—especially the Department of VR—knew about this meeting.

Speaking of the meeting, the room we had entered was a simple meeting room. The bare, concrete walls and floor made me feel like I had walked into a prison cell. The large marble table set in the center of the room looked expensive and fancy, surrounded on all sides with comfortable-looking chairs. And seated in the chairs were four people.

I recognized Max right away. As usual, he was dressed in a stylish, extremely expensive-looking suit. He sat at the head of the table and was sipping white wine from a fancy crystal glass. His dark hair was slicked back, shiny in the fluorescent lights on the ceiling. His expensive suit contrasted sharply with the simple furnishings of the meeting room, although it worked in his favor because it made him look like a real leader.

The other three, however, I did not recognize. There was a wizened old man wearing a simple gray cape and cowl with the nametag [HERO GRAY CRUSADER] hovering over his head. Next to him sat a young woman who could have been his granddaughter, wearing a suit of sleek red power armor, the nametag [HERO ARMORE] hanging above her head. I only knew she was a woman thanks to her suit of armor, which definitely emphasized her feminine qualities.

Sitting opposite them was a man who I estimated to be in his late twenties or early thirties, though it was hard to tell a person’s true age in this game due to how players had the freedom to change their appearance. He was somewhat tall and spindly, resembling a human/mantis hybrid, with what looked like blades attached to his arms that could probably pop out and make his arms resemble real praying mantis arms.

But my attention was drawn to the nametag above his head, which read [VILLAIN HUMANTIS], which instantly set off all sorts of alarms in my head.

“Ah, Winter,” said Max in his usual suave voice. “I am so glad that you and your Sidekick could make it. Please, take a seat and we can get this meeting—”

I pointed at Humantis. “What is a Villain doing here? I thought we were all Heroes.”

Humantis scowled. “Nice to meet you, too, snowflake. But you could have just said hi.”

Humantis spoke with a heavy Brooklyn accent, which made me dislike him even more. Maybe it was because I was from Texas, but I didn’t trust New Yorkers. His speech reminded me of gangsters I used to watch on those old TV programs from the twentieth century, which sounded really weird coming from such an inhuman mouth.

“My apologies,” said Max, speaking quickly, perhaps to try to head off a possible conflict between me and Humantis. “I suppose I forgot to mention that the Hackers are a rather diverse group of individuals, and I don’t just mean racially. We have Heroes, Villains, Anti-Heroes, Anti-Villains … heck, even a couple of Unaligned players. But we’re all working toward the same goal of freeing Capes Online from the Department of VR’s tyranny.”

“Exactly,” said Humantis with a snort. He looked at me with annoyance. “And don’t take this Alignment thing so seriously, kid. It’s just a game. Lots of players are Heroes and Villains in-game but friends in real life. Me being a Villain don’t mean nothing except I happen to like to play the bad guy every now and then.”

I pursed my lips. I recalled being told a similar thing by one of Gears’ Villain friends once during the Blackout. It made sense from their perspective—after all, they could log out anytime they wanted—but for me, I always forgot about the real world because Capes Online was my ‘real’ world. It didn’t help that nearly all of my interactions with Villain players had been decidedly negative. Still, Humantis had a point. I probably needed to be less jumpy.

“Right,” said Max. “But I should introduce you to the other Hacker leaders. You’ve already been introduced to Humantis, of course. He’s our resident detective. He has a lot of contacts in the Villain underworld, making him our main point of contact with Villain players, as well as keeping an eye on Department shenanigans done in the Villain part of the game.”

“What does the Department of VR do with Villain players?” I said. “Arrest them?”

“That’s irrelevant for the moment,” said Max. He gestured at Gray Crusader and Armore. “And these two are Gray Crusader and Armore. Both are Heroes, as you can tell. They are also related, with Gray Crusader being Armore’s grandfather. Gray Crusader is the leader of our on the ground missions, while Armore works primarily as our enforcer in case there are any … traitors within the organization.”

Gray Crusader nodded at me good-naturedly. “Nice to meet you, Winter. You’re the one who saved Capes Online during the Blackout, right?”

“Uh, yeah,” I said, nodding.

“Thanks,” said Gray Crusader, giving me the thumbs up. “I wasn’t personally affected by the Blackout—I was logged off at the time—but Armore here was logged in at the time and got caught in Dark Kosmos’ trap. I thought I’d never seen her again, which is why I was so happy when you beat Dark Kosmos and freed everyone.”

Armore merely nodded in agreement but said nothing. I got the sense that she was not a particularly talkative person, but that was fine. It seemed like everyone and their dog wanted to thank me for stopping Dark Kosmos and, while that was hardly the worst problem in the world to have, it did get a little annoying after a while.

“You’re the one who stopped Dark Kosmos?” said Humantis, looking at me more closely. “Huh. You’re a lot lower-leveled than I thought. And you’re Level-Locked? Never seen that before.”

“How do you know that?” I asked Humantis in shock. “I didn’t say that.”

“Scan is Level Twenty for me,” said Humantis smugly. “Means I can see all sorts of things that most players can’t. It’s my highest level Skill and the one I use the most.”

I suddenly felt naked around Humantis. I had never heard of a player with a Level 20 Scan. My Scan was still at Level 4, which was still useful, but of course nowhere near as useful as what it would be at Level 20. I wondered what else Humantis could see me about me. Could he even see my Stats and Powers? If so, then he would know exactly how powerful I was. I wondered how powerful he was.

Before I could get a chance to Scan Humantis, however, Max said, “Yes, yes, that’s all well and good, but I do believe it is time to start the meeting. We have some important issues to discuss tonight and we have no time to waste.”

Cy and I quickly took out seats at the end of the table opposite Max. There were a few seats open next to Humantis, but I still didn’t trust him enough to feel comfortable sitting near him. Humantis, for his part, seemed relieved I wasn’t sitting next to him. Guess we weren’t going to be friends anytime soon.

“So, what are we going to discuss tonight, Max?” said Gray Crusader in his normal jolly tone. “Your message made it sound important.”

“That’s because it is,” said Max. “We have many things to discuss tonight, but the most important thing is news regarding Busker Burn.”

I leaned forward suddenly, my eyes locked on Max. “Busker? What about him?”

Max took a deep breath before he said, “I just recently received a message that Busker was murdered by Department of VR agents in his own home.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

Stunned silence filled the small meeting room. Even Humantis, who struck me as the sort of guy to have a quip for every occasion, looked to be at a loss for words at this pronouncement.

For me, it felt like someone had torn out my heart and smashed it with a hammer. The whole world became unreal around me. I mean, I knew Capes Online was a game and not reality, but now I seemed to become aware of just how fake it all was. Breathing became harder for me and my heart felt like it had stopped completely.

Gray Crusader was still smiling, but his smile looked forced and uncertain now. “Excuse me, Max, but did you just say that Busker was killed? In real life?”

Max nodded seriously. “Yes. According to the message I received, he tried to resist arrest by the Department agents sent to take him down and they killed him right there in his own house.”

“How do you know this is true?” asked Armore. Her voice was slightly robotic, perhaps being filtered through her helmet’s voice filter. “Have you been able to verify it for yourself?”

“Spiritus, Busker’s Sidekick, told me,” said Max. He wiped the sweat off his forehead. “She said she received a message from Busker’s phone that is only supposed to be sent in the event of his death. It had a video attached that showed Busker being confronted in his own home by Department agents, taken by Busker’s webcam. Let me show you.”

Max tapped a keyboard none of us could see and then a holographic video player appeared in the center of the table. The screen was black for a second before it finished buffering and then it started playing.

The video showed my brother, Joseph Maxwell, sitting in front of what I assumed was his computer. My heart hurt even more when I saw him. This was the first time I’d seen Joseph’s real-life face since the day of my accident. He looked exactly the same as I remembered him. Short, trim dark hair, an athletic, muscular body, and of course wearing a T-shirt for his band, Rock Animals. He had headphones over his ears and seemed to be listening to some sort of music based on the way he bobbed his head up and down in time with some beat that the webcam didn’t pick up.

Then, without warning, a loud blaring sound exploded all around him. The sound was loud even over the video, making us all cringe when we saw it, but it must have been much worse for Joseph, who fell out of his chair onto the floor. But he quickly got back to his feet and tapped his keyboard several times. The look of confusion on his face quickly changed to one of horror at whatever he was looking at. If I had to guess, I would say that Joseph was probably looking at a security camera outside his home showing the Department agents trying to break into his house.

Despite the look of absolute terror on his face, Joseph immediately took his headphones off his head and rushed over to his bed off-screen. The computer picked up sounds of trash being thrown aside for a couple of seconds before we heard Joseph say a small, “Aha!” and then reappear on camera with a baseball bat in hand.

But it did him no good because in the next instant, the door to his room burst open and half a dozen armed Department agents stormed into his room. Joseph raised his baseball bat above his head, but then the lead Department agent raised a rifle and fired several rounds at Joseph.

It was awful to watch. The bullets hit Joseph dead on. He cried out in pain and fell onto the floor and dropped his baseball bat. We could hear his groan of pain off-screen, but then that same agent from before shot him again and then he stopped speaking entirely.

Then the Department agents began moving around Joseph’s room. Some went over to Joseph himself, perhaps to make sure he was dead, while others went through his chest of drawers, looked under his bed, or began pulling books out of his bookshelf.

The agent who had killed Joseph, however, walked over to his computer. The agent wore a protective mask over his face that hid his expression and identity. He stopped in front of the computer and stared into the webcam for a moment. Although I knew it was just my imagination, I had the strongest sense that the agent was somehow staring at us through the video, as if he was watching us watching him. It was a surreal feeling.

Then the agent put his hand on to the laptop and slammed it shut. The video ended abruptly, leaving all six of us sitting in silence again for a moment.

“That was the video Spiritus sent me,” said Max grimly. “We all knew that the Department of VR would send some of their agents after Joseph. We just never thought they might actually kill him, though.”

“He did have a gun, though,” Gray Crusader pointed out. “Not that I am in any way justifying what those animals did, but if someone pointed a gun at me like that, well—”

“Who cares?” said Humantis. He sounded angry and looked even angrier, gritting his teeth together. “They didn’t just kill him. They shot him while he was down. They never even gave him a chance.”

“Agreed,” said Max. He sipped his wine. “I believe Director Johnson ordered them to kill Joseph, whether he resisted or complied with their orders. In any case, Joseph is dead, meaning we lost one of our most important members.”

I said nothing because I was overwhelmed by the miasma of emotions swirling inside my heart like a tornado. Although a lot of different thoughts went through my head as I watched the video, one thought stood above the rest:

Joseph was dead. And I had killed him.

Not directly, of course. I didn’t actually shoot him myself. That Department agent did. But if I hadn’t made that deal with Chuck—if Chuck hadn’t told Sally about me and Sally hadn’t told Joseph about me—then Joseph would still be alive. He wouldn’t be dead because of my own stupidity. My own selfishness. My own desire to flaunt the rules of the Department just to make myself feel better.

Now I wasn’t so sure I wanted anything to do with the Hackers anymore. Not because I didn’t believe in their mission but rather because I had messed up. This was all on me. My own little brother died thanks to my selfish, shortsighted actions. How could I possibly call myself a Hero anymore? I had failed to stop Atmosfear as a cop and I had failed to save my brother as a superhero. Exactly where did I get off calling myself a Hero?

A hand fell on my shoulder. I looked and saw Cy, who was sitting next to me, had put a hand on my shoulder. He wore a concerned expression on his face.

“Hey, boss,” said Cy in a softer than normal voice. “Are you okay?”

I hadn’t realized it, but my hands were shaking. I stopped shaking them, however, and said, in a restrained voice, “Yeah, I think I’ll be fine. Just that footage—”

“It has shaken us all, Winter,” said Max suddenly. I noticed that his Sidekick, Medusa, stood by his side with one hand on his shoulder. “Busker was a valued member of the Hackers. He did all sorts of important jobs for us. I can even say that without his efforts, the Hackers wouldn’t be anywhere as successful as we are today.”

“He was a good young man,” said Gray Crusader thoughtfully. He shook his head. “Tragic, that’s what it is. He had his whole life ahead of him, only to be cut short in the prime of his life.”

“At least he went down fighting,” said Armore, although she sounded like she was close to tears herself. “Just like the Busker we know.”

“But he still died,” said Humantis. His scowl deepened. “Frigging Department agents. They just love having an excuse to kill people. Reminds me why I hate the government.”

I honestly couldn’t blame Humantis. He was absolutely right about this. I had distrusted the Department of VR before, but they had never done anything truly heinous in my eyes. Even when Amelia put all of these idiotic restrictions on me, I still didn’t hate them. I had my doubts about taking down Director Johnson and wasn’t sure I was 100% on board with the Hackers’ agenda.

But after seeing that footage … after seeing my own brother die in front of my eyes … all my doubt and hesitation went away in an instant. It was replaced with cold hatred, the kind I rarely felt. It coursed through my veins like magma, making me angrier and angrier every second. Yet it never interfered with my logical thought processes. If anything, it actually clarified my thinking, making it obvious just who the enemy was that I needed to take down.

“When are we going to avenge him?” I said, suddenly drawing the attention of every person in the room.

“I’m sorry?” said Max.

“My brother,” I said. “Busker. Joseph. When are we going to attack the Department and teach them a lesson for killing one of our own?”

“Doubt it will be anytime soon,” said Humantis with a snort. “Remember, the Department can kill us even more easily in the game than in real life. I want revenge as much as the next guy, but I also know that direct assaults have never been our game.”

“Actually, that is about to change,” said Max. “I didn’t just call this meeting today in order to discuss this tragic news. I also wanted to go over our plan of action for avenging Busker and ensuring that his death does not end in vain.”

“Avenge Busker?” said Humantis with a frown. “Explain how we’re supposed to do that, buddy.”

Max folded his hands on top of each other. “We are going to force Director Johnson to show himself. And then we are going to kill him.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

“Kill Director Johnson?” Gray Crusader repeated somewhat incredulously. “We’re still going through with that?”

“Of course,” said Max. “But that won’t be our only objective. My friends, it is time we began Operation Freedom.”

The mood in the room instantly changed. Whereas before everyone was feeling depressed and anxious about Joseph’s death, now the other Hacker leaders were surprised and curious. Humantis even looked as if he wasn’t sure if Max was joking or not.

“Did you say we’re going to begin Operation Freedom?” asked Humantis with a slight hint of disbelief in his voice.

“Yes,” said Max, nodding. “I know we’ve been planning this out for a while, but I feel now is the time to act. There is no better time than the present, after all.”

“But Operation Freedom is still incomplete,” said Gray Crusader sharply. “There is still much we do not know about the Facility and if we try to attack it now, we might end up causing more harm than good.”

“How long must we continue to sit back and plan while the Department of VR kills our friends like this?” asked Max, looking around at the other Hackers with anger contorting his features. “Are we to stay in the shadows forever, never making ourselves known, always hiding from our foes and hoping they won’t find us?”

I was taken aback by Max’s vehemence. He had not struck me as the type to have any sort of strong moral code or to care about anyone other than himself. Perhaps he was a lot nobler than he looked.

“That is the Hacker way, Max,” said Gray Crusader calmly. “Hackers never use their real faces, names, or identities. We always strike from the shadows and disappear just as quickly as we appeared.”

“You mean Hackers are ninja?” said Cy, suddenly drawing everyone’s attention to himself. He looked around at everyone with excitement. “This is so cool! I didn’t know we were part of another ninja organization. I wonder what Yama-sama would think about this.”

“We’re not ninja,” said Armore bluntly. “We’re Hackers. Big difference.”

“Are you sure?” asked Cy, stroking his chin. “’Cause the way Gray Crusader described you guys, you sounded an awful lot like—”

“Can we get back on topic?” I asked. I looked at Max and the other Hackers. “Perhaps you guys forgot, but Cy and I are new here. We don’t know what this ‘Operation Freedom’ thing is that you guys are debating among yourselves. Makes it hard to contribute anything to this debate when we don’t even know what we’re talking about.”

“Apologies, Winter,” said Max. He sat upright again and readjusted his tie. “In light of this news about your brother, I forgot you haven’t been a Hacker for very long. Let’s get you and your Sidekick up to speed.”

Max tapped again on the keyboard only visible to him and the video of Busker’s death was replaced with two glowing green words floating above the table: ‘OPERATION FREEDOM.’

“Winter, have we explained to you yet what the Hackers are attempting to accomplish?” asked Max.

“What do you mean?” I said.

“Our ultimate goal,” said Gray Crusader. He brushed back the feather sticking out of the top of his helmet. “What this organization was formed to do in the first place, what we have been working toward for so many years.”

I thought about it for a moment before shaking my head. “No, you haven’t.”

“Simply put, the Hackers strive for freedom and transparency for all players in Capes Online,” Max said. “When the organization was founded five years ago by a Hero known as Faded Flag—”

“Faded Flag?” I repeated. “You know him?”

“I never met him,” said Max, shaking his head. “He disappeared about a year later. No one knows if he’s still alive anymore or if he’s even still online playing Capes Online.”

“Why did he disappear?” I said, leaning forward.

“No one knows,” said Humantis suddenly. He snorted. “Jerk just up and left one day. Think he said something about needing to do work in the real world, but I have no idea what that means. Figured he got cold feet and ran away.”

“You knew Faded Flag as well?” I said.

“Of course,” said Humantis. “I was one of his first recruits into the organization along with Armore and Gray Crusader. He left us in charge of the Hackers because he trusted us more than all of the others.”

“He was a good man,” said Gray Crusader, “albeit a very private one. Never knew much about his personal life.”

“Did you ever meet his family?” I asked. “He had a wife and kid.”

The Hacker leaders looked at each other in confusion.

“No, we didn’t know that,” said Gray Crusader after a moment. He looked at me with curiosity. “As I said, he kept his personal life private from all of us. But how do you know him?”

“Does it matter?” Max interrupted, tapping his fingers impatiently on the table. “Faded Flag is long gone and is never coming back. There is no point in discussing him, not when we have far more urgent matters to—”

“Max,” said Medusa in a surprisingly gentle voice. “Might want to settle down there a bit. There’s no need to get angry.”

I expected Max to snap at Medusa for telling him what to do, but then he took a deep breath and, visibly relaxing, said, “Forgive me. My temper can sometimes get the best of me.”

Medusa said nothing in response to that. She just gently squeezed his shoulder, which seemed like an oddly affectionate gesture for a Sidekick to show to her Hero. Perhaps Medusa was used to dealing with Max’s outbursts like that.

As Max calmed down, I got this notification all of a sudden:

MISSION UPDATE: In your continuing investigation into the disappearance of Faded Flag, you learn that he was once a member of the infamous Hackers group and was also the founding member who recruited the other leaders into his organization. But Faded Flag is still missing, although at least now you know more about him and where he might be. Continue to ask around about Faded Flag. You might be surprised at who knows him.

My eyes narrowed when I read that prompt. This was a weird mission. First, it required me to find another player—which other missions didn’t typically require—and then it apparently tied into the Hackers, a group of players who I was pretty sure were technically cybercriminals. I was starting to wonder if this Faded Flag mission was, in fact, a Customs Mission like the one Busker gave me when he sent me to meet Max. But who would set up such a long-term mission and for what reason? Perhaps Faded Flag himself?

“Anyway, let’s return to the topic at hand,” said Max. “As I said, when the Hackers were founded by Faded Flag five years ago, he had one goal: To achieve freedom and transparency for all players.”

“Freedom and transparency?” I said. “What, exactly, does that mean?”

“It’s pretty simple, kid,” said Humantis. “We want to hold the powers that be—SI Games, the Department of VR, and others—accountable. Right now, they’re not being exactly honest about their goals in regard to Capes Online. Case in point: Project frigging Second Life. The entire concept of digital immortality.”

“We believe that the players of Capes Online have a right to know what is actually going on here,” said Gray Crusader softly. “To that end, we’ve done our best to leak as many government and SI Games files into the public. Our progress has been stymied on this front thanks to the intense digital security of these institutions, but we’ve still managed to accomplish a few things, such as leaking SI Games’ plans to hike the price of Capes Online Plus memberships for no reason other than to line their own pockets.”

“Exactly,” said Max. “And Operation Freedom is supposed to be the culmination of all of our hard work. In Operation Freedom, we will finally show to the world all of the Department of VR’s deepest, darkest secrets, including the existence of Project Second Life itself.”

I nodded. “Are you sure that would be such a wise idea? If people knew about Project Second Life—”

“Damn the consequences,” said Max. “Players have a right to know about this secret. They have a right to know everything, even if SI Games and the Department do not want them to.”

Again, Max’s vehemence took me by surprise, but at the same time, I didn’t dislike it. It was kind of nice to see some heat from him for once. And I had to admit, I couldn’t really disagree with anything he said. Why shouldn’t the public be aware of Project Second Life? And who was to say that there weren’t other experiments and secrets in the background that needed to be brought to life? Both SI Games and the Department were at least partially responsible for Dark Kosmos and the Z-Virus. What other dangerous, even life-threatening secrets were they both hiding from the public?

“Tell me more about Operation Freedom, then,” I said. “I am interested.”

Max put his hands together again. “Operation Freedom, as I said, is the culmination of our years of work. We will assault the Facility, where the Department of VR keeps all of its secrets, and spill them all out onto the world for the public to see.”

“What is the Facility?” I said. “I’ve never heard of it.”

“Shocker,” said Humantis sarcastically. “But you know, there’s a reason you haven’t heard about the top secret government facility that can’t even be found on any ordinary player map.”

“The Facility is a building in Adventure City staffed and manned by the Department of VR,” Gray Crusader explained. “The true nature of the building and what goes on in there is a mystery, but our spies suggest that the Facility is home to a variety of secrets and experiments that the Department has been performing on players and NPCs alike for unknown reasons.”

“Painful experiments, too, if the reports are to be believed,” said Armore. “Our spies have reported hearing screams of terror from within its walls.”

“Why does the Department have an in-game facility?” I said in disbelief. “Especially one accessible to players?”

“But that’s the thing,” said Max. “It isn’t accessible to players, at least to ordinary players, anyway. As Humantis said, the Facility cannot even be located on most player maps. It is impossible for players to find it even accidentally. As for why they have one at all … I don’t know. I suspect we’ll find out once we raid the Facility and see what they’re doing.”

I frowned. It still struck me as odd that the Department would have an in-game facility, but then, there were a lot of things about the Department of VR that made no sense to me. Like level-locking me and making it impossible for me to leave Adventure City, for example. Or murdering my brother in cold blood. Things like that.

“But it is important,” said Humantis. “Rumor has it that Director Johnson himself has been seen entering and leaving the place. Makes it real likely that the Department is hiding something there. The question is, what?”

“And that is what we are going to find out,” said Max. “Operation Freedom has been in development for over a year, but now is the time to strike. We must not the government think they can simply kill one of us and get away with it so easily like that. We must show to them why the Hackers are feared in all of Capes Online. We must show them we will avenge our own.”

“Agree with you on that,” said Humantis. He shifted in his seat. “Still, it’s not usually a good thing to rush into these sorts of things, you know? We intended to do Operation Freedom on our own terms, not on someone else’s timetable.”

“I understand your hesitation, Humantis, but I must admit I am starting to see Max’s reasoning,” said Gray Crusader. “This isn’t simply another failed hacking attempt or getting blocked by a firewall. This is the death of one of our leaders and one of our most valued and trusted members. If we don’t pull off Operation Freedom now, when?”

“Well—” said Humantis, but it was Armore who spoke up next, saying, “I agree with Max and Gray Crusader. We cannot strike directly at Director Johnson or any of the other Department agents, but we can expose their dirty secrets to the world. If there’s one thing government spies hate more than anything, it’s their secrets being exposed to the public for all to see.”

That was the most Armore had said through this entire meeting, but I honestly couldn’t disagree with anything she said. And I remembered well how much I hated the Department of VR and how they had already ruined my life in a lot of ways, not to mention outright ended the life of my brother. I was not in the mood to feel particularly kind or merciful toward them, even knowing the power the Department held over me.

“Now, then,” said Max, slapping his hands together. “Do we all agree to start Operation Freedom? Or is there any disagreement?”

“I think we are all in favor of it, Max,” said Gray Crusader. He gestured at everyone sitting around the table. “Each and every one of us wants to make sure Busker’s death was not in vain. If Busker was still here with us, I am sure he would have agreed to begin Operation Freedom as well.”

I nodded in agreement. “I am on board as well. I don’t know if this is what Joseph would have wanted, but I bear no love for the Department. Let’s find out exactly what they’ve been hiding from the public.”

Armor also nodded and added, “Agreed. We have no choice but to put Operation Freedom into action now.”

Humantis pursed his lips and sighed. “Yeah, sure, I’ll go with it. Not like my vote would make a difference, seeing as you guys outnumber me anyway. Ain’t democracy great, folks?”

“Then it is settled,” said Max, clapping his hands together. “Once I have all the preparations in place, I will contact the rest of you with more information. Until then, this meeting is dismissed and we can go our separate ways for now.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

“Boss,” said Cy as we walked through the dark alleyways of Adventure City, “you seem a little tense.”

I was lost in my own thoughts until Cy spoke. I was thinking about the meeting back in the Twin Nights Club and what we had finally agreed on. I was so focused on it that I didn’t even notice Cy walking beside me until he spoke up.

Looking at Cy, I noticed he wore a worried frown on his face that was very much unlike his normal carefree smile. “What?”

“I said you seem a little tense,” said Cy. “Your shoulders are all hunched up and your face looks strained.”

Now that Cy mentioned it, my shoulders were hunched up for some reason and, although I couldn’t see my own face, I had no doubt the stress was starting to show. Relaxing my shoulders, I said, “Thanks, Cy. I was just thinking about what we talk about with the others earlier.”

I had to keep my words vague because now that we were out of the club, Amelia could once again hear and see everything I did. As long as Amelia watched me, I wouldn’t be able to speak freely with Cy about the Hackers or their plans. A smirk appeared on my lips as I thought about how Amelia was so sure she knew exactly what I was doing and what was going on when in fact she didn’t know anything and wouldn’t know the truth until it was too late to do anything about it.

“Yeah,” said Cy, nodding. “I thought so. It’s not good to be stressed out all the time, though. Don’t want to get high blood pressure and all that.”

I frowned. “Cy, I sense you have another reason for wanting to talk to me about this.”

Cy folded his hands behind his back and didn’t meet my gaze as we walked. “Well, I just think that maybe you shouldn’t be hanging out with those guys anymore.”

“What do you mean?” I said.

Cy still didn’t look at me, which was how I knew he was afraid I might get upset and start yelling at him. “I don’t hate those guys at all, but I got a really bad feeling from them. And I don’t like how you act when you’re around them.”

“Still don’t get what you mean,” I said, scratching the back of my head.

Cy looked up at me with concern in his eyes. “You just get so … emotional. I’m afraid you’re not thinking straight, especially since … well, you know.”

I understood exactly what he meant. Cy was referring to the death of my brother. “I’m not getting emotional. And even if I am, I have every right to be.”

Cy held up his hands defensively. “Hey, I wasn’t judging you or anything. It’s just that I don’t really like the way you act around them. I think those guys might be a bad influence on you.”

“Bad influence on me?” I said. I rolled my eyes. “Come on. I haven’t even done anything with them yet.”

“Yeah, but that’s what is so worrisome,” said Cy. “You seem a lot angrier around them than normal. I’m just afraid that it might lead you down the wrong path. That’s all.”

Puzzled, I looked at my Hero meter and saw that it was still 100%. “If you’re afraid I’ll become a Villain, I can tell you that that probably isn’t going to happen anytime soon.”

“I don’t think you’ll become a Villain, necessarily, but I think you will still get in trouble,” said Cy. “And not just with the Department of VR or whatever. I mean in general.”

“Do you think I’ll become a worse person or something?” I said. “Because I don’t think I will.”

Cy folded his hands behind his back and kicked an empty soda can out of his path as we walked. “Maybe you will, maybe you won’t, but I still don’t like it. It reminds me of my old player who—”

Cy immediately shut up. He very pointedly avoided looking at me now, which didn’t surprise me. Cy was always very shifty about his background. I understood that I was not the first player he had ever been a Sidekick to, but he was really reluctant to tell me about the guys he used to be the Sidekick of before me. I typically didn’t bring it up or push it because I wasn’t very interested in who Cy had been working for before meeting me. As far as I was concerned, Cy was my Sidekick now and his past didn’t matter.

Even so, the fact that Cy was now comparing me to his previous player—whoever that was—was not exactly inspiring. From what little I did know about Cy’s past life, his previous player had done something Cy wasn’t particularly proud of. I could only guess at what it was, but perhaps it was similar to what I was doing now and Cy was getting flashbacks as a result.

“Cy, you don’t have to worry about me,” I said. “I’m still the same Winter I’ve always been and always will be. I know exactly what I am doing. You might disagree, but that’s okay. In the end, you’ll understand why I have to do what I have to do.”

“And what if what you have to do isn’t so great?” said Cy, looking at me again. “What if it’s evil?”

I came to a stop and stared at Cy in shock. “Evil? Why would I ever do something evil? I’m a Hero. Heroes don’t do evil things.”

Cy also came to a stop and turned to face me. Gone was the carefree smile he usually wore on his face. It was replaced by a shockingly serious expression that took me by surprise.

“That’s not how this works,” said Cy quietly. “Being a Hero means you generally do good things. It doesn’t mean you’re perfect. Even the best Heroes still mess up sometimes. And you’re far more likely to mess up if you act like you’re perfect than if you don’t.”

“I don’t think I’m even remotely perfect, Cy,” I said, folding my arms in front of my chest. “I’m well aware of my personal flaws and failings as a person, but the point still stands that I am not going to do anything evil.”

“Are you so sure about that?” said Cy. “Lots of people get in trouble precisely because they trick themselves into thinking they aren’t doing anything wrong. Atmosfear definitely believes he’s a good guy or at least that his actions are justified.”

I took a step closer to Cy, using my height and bulk over him to make myself appear far more intimidating than I normally did. “Don’t you ever compare me to Atmosfear. We’re nothing alike. And we never, ever will be.”

“I didn’t say you were alike,” said Cy, holding up his hands again. “Just saying that you should watch your step, that’s all. I’ve seen a lot of Heroes fall prey to their own arrogance in the past and I don’t want to see you fall prey yours.”

I sighed. “Cy, you don’t understand. Losing someone you love … it changes you. It makes you want to do things you might normally never do. Life is never the same after you lose someone you care about, someone important to you. It changes your whole perspective on the world. If I am acting different, it’s got nothing to do with those guys and everything to do with what I saw before my eyes less than ten minutes ago. I am not in danger of becoming anything other than what I am.”

I expected Cy to keep arguing the point with me, or even worse, to make some dumb, inappropriate pun that would completely deflate the current mood.

What I didn’t expect was for Cy to turn his gaze to the side and said, “You’re acting like I’ve never lost anyone I loved before. You’re wrong.”

With that, Cy turned and resumed walking back to our Base. I just stood there for a moment, processing what Cy just said, before shaking my head and walking quickly to catch up with him. We were soon walking side by side again, but I didn’t bring up the point he just said, nor did he say anything to me about his worries about my decisions.

But I was now starting to realize that there was a lot more to Cy—a lot more to NPCs in general—than even I gave them credit for. And I wondered if this was part of the change that the new god was bringing into the world or not.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

When we got back to our Base, Cy immediately went to bed. That was unusual because he typically liked to stay up a lot longer than me. I could tell, however, that he was still seriously bothered by our earlier argument. I felt bad about letting him go back to sleep without talking it through with him more, but at the same time, I sensed that now was not the time to talk about such things.

I retired to my room and lay down on my bed, but I didn’t go to sleep immediately. I found myself thinking about Cy and the other NPCs who populated Capes Online.

When I first started playing Capes Online what seemed like an eternity ago now, I had treated NPCs like, well, NPCs. I didn’t see them as real people. I just saw them as convincingly fake illusions, bits of data and code strung together to appear real but were in fact just irrelevant digital constructs with no inherent value. Yes, Capes Online had some of the most realistic NPCs in the gaming industry, but that still didn’t make them actual, real people.

But ever since the Blackout, when I finally accepted that Capes Online was my new home and that the Civilians and other NPCs were people I needed to protect, I had started to look at them all a little differently. They all seemed like real people to me now, just as real as the people back in the real world. They had hopes, dreams, families, jobs, communities, and all that other stuff humans had. It was hard not to treat them like real people, not when I spent so much time among them.

And really, where did I get off saying who was and wasn’t real? I was a digital being myself, after all. That didn’t make me any less human than any of the other players, but the fact was that I did lack a physical body that I could log off onto. Did that mean I didn’t exist, either? Was I any less real than Cy or any of the other NPCs?

As much as I hated to admit it, Dark Kosmos’ words still stuck with me somewhere in the back of my mind. Part of his motivation for starting the Blackout was due to the way players treated NPCs. He wanted to turn the tables on us, show us players what it was like to be treated like an NPC. He was technically a digital being like me and not an NPC, but he still felt far more sympathy with the NPCs than he did with players. And now, I was starting to understand where he was coming from, even though I disagreed with his attempt to kill millions and millions of innocent people.

I also thought about Max. Like me, Max was another digital being, a participant in Project Second Life. He even had a relationship with his Sidekick, Medusa, who was most definitely an NPC just like Cy, not even counting the various girls at his club he was involved with. I still wasn’t 100% on the idea of starting a committed, romantic relationship with an NPC just yet, but Max apparently was and it seemed to be working out well for him. I suppose it helped he was a billionaire, which seemed to attract NPC girls in the same way it attracted real ones.

In any case, I was starting to view NPCs in general a little differently now. I would probably never view them entirely the same way I viewed humans, but who was to say I wouldn’t? I was going to be in Capes Online for the rest of my life, whatever that was. I had already accepted Capes Online as my reality. Why couldn’t I accept NPCs as my people?

The reason, I realized, was because of Sally. Somewhere out in the real world, Sally was worried sick about me. She had contacted Joseph and sent him to find me. She had no idea I was going to be stuck in Capes Online for the rest of my life. She had no idea I didn’t have a body to return to. She knew nothing except that she still loved me and wanted to bring me back. No way I could just abandon Sally for the comfort of some NPC woman, no matter how beautiful or sexy.

But maybe I would have to. If I really couldn’t return to the real world—if I was going to be stuck in Capes Online for the rest of my life—then at some point, I would have to make Sally aware of that. She would need to know that I was gone forever and that there was no hope for our relationship. I didn’t want Sally to spend the rest of her life pining after me when she would never have a chance. If that meant letting Sally move on to other men, then so be it. I didn’t want her to waste her life trying to do the impossible, no matter how much I wanted to be with her again.

I shook my head. I hated thinking deeply about this stuff. I was a cop, not a philosopher. Deep thinking about the nature of reality and NPCs and stuff like that was way above my pay grade. All I knew was that it was my duty to show the world all of the Department’s secrets and catch Atmosfear at the same time. So long as I could do all that, I would be fine.

Just as I closed my eyes to drift off to sleep, a familiar female voice said, “Tired, Winter?”

My eyes snapped open and I looked over to the right to see Amelia sitting at my desk. She looked exactly the same as she did the last time I saw her, if slightly more tired. I realized it was probably pretty late in the real world right now, so Amelia was probably very tired. And if she was like most people I knew, the more tired she was, the less polite she was likely to be.

Turning on my side, I said, “What is it now, Amelia? Can’t it wait until tomorrow? I’m trying to sleep.”

Amelia, of course, didn’t back down. She simply said, “I would wait to speak to you until later, but Director Johnson ordered me to speak to you about something that happened in the real world that you need to be made aware of. Once I inform you about this, then I can log off and go home.”

A part of me suspected that I already knew what Amelia was going to tell me, but there was no way I was going to let her knew that I knew. “Okay. Tell me what is it. I hope it’s important.”

“It is,” said Amelia. “As of about thirty minutes ago, your brother, Joseph Maxwell, is dead.”

I knew it. Even knowing what she was going to tell me ahead of time, however, I felt like I got punched in the gut. Hearing that Joseph was dead, especially coming from such cold lips, was still shaking even if I already knew about it. “How did he die?”

“He was killed by some Department of VR agents when they stormed his apartment in an attempt to capture him,” said Amelia. “I was told he pulled out a gun and tried to shoot several agents but was stopped before he could kill anyone. He was killed in self-defense by one of the agents. He died on the scene.”

Liar, I wanted to call her. I saw the video footage. I saw that he was murdered in cold blood. I knew that the Department knowingly murdered him so he wouldn’t be able to reveal any of their secrets to the world. I was normally not one to give a damn about things like anti-authority movements and the like, but after seeing such blatant corruption up close, I could now fully understand anarchists and their motivations.

But I didn’t say any of that aloud. Keeping a calm expression on my face, I said, “Are you sure he’s dead?”

“Positive,” said Amelia. “ A doctor at the hospital near his apartment declared him dead not long after he was shot. I saw the pictures and footage for myself. He is truly dead.”

My grip on my pillow tightened, but keeping myself calm, I said, “Have you told my parents yet?”

“They are currently in the process of being told about his death,” said Amelia calmly. “In fact, it is Charles Omar, your former agent, who has been tasked with informing them about your brother’s death.”

I smiled when she said that, although it was kind of a sad smile. It was nice to know that Chuck, despite no longer being assigned to me, was still trying to help me. He could be a bit of a pain in the butt sometimes, but Chuck was a genuinely good guy under his government bureaucrat appearance. “Do you know if there will be a funeral?”

“There probably will be, but it will have to be arranged by your parents,” said Amelia simply.

“Is there any way I could see the funeral myself?” I said. “Like, livestreaming it online or something like that?”

“Perhaps,” said Amelia. “But like I said, funeral arrangements for your brother’s death will have to be done by your parents and it will be up to them whether to livestream it online or not. But I doubt you will be given a chance to view it.”

“What?” I said. “Why?”

Amelia brushed back a strand of her dark hair from her eyes. “Because Project Second Life is supposed to remain a secret. Your parents don’t know that you are here. They assume you died in the car crash last month. If we let you watch the funeral livestream, then there is a high likelihood of people discovering who you are.”

The rage building up inside me almost exploded. I wanted to jump off my bed and beat her idiotic face in. I wanted to scream at her for denying me the opportunity to see my brother’s funeral. I wanted to teach her a lesson she would never forget and to tell her to bring Director Johnson here so I could beat his sorry ass myself.

But I didn’t want to get into even more trouble with the Department than I already was. I could tell Amelia was just waiting for the chance to mess with me even more than she already had. Besides, Avatars were invincible. I could hit her with everything I had and it still wouldn’t hurt her even slightly. I had to remind myself that the Hackers would be starting Operation Freedom soon. In a short time, I would get all the revenge on Amelia that I wanted, and then some.

So I said, keeping my voice as calm as ever, “Oh. That’s disappointing.”

“Disappointing, perhaps, but necessary,” said Amelia. “Until the UN and SI Games decide it is time, you and the other Project Second Life participants must keep yourselves a secret from the rest of the world. It is for the greater good.”

“Right,” I said. “Is that all you have to tell me or—?”

“That is all,” said Amelia. “With that, I must leave. But don’t assume that means you are free. Although I won’t be in the office over the weekend, the Department’s monitoring systems will still keep track of every move and will alert me if you try to do anything you are not supposed to.”

“Oh, I didn’t doubt that at all,” I said. “But thanks for the reminder. Maybe if I’m good enough, I’ll get some nice presents from Santa this year.”

Amelia rolled her eyes. “Please. You would be lucky to get even one lump of coal, given your recent behavior.”

With that, Amelia disappeared, leaving me all alone in my room, but that was fine. I had plans for tomorrow, plans that would require I get a good night’s sleep tonight.

And once I put those plans into action, even Amelia wouldn’t be able to stop me until it was too late.


CHAPTER THIRTY

 

The next morning, I woke up to the smell of fresh coffee and bacon and eggs wafting into my room. It took me a moment to realize that I had not actually closed the door to my room when I went to bed last night. That explained how I was able to smell breakfast. I was actually surprised I got the Well-Rested buff. I recalled having trouble going to sleep last night, but I guess I must have gotten the number of hours required to get the buff anyway.

With a yawn, I sat up and threw my legs over the side of my bed. As I stood up and stretched my arms, I heard voices coming from outside. It was hard to tell who was speaking, but at least one of them was Cy. The other sounded vaguely familiar, but I was unable to immediately place it. In any case, I wondered who could possibly be visiting me so early in the morning. My temper began to rise when I remembered that I had specifically told Cy not to invite any guests into the Base unless he asked me first. Guess I shouldn’t have been surprised that he would do that, but I was going to chew him out anyway.

After quickly washing my face and brushing my teeth, I stomped out of my room and, activating Flight, flew over the railings and down onto the floor. I immediately began walking toward the kitchen/dining area. Due to the way it was set up, I couldn’t immediately see who Cy was talking to. I only saw the back of the kitchen, the smell of bacon and eggs growing stronger by the second as I drew closer and closer to the kitchen. The voices also became more distinct, although now I realized that Cy was doing most of the talking and not whoever his guest was.

“… And that’s why I’m not allowed to use the microwave without supervision anymore,” Cy finished, his cheery voice clearly audible over the sizzling bacon grease. “But at least I can still make pancakes.”

“That’s an … interesting story, Cyclone,” said the guest, whose voice sounded really familiar, but I was still too angry to recognize it. “How did you stuff an entire turkey and bag of potatoes into a simple microwave?”

“Well—” said Cy, but at that moment I turned the corner around the kitchen and snapped, “Cy! What are you doing? Didn’t you remember what I said about no guests unless I—”

I stopped speaking as soon as my eyes fell on Cy and our guest. Cy stood in the kitchen at the stove top, where he was busily cooking a pack of bacon. On the counter next to him was a plate with a large stack of already cooked bacon, plus another plate of scrambled eggs and a large steaming pot of coffee that smelled absolutely delicious.

Sitting at the dining room table was Funky. He had a cup of black coffee and a small plate of bacon and eggs. Sitting on the floor at his feet, looking like a dog, was his pet dragon, Lennox. Everyone was looking at me now, including Lennox, whose greasy lips told me he had probably just been fed some of that bacon and eggs.

“Morning, boss!” said Cy, waving at me with his usual big smile. He gestured at the bacon and eggs. “Grab a bite to eat. We’ve got all the essentials except pancakes. But I could make pancakes if you want me to. Do you want me to? Because I will if you do.”

“Good morning, Winter,” said Funky in his usual cool tone, raising his cup of coffee toward me by way of greeting. “You look as chipper as usual.”

Rubbing the sleep out of my eyes, I said, “Funky? What are you doing here? And how did you get into my Base without my permission?”

“Don’t you remember, boss?” said Cy as he put some of the bacon and eggs onto a plate and held it out to me. “You added all your Teammates to the Approved Guests List last week to make it easier for everyone to come and visit you.”

Ah. I remembered now. A week ago I had learned that I didn’t need to manually approve every guest I wanted to bring into my Base. I could add the names of certain individuals to an Approved Guests List—which was underneath the ‘BASES’ tab in my character menu—and those individuals would be allowed to come and go as they pleased. Without a dedicated Team Headquarters, this would have to do for now. I also knew that Funky, Recover, and Dillo had put me on the Approved Guests List for their Bases as well, should I ever visit them. It was how I was able to get into Recover’s Base a couple of days ago.

“Sorry for not sending you a message ahead of time,” said Funky. “I just wanted to get back online as soon as I was allowed to. I wanted to apologize to you first thing before I did anything else.”

I opened my TEAMS menu and saw that the countdown next to Funky’s name on the membership list was now 00:00:00. That timer had indicated the amount of time Funky was going to spend offline. I hadn’t realized that it had been three days already. Sure felt like longer, but I guess I have been really busy.

In any case, my anger toward Cy now transferred to Funky. I took the plate of bacon and eggs Cy offered me, walked over to the table, and sat down opposite Funky. Lennox must have sensed my anger because he reared back slightly on his hind legs before Funky bent over and brushed the back of his ears with his hands. That seemed to calm down Lennox somewhat, but the dragon still looked at me warily, as if to make sure I wasn’t going to attack his master.

I had no intention of physically harming Funky, but even if I did, Lennox didn’t scare me. My eyes were locked on Funky, who, to his credit, didn’t look away from me. He simply met my gaze with what appeared to be an apologetic expression on his face.

“What happened?” I said as Cy set a cup of coffee down next to my plate, along with a fork and knife for the bacon and eggs. “Because of you, we failed the mission.”

“I’m sorry,” said Funky. “I should have warned you guys ahead of time about my log-off timer. It completely slipped my mind because I just recently started using the timer and I didn’t remember it.”

Funky sounded and looked apologetic enough, but I was still pretty pissed. I sipped my coffee and said, “I didn’t even know that was a feature in the game.”

“No surprise, given how you can’t log off,” said Funky. “It’s an option Capes Online added a few years ago after players began to get addicted to Capes Online. At the end of the timer, you are automatically logged out of your account and you cannot log back in for three days.”

“What, do you suffer from video game addiction or something?” I said.

“No,” said Funky, shaking his head. “I just have a very busy life in the real world and can’t afford to spend as much time as I want playing games. Just what happens when you get older. You have less and less time for games.”

My eyes narrowed. Although I generally liked and trusted Funky, I was well aware that he was hiding something from me. I knew almost nothing about his life outside Capes Online save that he seemed to have some sort of connection to SI Games. My current theory was that Funky was a Capes Online designer or developer who liked to play the game every now and then. It explained his deep understanding of the game’s mechanics, an understanding which seemed to be even deeper than Cy’s. He once told me he was ‘just’ a Capes Online fanboy who devoured interviews and other material about Capes Online designers, but I wasn’t fooled for one second by that statement.

But I also knew better than to attempt to interrogate Funky, who was also a master at dodging questions he didn’t want to answer. So I said, “You were so busy that you needed to take three full days off from Capes Online?”

“Yes,” said Funky without missing a beat. “I have an extremely busy life and business. I barely have enough time for games as it is. But it’s still my fault for not telling you guys ahead of time. I’m sorry.”

I still wanted to be angry at Funky for abandoning us like that, but it was hard to stay angry at him when he spoke with such genuine repentance. I could tell he understood exactly how much he messed up. Perhaps he even wanted to make up for it somehow, although I didn’t really think that would be necessary.

Sipping my coffee again, I said, “I accept your apology, but you still should warn us next time, okay? Especially if we’re in the middle of a big mission like the one against Tentacold.”

“Thank you, Winter,” said Funky in a relieved voice. “I wasn’t sure how you would react to that, but I didn’t think it would be any good. Glad to know we’re good again.”

Lennox also seemed to relax now, perhaps sensing that Funky and my’s feud was over. I wondered if Tamed Beasts like Lennox could also sense their owners’ moods or not. Funky was a Beastmaster, which was a Class I didn’t see too much of now that I thought about it. I wondered if it was a rare Class.

But that reminded me of something. I opened my item inventory and, picking out the item I wanted, said, “Funky, I’ve got something I think you will like.”

Funky tilted his head to the side. “What would that be?”

“An item,” I said. “Here it is.”

I initiated a gift request to Funky. Funky’s eyes went out of focus briefly as he focused on the gift I was offering him. “A Beast Whistle?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I found it while going through the stuff in my Basement a while back. I meant to give it to you at some point, but I just forgot given how busy we’ve been recently.”

“Hmm,” said Funky. “I’ve already got three, but I can always use another one. Thanks.”

I saw the Beast Whistle in my inventory disappear. The Beast Whistle—which was an ordinary whistle with a dragon’s head at the end—appeared in Funky’s hands. He looked it over briefly before putting it back into his own item inventory.

“Thanks,” said Funky. “Beast Whistles are incredibly expensive to buy and very few Gadgeteers know how to build or design one. This will save me a few thousand credits.”

“No problem,” I said. “But a few thousand credits? That’s a lot.”

“It is, but Beast Whistles are fairly game-breaking if you know how to use them,” said Funky. “When it says that a Beast Whistle can summon a Tamed Beast anywhere, it really does mean anywhere. Lennox and I could be on the opposite sides of the world—even the opposite sides of the universe—and I could use my Beast Whistle and summon him right by my side.”

My eyes widened. “Whoa. That is game-breaking. Almost overpowered.”

“True, but Beast Whistles can only be used once and, unlike most items, can’t be repaired or reused,” said Funky. “Also, they only summon a Tamed Beast temporarily, typically for a few hours or so, although the length of summoned time is really dependent on the level of the Beastmaster using it. Then the Tamed Beast is sent back to wherever they were before they were summoned. It’s still an incredibly useful item for a Beastmaster, however. I consider it one of the essentials for the Class.”

“Sounds like it,” I said. “Have you spoken to anyone else since you got back online?”

Funky shook his head. He ate a handful of eggs and said, “No. You’re the first person I’ve seen. That’s intentional on my part, however. I wanted to apologize to you for my abandoning the Team in the middle of the mission like that. Why? Has anything interesting happened since I logged off?”

I opened my mouth to speak but then thought about it. A lot of stuff did happen since Funky had logged off, but much of it was supposed to be a secret to everyone, including my own Teammates. I couldn’t tell him about Max or the Hackers. Although Funky might not be with the Department of VR, that did not mean he could be trusted with such information. He might try to stop me anyway, given how dangerous my upcoming mission was. I decided to play it safe.

“Eh, not much,” I said.

“Not much?” Cy said from the kitchen. He was now washing the dishes, having apparently finished cooking breakfast while we weren’t looking. “We got to meet your brother, Busker Burn! He saved us from that Tentacold guy in the awesomest entrance ever. Coolest dude ever.”

Hearing my brother’s username was another punch to the gut, but I kept my face as calm as I could. If I broke down now, Funky would surely ask what the problem was and then I would have to explain to him about Busker, which would risk revealing my ties to the Hackers. I couldn’t allow that.

“Busker Burn is your brother?” said Funky.

“You know about him?” I said in surprise.

Funky chuckled. “Who doesn’t? Busker is a rising star in the Capes Online streaming community. While he’s not the biggest streamer around, his channel is growing all the time. In fact, I am actually one of his subscribers.”

“You are?” I said in surprise.

“Sure,” said Funky. “I can’t always watch everything he does due to how busy I am, but his streams are usually good. He likes to push Capes Online’s physics to its limits by pulling off all sorts of dangerous stunts, from jumping off of skyscrapers with a parachute to climbing dangerous cliffs with nothing but his own hands. It helps that he has a great sense of humor about it all as well.”

I scowled. Not because I hated my brother or anything, but because I was angry at myself for never knowing about Busker’s streaming career. I would have supported it if I had known about it. As it is, I was far too late. I wondered what Dad thought about Busker’s streaming career. I doubt he would have approved of it, given his general dislike of video games.

“Yeah, Busker is my brother,” I said, “but I don’t think he’s going to be streaming for a while.”

“Why not?” said Funky as he sipped his coffee.

I sighed. “He learned about Project Second Life. Which is a big no-no to the Department of VR. They sent some agents to arrest him and they killed him in his own home.”

Funky’s eyes almost popped out of his skull. “What? Busker is dead?”

I nodded. I tried to keep a brave face, but it was hard due to the pain in my heart whenever I thought about Busker. “Yep. They said he tried to resist arrest and even shot an agent. I don’t think that’s true, but—”

“I am so sorry to hear that,” said Funky. He lowered a piece of bacon he had been about to eat back on the table. “I saw a headline in the news this morning about a Capes Online streamer getting killed by the Department of VR, but I was in such a hurry to get back online that I didn’t bother to check it.”

I shrugged. “It’s not your fault. It’s my fault, really. If he hadn’t tried to contact me, he would still be alive today.”

“Perhaps,” said Funky, “but I wish there was something I could do for you.”

“There isn’t, really,” I said. “I can’t even go to the funeral given, well, you know. The Department wouldn’t even promise to livestream it for me. Digital immortality really isn’t what I expected.”

Funky pursed his lips. He looked like he was thinking about something, but I didn’t know what until he said, “Would you like me to go to Busker’s funeral in your place?”

Startled, I looked at Funky and said, “Are you serious?”

“Yes, I am,” said Funky, nodding. “I still feel like I messed up heavily three days ago. If I go in your place, I feel like that will make it up for me.”

“That’s awfully kind of you, Funky, but are you sure about that?” I said. “You didn’t know Busker. People are going to wonder why you wanted to show up to the funeral.”

Funky smiled. “Don’t worry about that. I’ll just tell them I’m a friend of Busker’s. I’ll figure something out.”

Funky’s confidence seemed unwarranted to me. Knowing my family, Busker’s funeral would most likely be a private affair. Only friends and family would be invited and I doubted that Funky was either.

Still, I said, “You can try, I guess. But see if you can get it livestreamed to me.”

“All right,” said Funky. “I’ll see what I can do. Because that’s what friends do.”

“Right,” I said. “So—”

“Oh,” said Funky. He slapped his forehead. “I almost forgot. There was one other thing I wanted to tell you before I leave.”

I frowned. “What’s that?”

Funky took a deep breath. He looked around for a moment like he didn’t want to deliver this news to me, before looking at me and saying, “I am probably going to stop playing Capes Online soon. Forever.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

Stunned, I said, “What? What do you mean, ‘forever’? Do you mean you’re going to delete your account?”

Funky ate another piece of bacon before he replied. Perhaps he was trying to look for the right words to respond.

Finally, Funky said, “Yes, I will.”

“But why?” I said. “Why are you going to delete your account and stop playing? It’s not because of the Blackout or Z-Virus, is it?”

“No, it has nothing to do with that,” said Funky, shaking his head. “If I was afraid of getting trapped in the game again, I would have deleted my account a long time ago. Same with getting Infected by the Z-Virus.”

I frowned. “Then why are you going to delete your account? Just because?”

Funky tapped his fork against his plate. “Because I fear that I am getting too involved.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Too involved? Too involved in what?”

“Everything,” said Funky. He looked me in the eye. “You might not have noticed, but I’m not a super outgoing type. I generally just like to sit back and have fun. I can take things seriously when necessary, but I prefer to hang out in the background more than anything. I’m not exactly an extrovert.”

I nodded. “I’ve noticed that. But I still don’t understand how that factors into your quitting Capes Online.”

Funky sighed. “Ever since I met you, I’ve been involved in far too many crazy things. First there was the Blackout, then I got zombified, and now it seems to me that you are involved in yet another weird thing, even though you haven’t told me about it, although I’ll probably get dragged into it one way or another.”

“It’s not my fault weird things happen to me,” I said. I gestured at my body. “I didn’t even come here of my own free will. Some jerk had my mind uploaded to this game. Blame him for all this weird, crazy stuff, not me.”

Funky shook his head. “I don’t blame you one bit for any of it, but the thing is, I do have a life outside this game. As much as I love Capes Online, I have a lot of duties and responsibilities in the real world I need to uphold. Getting stuck in the Blackout like that made me aware of just how dangerous this game can really be. Same thing when I got zombified by the Z-Virus.”

Funky leaned toward me, a look of utmost seriousness on his face. “I asked myself if I died playing Capes Online, what would happen to the outside world? What would happen to my friends, family, and responsibilities? Should I continue to play Capes Online even knowing how risky it can be? I’ve always known that VRMMORPGs are not as safe as advertised—always known better than most, to be frank—but this was the first time my life was truly at risk. If you hadn’t killed Dark Kosmos and freed everyone, then I am certain I would have eventually died.”

I listened closely to what Funky said. As much as I wanted to argue against it, I found it hard to do so. Funky made several good points. Frankly, the Blackout alone would have made me quit the game entirely if I had a physical body to return to. And I was aware, based on posts put up by players on the Capes Online Forum, that many players had done just that.

No one knew how many players had quit playing in the aftermath of the Blackout. Capes Online refused to release numbers, but some estimates said that as much as 10% of all active Capes Online players stopped playing, with the numbers varying considerably by country. The US lost very few members, while countries like China and the United Republic of Korea lost upwards of 50% of their player base. The numbers had gotten better since then, but all of the analysts I read agreed that Capes Online would likely never fully recover from the Blackout.

Funky took a deep breath. “It’s not that I hate Capes Online. I love this game. It’s a true masterpiece. The tech used to make this game is still light years ahead of the other competitors. The people who made this game have a lot to be proud of. And it has nothing to do with you or the others, either. I still consider you guys my friends, even if I’m not always as online as often as I’d like.”

“But you still want to stop playing anyway,” I said. “For your own good.”

“Basically,” said Funky. “And it might not be forever, despite what I said. I might come back someday. Just not anytime soon.”

I nodded. “When do you plan to quit?”

“Probably in a couple of weeks or so,” said Funky. “I still have some work to do here in Capes Online, stuff that needs to be finished before I can move on. After that, though, I will quit.”

I gulped. However angry I had been with Funky over the last few days over his failure to communicate with us effectively, I still considered him a trusted ally, Teammate, and yes, even friend. Funky had done so much to help me since I started playing Capes Online that I honestly wasn’t sure I would be anywhere nearly as successful as I was if not for his help. Even with his blatant refusal to talk about his past with me, I still trusted him almost more than anyone else in the game other than Cy. It helped that he was also a very powerful and competent player in his own right, meaning that his leaving the Team would be a serious loss for all of us.

But at the same time, I understood where Funky was coming from. If he was really a Capes Online developer like I suspected, then I bet he was really as busy as he said he was, if not more so. I remembered reading an interview with a Capes Online developer named Jordan Singleton who claimed that they worked anywhere between 80 and 120 hours a week. That was probably—hopefully—an exaggeration, but I had no doubt they worked long hours just to keep the lights running. Capes Online was a massive game, after all, and needed tons of resources just to maintain it.

Even so, I wracked my brain for a way to convinced Funky to stay, but I was unable to come up with an argument that didn’t sound at least a little selfish. Plus, Funky struck me as the type of guy who didn’t change his mind once he set it on something. He would probably argue with me about it and then we’d both waste a lot of time and get nothing done.

So I nodded and said, “All right. I wish things were different, but you’ve got to do what’s best for you and yours, Funky. I won’t judge you for it, and you are always welcome back into Team Winter anytime you want to come back.”

Funky smiled in relief. “Thanks, man. I knew you’d understand. Like I said, I don’t want to have to do this, but external circumstances are going to force me to go offline pretty soon and I am not sure when I will have time to come back online. I’m sure you and the others can take care of yourselves.”

I nodded again. “We’ll manage somehow. Anyway, not to sound rude, but do you have to leave now? You mentioned having other things to take care of before you quit.”

“I do have to leave sometime soon, but there’s one more issue I want to talk with you about,” said Funky. “Atmosfear.”

I tensed. “What about him?”

“Have you seen him since the Z-Virus Outbreak?” Funky questioned.

I shook my head. “No. And no one else has, either. A lot of people assume he died in the Z-Virus vat, but I know he didn’t because I ran into one of his Teammates recently.”

Funky raised an eyebrow. “Teammates? I thought Atmosfear was on his own.”

“Not anymore, apparently,” I said. “A Villain named Toxica and her Sidekick Chamillion attacked Recover. They were going to use her as bait to lure me into a trap so they could take me to Atmosfear. Toxica also said that Atmosfear was recruiting other Villains into his Team.”

“I suspected as much,” said Funky, scratching his chin. “I remember the last Team he put together. I can only imagine this one will be even worse.”

“No doubt,” I said. “I just don’t understand how he is able to recruit Villains into his Team without SI Games noticing, though.”

“Atmosfear appears to have some sort of way to escape detection from SI Games and the Department of VR,” said Funky. “I think it’s safe to assume he’s figured out a way to extend that power to his Teammates. Otherwise, I am sure that SI Games and the Department of VR would have banned all players who worked with Atmosfear by now.”

“Right,” I said. “At least we still have his Sidekick, Giggles. Wondering what’s taking the Department so long to pick his brain.”

Funky sipped his coffee again before putting it down and saying, “That’s just the thing. Giggles has escaped.”

“What?” I said, almost falling out of my chair in surprise. “What do you mean?”

“Giggles managed to escape the prison the Department of VR put him in,” said Funky. “Just happened yesterday, although the Department has been pretty hush hush about it to avoid this news leaking out to the public.”

“How did he escape?” I said. “I was told Giggles was put in a prison that no one could escape from.”

“I don’t know for sure, but from what I heard, he had help,” said Funky. “Evidently, a small team of Villains struck the prison and broke him out. They killed all the guards and even corrupted the security footage in order to hide their tracks. But they were still caught on camera by one camera they forgot to disable. That’s how the Department learned about it in the first place.”

My hands tightened around my coffee cup. “They must have been Atmosfear’s Teammates.”

“No doubt,” said Funky. “Atmosfear himself was not among them, but who else would try to rescue Giggles? Only Atmosfear has any real connection to him and, despite how abusive Atmosfear treats him, Atmosfear has no reason to continue to allow Giggles to be in the custody of the government. By saving Giggles, he’s really saving himself.”

“I know,” I said. “But it still sucks. Here we were, so close to finding Atmosfear, and then he goes and pulls something like this. Life really isn’t fair.”

“Pretty much,” said Funky. “That’s one of the reasons I wanted to talk to you this morning. As I said, the Department is keeping quiet on this, so I decided to let you know so you could prepare yourself. Giggles is a known Assassin who has already tried to kill you once already. I would rather not give him a second chance to do that, if possible.”

“Thanks for the heads up,” I said. “But how did you—”

“Contacts in the Department,” said Funky without missing a beat. “They sent me a message yesterday informing me about this.”

I frowned. “You sure do seem to have a lot of contacts.”

Funky shrugged. “What can I say? I make friends pretty easily. Including friends in high places.”

“Right,” I said. “Well, I’ll make sure to upgrade my Base security pretty soon, then. I could easily see Atmosfear deciding to send Giggles after me now that he’s free again.”

“Most definitely,” said Funky. He finished his coffee and stood up. “Well, I think it’s time for Lennox and me to leave. Thanks for the breakfast. And again, I am sorry about having to leave you guys, but this is ultimately going to be for the best.”

“No problem, man,” I said, waving off Funky’s concern. “You don’t need to apologize for this. It’s just a game, after all. Not your life.”

But it is my life, I thought, although, of course, I didn’t say that aloud. I just watched as Cy led Funky and Lennox—who now sat on Funky’s shoulders—back to the front door.

I wished that Funky didn’t have to quit the game, but it sounded to me like he really had no choice in the matter. Once he left, Team Winter would just be me, Recover, and Dillo, plus our Sidekicks. That wasn’t going to be enough to deal with Atmosfear and his Team. We needed more people.

And I knew exactly who to start talking to.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 

I was already beginning to regret inviting everyone into my Base.

It seemed like a good idea at the time. I contacted the four potential Team Winter recruits—Gears, Cross Step, and Zoom and Boom—and asked all four of them to come to my Base as soon as possible. I told them that I had accepted them into the Team and that now I wanted to introduce them to the other members of Team Winter so we could all meet each other and get to know each other. To that end, I had also contacted Recover and Dillo, asking them to show up, which they did, and pretty quickly, at that. Apparently, today was their day off in the real world, so they had plenty of time to play Capes Online and help me integrate the newbies into the Team.

But things went to hell almost as soon as the first recruit—Gears—stepped through the front door. As soon as she got a good look at my Base, she wrinkled her nose and said, “This is your Base?”

I scowled. “Yeah. Why are you acting so surprised? You were here before during the interview.”

Gears slowly rotated in a circle on the spot, the tools on her tool belt clinking softly as she did so. “Yeah, but I wasn’t really paying attention to your Base back then. I was more interested in trying to convince you to let me join your Team. Which I succeeded at rather admirably if you ask me.”

Dillo, who stood next to me in his shiny, newly-repaired armor, scratched the back of his head. “Didn’t Gears try to hand you and Cy over to Dark Kosmos during the Blackout? Why did you let her onto the Team?”

“Water under the bridge, my dear green friend,” said Gears. She walked over to the keypad for the front door and began examining it. “And what’s this? A keypad? So old-fashioned. It doesn’t even have a retina scanner. I could easily crack this in a minute and I’m not even a Thief.”

“I didn’t really ask for your opinion on the security updates for my Base,” I said, tapping my foot against the floor impatiently.

Gears looked over her shoulder at me incredulously. “Well, you should. My Base is considered one of the best Bases in Capes Online. It won the Most Secure Base/Hideout of the Year Award at the yearly Capes Online Awards for last years. Even higher-leveled players have offered to buy it from me due to how good it is. Tell me, has anyone ever actually made an offer on this dump or not?”

I rubbed my forehead in exasperation, but before I could respond to her question, Cross Step suddenly appeared out of nowhere on top of the kitchen table. He wore a surprised look on his face like even he was surprised that he was here, before he suddenly lost his balance and crashed onto the floor, nearly destroying the table itself in the process.

“Cross Step!” I said, looking down at him. “Are you okay, man?”

“Yes,” said Cross Step in his usual soft Indian voice. He sat up and rubbed his head. “But oh, my head does not feel good.”

“Probably ‘cause you fell on it,” said Cy. He held out a hand. “Here, let me help you up.”

Cross Step took Cy’s hand and stood up, but as soon as he did, his face turned a bright green. “Uh oh. Do you guys have a sink?”

“Right over there,” I said, pointing at the kitchen sink.

“Thank you,” said Cross Step in a choked voice. He rushed over to the kitchen area and we could immediately hear the sounds of him throwing up into the sink.

“What happened to him?” asked Dillo, looking toward the kitchen with horror in his eyes. “Why is he throwing up?”

Recover stroked her chin. “I don’t know for sure, but I do know that Teleport has a 10% chance of making the user sick upon Teleporting to whatever location they go to. The chance of getting sick upon Teleportation goes down by one percent every time you level it up, but even a one percent chance of losing your lunch still means it can happen.”

“Geez,” I said. “No one ever told me that. And here I’ve only ever heard good things about Teleport.”

“Good things from players who aren’t Warpers, I presume,” said Recover. “Trust me, as a Healer, I’ve had to help more than a few Warper who’ve suffered the nasty side effects of their signature Power. It’s why I’m perfectly happy being a Healer.”

I had felt envious of Warpers for a while due to their convenient Teleport Power, but if what Recover said was true, then I was glad I wasn’t a Warper. “Right. Well, Gears and Cross Step are here. Right now, we’re only missing the brothers, Boom and Zoom.”

“Yeah,” said Zoom in his usual British accent, who was standing right next to me. “I wonder when those slowpokes will show up.”

“At this rate?” said Boom, who was actually leaning against me with his arms folded over his chest. “Never. Couple of lazy blokes, those two are. Don’t need ‘em.”

Startled, I half-jumped into the air and nearly activated Flight. Turning around to face the twins, I said, “When did you get here?”

“Two minutes ago,” said Zoom, holding up two fingers.

“Actually, Zoom, by my count it was one and a half minutes ago,” said Boom, rolling his eyes. “Then again, you never learned how to count in school.”

The twins began arguing with each other about how quickly they had gotten here. Given how both of them were Speedsters, it made sense that they got here quickly. I just wish they had knocked on the front door first.

Zoom and Boom were identical twin brothers from Britain, both Speedsters, and both prone to arguing with each other about irrelevant things, which I discovered during my interview with them. Physically identical, they were primarily differentiated by their Costumes. Zoom wore a yellow and black full-body Costume with a hood, while Boom wore a red and blue one with an identical hood. But I suspected the two of them liked to switch up Costumes frequently in order to troll people into misidentifying them.

“Did you recruit a bunch of kids onto the Team, Winter?” asked Dillo, looking at the twins with exasperation. “’Cause they can’t possibly be older than eighteen.”

“Actually, we are nineteen,” Boom corrected. “Yesterday was our birthday.”

“Our birthday was two days ago, brother,” said Zoom. “So who is the one who didn’t learn how to count in school?”

Before Boom could respond to his twin, I held up my hands and said, “Come on, guys. I didn’t invite you here to fight each other. Now that everyone is here, I think it’s time we started introducing ourselves. Everyone, gather round.”

Gears, who was still studying the keypad for the front door, reluctantly broke away to walk over to us. Cross Step also emerged from the kitchen, although the exposed portions of his skin looked paler than normal. He took a spot next to Zoom, his hands on his stomach like he thought he was going to throw up again. As for Zoom and Boom, they stopped arguing, but I could tell they weren’t exactly thrilled about being bossed around. Something told me those two had a strong independent streak.

Clapping my hands together, I said, “Okay. I think everyone here knows who I am, but the rest of you guys don’t all know each other. Dillo, Recover, meet Cross Step, Zoom, Boom, and Gears. You four, meet Dillo and Recover. The only member we’re missing is Funky, but that’s fine. We can introduce him to you guys later.”

“Funky, eh?” said Zoom. He looked at Boom. “Brother, have you heard of a player named Funky?”

“I do believe I have, dear brother,” said Boom. “Wasn’t he the one who defeated that awful slime monster in the Sewers a while back?”

“I do believe he was, brother,” said Zoom. “I only wish we had gotten to meet him. Sadly, we had to abandon that mission and—”

“Where are all your Sidekicks?” asked Dillo, looking at the four new recruits in confusion.

“My Sidekick is back at my Base,” said Gears, folding her arms in front of her chest. “He’s currently waiting for me to come back and report on whether I got into the Team or not.”

“Mine’s also back at my Base,” said Cross Step. “He’s kind of a loner and wasn’t interested in meeting a whole bunch of new people at once.”

“Our Sidekick is off shopping for us,” said Zoom. “Said she would take our absence as an opportunity to get stuff done around the Base.”

“Just like dear old Mum,” said Boom. “Except younger and hotter.”

“I like Boom and Zoom,” said Cy, looking at me. “Those boys seem to have their heads on straight.”

I rubbed my forehead in exasperation. Cy’s seal of approval was starting to make me rethink the wisdom of inviting Zoom and Boom onto the team. “Well, the point is to get everyone acquainted with everyone else. If we’re going to be working together from now on, then we’re going to need to know each other.”

“Agreed, but aren’t you forgetting something rather important, Winter?” asked Gears pointedly.

I stared at her blankly. “Forgetting what?”

Gears sighed deeply. “You didn’t invite me—or the others, for that matter—onto the Team. Until you do, we’re technically not part of the Team. You do know that, don’t you?”

My face flushed with embarrassment. “I know that. That is exactly what I was going to do next.”

I quickly sent out for invites to Gears, Walk, Zoom, and Boom. A second later, I got these notifications:

[HERO GEARS] accepts your invitation to join Team Winter!

[HERO Cross Step] accepts your invitation to join Team Winter!

[HERO ZOOM] accepts your invitation to join Team Winter!

[HERO BOOM] accepts your invitation to join Team Winter!

Congratulations! You have recruited 4 members onto your Team! Continue to grow your Team by recruiting more and more Heroes!

+4 Team Points! Total: 8.

Tapping my chin, I opened the menu for Team Winter to see where our Stats currently stood:

NAME: Team Winter [Edit]

MEMBERS: Winter [Team Leader], FunkyFresh94, Recover, Dillo, Gears, Cross Step, Zoom, Boom

TOTAL MEMBERS: 8/100

ALIGNMENT: Hero

TEAM MISSIONS: N/A

TEAM POWERS: N/A

TEAM POINTS: 8

TEAM REPUTATION: Famous

I was a little disappointed that we still didn’t have any Team Powers yet. I recalled Funky explaining to me once, however, that Team Powers were earned every 10 members. Therefore, I needed to recruit at least two more members in order to gain access to our first Team Power, whatever that was. Only problem was that I didn’t know who else to recruit. These four new recruits were the best of the bunch I interviewed. Perhaps I needed to do another round of interviews at some point in order to round out the Team and get us our first Team Power.

“This is so cool,” said Zoom. His eyes were focused on something none of us could see, although if I had to guess, I would say he was looking at the Team’s stat sheet. “We’ve never been part of a Team before. Especially loving the private chat function. That’s going to be so convenient.”

“It’s not for your personal use,” I said. “The Team chat is for long distance communication between Teammates. So don’t try to use it for anything else.”

As soon as I said that, I heard a small ping and saw this message show up in the Team chat:

Boom: Sure thing, boss. We will never use the Team chat to plan pranks or practical jokes. Right, Zoom?

Zoom: Spot on, brother. We’re responsible adults here who always know the proper way to use things.

Gears: Idiots.

Me: What did I say about the Team chat being for long distance communication only? We’re all standing in the same room here. Let’s try actually talking to each other’s faces. Otherwise, I’m going to have to ban some people from chat. Which I can do, as Team Leader.

That seemed to do the trick because I saw Zoom, Boom, and Gears all look up at me. It was good that they were starting to listen, but I doubted this would be the last time any of them misused the Team chat for their own personal use. I wondered if I could appoint moderators over the Team chat to keep things in line there.

“So is this all we’re going to do?” said Gears, gesturing at everyone. “A simple meet and greet?”

“Actually, I think we should complete our first ever Team Mission together,” I said. I looked at Dillo. “Dillo, you just recently got one, didn’t you?”

Dillo nodded. “Yeah. Just this morning, in fact. Here, let me show it to you guys.”

Dillo tapped the air for a second before a mission notification appeared before all of us:

TEAM MISSION: Protect the Museum of Heroic History

The Museum of Heroic History is one of the newer buildings in Adventure City, having only been built within the last five years. But it is an important one because it chronicles the history of the rise of Heroes and Villains in modern society. With Costumes from some of the First Heroes and Villains to exhibits such as the Power Crystal exhibit, the Museum is where you go to learn more about the people who protect and terrorize society.

But the Museum curator was recently tipped off to a planned theft by the infamous Thief Five Fingers. Although the Museum has excellent security systems and skilled guards, the curator believes that a Team of skilled Heroes would make the Museum even more secure from Five Fingers. She has asked you and your Teammates to protect the Museum tonight in exchange for some generous rewards.

ALIGNMENT: Hero

DIFFICULTY: Hard

RARITY: Rare

SUCCESS: Prevent Five Fingers from making off with any of the Museum’s priceless treasures

FAILURE: Fail to prevent Five Fingers from making off with any of the Museum’s priceless treasures

REWARDS: +5,000 EXP to all participating Teammates, increased reputation with the Museum, and +1 Trust to all participating Teammates. Other rewards dependent on how well your Team completes the mission

There was no button to accept or reject the mission, but that was because Dillo had already gone ahead and accepted it for us. Normally I would have asked him to run it by me first, but the way I saw it, this mission seemed simple enough. Its difficulty level seemed reasonable. The point of this mission was to test out my Team’s cohesion and see how we all worked together. I would make sure to find more difficult missions once I felt comfortable with the Team.

“All right, then,” I said, looking at everyone. “At midnight tonight, I expect everyone on the Team to meet at the Museum to start the mission. Will that work with everyone’s schedules?”

Everyone nodded, so I said, “Good. Then let’s split up and meet back together tonight. I’d recommend taking this time to prepare and get ready for the upcoming mission because we don’t want to get thrown off guard by it.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

 

I had never visited the Museum of Heroic History before, although I had flown or walked past it several times while focusing on other missions. It was a huge building located near the center of Adventure City, not too far away from the Shopping Plaza, although far away enough that you could easily avoid the crowds of shoppers that always seemed to fill the Plaza’s streets.

The Museum was about two stories tall. It had a wide, glass front entrance with swinging doors that made it easy to get in and out of the place. The entire building was shaped kind of like an air hanger, except a lot nicer and fancier-looking. A statue of Lightbringer, one of the most famous and powerful Heroes in the game, stood near the entrance above the sign stating the Museum’s name.

The interior was even bigger, or so it felt. Everyone you looked, you could see exhibits, displays, and signs explaining all of the prior things I noticed. I wasn’t much of a history buff—always seemed boring to me—but Sally had been and I couldn’t hide a smile as I imagined what Sally would do if she somehow got in here. I remember taking her to a World War II museum on a date once and we had stayed so long the curator had to kick us out in order to close. A smile crossed my lips when I thought about the kind of trouble Sally and I used to get into before my death. It made me realize just how much I still missed her, even though I had come to accept I would never see her again.

“I’m bored,” said Cy suddenly.

Snapped out of my thoughts, I looked at Cy. He was leaning against one of the speaker podiums in front of the Power Crystal Exhibit, his arms folded in front of his chest and a bored look on his face. He was tapping his foot on the floor and looking like he wished he was anywhere but here right now.

“You should be,” I said. “If we’re bored, it means we don’t have to fight anyone. And if we don’t have to fight anyone, then we’ll complete his mission easily and get all of the rewards associated with it. Easy missions are good missions, in my opinion.”

That was another reason I had picked this mission. Although guard missions could be extremely dull, they could also be incredibly easy. In order to complete this mission, all we technically needed to do was wait until dawn. We didn’t even have to fight Five Fingers if we didn’t want to. If Five Fingers noticed us patrolling the Museum and decided not to try to break in and steal something, then that would count as completing the mission for us. By choosing such an easy mission, I hoped it would give my Teammates a small morale boost and perhaps make our Team more cohesive as a whole.

“I know,” said Cy, “but I’m still bored. I don’t like just sitting around waiting. I want to actually do stuff.”

“Well, you’re just going to have to learn to amuse yourself for now,” I said. “The way I see it, the less we have to do, the better.”

Cy sighed but didn’t argue with me. Instead, he started to do a little dance in place, which was what Cy typically did whenever he was bored. I always found Cy’s dancing to be somewhat inexplicable, but it wasn’t particularly distracting, so I looked around the hallway in which we stood.

Right now, Cy and I were the only people in this part of the Museum. In the corner of the ceiling, I saw a security camera fixed on us, but other than that, there were no guards here. At least, no stationed guards. There was one guy, [GUARD JOSE], who patrolled the general area, but he had to deal with an entire section of the Museum by himself, meaning he couldn’t guard the display that we were put in charge of. Indeed, that was partly why the Museum curator, Miss Apples, had hired us in the first place, to make up for the lack of guards.

Thinking of the display we were protecting, I looked over my shoulder at it. Standing in a thick glass case behind me was a black cowl shaped like the head of a hyena. It looked rather simple and unremarkable—no different from the other cowls and masks you could find in any Equipment or Costume shop in the city—but according to Miss Apples, this was once the cowl of a famous Hero known as Hyper Hyena.

Hyper Hyena had apparently been one of the First Heroes, a term which referred to the first generation of Heroes when Heroes and Villains began appearing among the general population some fifty years ago. Hyper Hyena’s Powers had tended toward things like Agility and Strength, mimicking the behavior and abilities of hyenas, along with a few twists.

Although Hyper Hyena had died twenty years ago, her Costume and Equipment was extremely valuable. Supposedly, the Hyena Cowl itself started at ten million credits on the market, a sum that boggled my mind. And that wasn’t even getting into the Powers and Stat bonuses it provided wearers. I didn’t know everything it could do—the display case interfered with my Scan—but apparently its bonuses were enough to make it a target of Thieves and other bad guys who wanted it for themselves.

Apparently, Five Fingers had recently sent a letter to the Museum informing them that he was going to steal the Hyena Cowl at midnight tonight. It seemed odd to me that a Thief would announce ahead of time his intentions to steal something, but evidently, this was just Five Fingers’ normal MO. He would send a hand-written letter to the place he intended to steal something from at least a week in advance and then go and steal the thing he said he was going to steal. So far, Five Fingers had yet to fail to steal something he wanted, which was why he currently had a Bounty of over one million credits on his head.

Although hearing about Five Fingers’ 100% success rate was slightly concerning, I still thought we could pull it off. If the Hyena Cowl had been protected only by the guards, then yeah, Five Fingers would undoubtedly succeed. But he was going to have to deal with the guards and the seven members of Team Winter and our Sidekicks, which was a pretty formidable fighting force. If I were him, I wouldn’t be so cocky about his chances of success.

Thinking of my Team, I opened the Team chat and sent a message:

Me: Team report. Any updates?

Recover: Team B reporting in. No sign of Five Fingers in the Early Modern Period section.

Dillo: Team C reporting in. Outside of Museum is completely deserted.

Gears: Team D here. Haven’t seen anything in the First Heroes section, but I did notice that their security cameras are ridiculously outdated. Seriously, they look like they were installed twenty years ago. They should hire me to upgrade them or replace them entirely with the newest models. I would even offer them a ten percent discount just to replace these ugly old cameras.

I sighed when I read Gears’ comment, but typed this:

Me: Same here. Things have been pretty quiet tonight, but don’t let your guard down. Five Fingers might be on his own, but there’s a reason he’s evaded capture for so long. And remember, if anyone sees anything or needs help, then send a message on Team chat and everyone will be there ASAP.

Minimizing the Team chat, I thought about how I had divided the Team as soon as we arrived at the Museum.

Due to the sheer size of the Museum, it wasn’t practical or smart to keep us all together in the same area. I split up the Team into four smaller Teams in order to cover the Museum more effectively.

First, there was Team C, which consisted of Dillo, Hop, Zoom and Boom, and their Sidekick, Miss Manners. They patrolled the outside of the Museum, keeping an eye on entrances and exits and the roof. They were the first line of defense, meant to stop Five Fingers before he got inside the Museum itself.

Then there was Team B, consisting of Recover, Brawn, Cross Step, and Cross Step’s Sidekick, Tarantulos. They were the second line of defense, patrolling the western half of the Museum. It might have seemed strange to put the two least combatant members of the Team as the second line of defense, but from what Cross Step explained to me, Teleport could be very useful in combat situations. Plus, Brawn and Tarantulos both seemed very strong and capable fighters, so I figured they would be capable of dealing with Five Fingers should he decide to show up.

Then there was Team D, consisting of Gears and her Sidekick, Monkey Wrench. It might have seemed odd to put Gears on a Team all by herself, but Gears had shown me her Automatons, mindless robots that she had built and that obeyed her every command. At her current level, Gears could create up to three Automatons all about half her level. With the three Automatons on her side, Gears could cover the eastern half of the Museum very well even without any further help. I made a mental note to ask Gears if she could build me an Automaton at some point because I thought one could make a useful guard for my base. She also mentioned something about setting up traps along the hallways of the Museum, but she didn’t elaborate on what she meant by that when I asked her about it. She just smiled evilly and told me not to worry too much, which of course did make me worry a lot.

And finally, there was Team A, that is, me and Cy. We were the last line of defense for the Hyena Cowl. If Five Fingers somehow made it past the last three teams, then he would have to deal with me and Cy in order to get his hands on the Hyena Cowl. Given how everyone else was more than willing to take down Five Fingers, I sincerely doubted we were going to see any action tonight. Still, I wasn’t a fool and I certainly wasn’t going to let my guard down just because I expected not to have to do anything. I knew very little about Five Fingers, but I did know that Thieves as a Class were generally pretty weak, so even if he managed to get here, Cy and I should have little trouble beating him in a straight fight.

 The only member who was not present was Funky. I tried to contact him about joining us on the mission, but he said he was too busy with other stuff to join us. That disappointed me greatly, but then I remembered what Funky said about having to deal with some business in the real world. I just hoped that he would have some free time to join us soon because once his couple of weeks ere up, he would stop playing Capes Online and never be able to go on missions with us ever again.

I had yet to tell Dillo, Recover, or any of the others about what Funky told me. I didn’t like keeping secrets from my friends and Teammates, but neither did I want to upset or distract them with the news of Funky’s impending departure. Perhaps I would tell them about it later tonight after we completed the mission.

Assuming the plan worked, Cy and I would either not do any fighting at all or only have to deal with a single Villain weakened by the others. Things could always go wrong, of course, but I was pretty confident we could be able to complete this mission without too much trouble.

“Did you hear that?” asked Cy. He suddenly stopped dancing and went very still, like a cat about to pounce on a mouse.

I looked around but still didn’t see anyone here but ourselves. “No, I didn’t hear anything. What did you hear?”

“I thought I heard footsteps,” said Cy. He pointed down the hallway. “There it is again. Listen.”

A little doubtful, I nonetheless listened in the direction Cy indicated. It took me a moment or two, but then I heard what Cy reported hearing. Soft footsteps were making their way down the hallway toward us, but I couldn’t see anyone making them. The hallway was completely deserted.

“Five Fingers?” I muttered under my breath to Cy.

“Maybe,” said Cy, stroking his chin. “Hard to tell. Could be one of the guards.”

“The guards have much heavier footsteps, though,” I said. “This sounds like someone trying to sneak around unseen. Keep your guard up. No telling who it might be.”

I summoned my Ice Daggers, while Cy pulled his Capture Ropes out of his bag and held them in his hands like a whip. The footsteps soon faded away, however, leaving us standing in silence all by ourselves.

“Where did they go?” Cy whispered, his eyes darting back and forth.

“No idea,” I said. “And I’m not sure how it could be Five Fingers, now that I think about it. The others haven’t reported seeing him break in. Maybe it is one of the guards.”

“Ah, Hero Winter,” said a voice behind us suddenly. “Perhaps you need to level up your Perception a bit more in order to see me.”

Cy and I whirled around to see an unfamiliar man sitting on top of the Hyena Cowl’s display case. He appeared to be in his late thirties, judging by his face and hair. He wore a bright purple suit and black tie that looked positively dapper. He also wore a purple top hat on his head and stroked his mustache, which was quite large. The nametag [VILLAIN FIVE FINGERS] floated above his head like a billboard.

And in his hands was the Hyena Cowl, which was no longer in its display case underneath him.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

 

“What the—” I said in shock and confusion. “How did you—?”

“Sneak past you and your friends?” said Five Fingers. His voice was refined and polished, which added to his high-class appearance. “’Twas quite easy, my friend. All of your friends are simply very unobservant. I doubt any of them would have noticed me if I had walked right up to their faces and asked for directions to the nearest bathroom. Just like most people.”

My grip on my Ice Daggers tightened. “Put the Hyena Cowl down, Five Fingers. Or else.”

“What Hyena Cowl?” said Five Fingers in a false innocent voice. He looked at the Hyena Cowl in his hands. “You mean this Hyena Cowl? Gee, I don’t know how it could have possibly ended up in my hands. Things just have a way of doing that with me, and then everyone has the nerve to accuse me of being a Thief. How is that fair?”

“It’s fair because you are a Thief,” I said. “It’s your Class.”

To prove my point, I Scanned Five Fingers and got this information:

Five Fingers

LEVEL: 29

ALIGNMENT: Villain

CLASS: Thief

RARITY: Unique

WEAK POINT: Chest

WEAKNESS: Light

An infamous Villain, Five Fingers is wanted all over the world for the various crimes he has committed. He is especially well-known for pulling off elaborate heists, such as stealing the Leaning Tower of Pisa and robbing Fort Knox. He has never spent a day in jail and is infamous among Heroes and law enforcement alike for his slippery nature.

“Done Scanning me yet?” asked Five Fingers sardonically. “Or are you just that into me?”

“I see that you’re not as invincible as you like to think you are,” I said. “Which is probably why you’re sitting up there and not standing down here where we could hit you. Don’t want to mess up your perfect suit.”

“Oh, I am not at all averse to fighting,” said Five Fingers. “I just don’t see the need to do it if I can avoid it. Unlike some Villains, I don’t take any real pleasure in fighting Heroes. I just want to steal my things and move on to the next big heist. Fighting is so messy and time-consuming.”

While Five Fingers said that, I quickly sent everyone a Team chat:

Me: I don’t know how it happened, but Five Fingers is here at the Hyper Hyena Exhibit and has managed to steal the Hyena Cowl. I need everyone to get over now to make sure he doesn’t escape. Cy and I will keep him busy until then.

I got several responses from the others confirming that they were on their way, but I minimized the Team chat again in order to focus on Five Fingers. “Well, you’re going to have to fight me and my Sidekick here whether you want to or not. But you know what? I agree that fighting is often time-consuming. Let’s skip to the part where we put you in chains and hand you over to the police like you deserve.”

Tossing my Ice Daggers aside, I thrust my hands out and activated Ice Shackles. Thick Ice Shackles burst out of the display case and reached for his wrists and ankles, but Five Fingers immediately jumped into the air just in the nick of time. He flew over our heads and landed softly on the floor behind us before he ran off down the hall, the Hyena Cowl still in hand.

“Oh, no you don’t!” I said. “Get back here!”

I ran after Five Fingers and thrust my hands out, but this time I activated Ice Slide. Cold energy exploded out of my hands and struck the floor, forming a slide made of ice for me to ride in order to catch up with Five Fingers. Cy jumped on it behind me and the two of us quickly caught up with Five Fingers who, despite his amazing Agility, was unable to keep ahead of us for very long.

Once we got close enough, Cy jumped off the slide and tackled Five Fingers. The two of them fell to the ground and Five Fingers accidentally let go of the Hyena Cowl. It flew into the air and landed several feet away on the ground outside of his reach.

While Cy and Five Fingers wrestled on the marble floor, I hopped off my Ice Slide and ran over to the Cowl. I grinned as I reached over to pick up the Cowl, my fingers just about to brush against its silk surface.

A long, powerful leg came out of nowhere and slammed into my abdomen. Gasping in pain, I staggered backward and fell on my behind just as a woman picked up the Hyena Cowl and looked down at me in disdain.

Through my watery eyes, I could see that this woman was gorgeous, with long, blonde hair down back in a practical ponytail. She wore a skintight black leather outfit that showed off her generous breast size. Her face, however, was marred by a rather ugly sneer, her blue eyes glaring out at me from behind her domino mask. The nametag [THIEF STICKY FINGERS] hung over her head, but I Scanned her to find out more about this mysterious woman:

Sticky Fingers

LEVEL: 28

ALIGNMENT: Villain

CLASS: Thief

RARITY: Unique

WEAK POINT: Eyes

WEAKNESS: Light

Although not as infamous or well-known as her husband, Sticky Fingers nonetheless is one of the most famous female Thieves in the world. She was a famous Thief in her own right before meeting her husband when they both tried to steal the same rare object at the same time. But don’t let her sex appeal fool you. She can be quite vicious.

“What the—?” I said. “No one told me Five Fingers had a wife.”

Sticky Fingers smiled as she twirled the Hyena Cowl around her index finger. “That’s a rather weak response. I was expecting something better from the Hero who defeated Dark Kosmos.”

Rising to my feet, I said, “It doesn’t matter. You and your husband can share a jail cell in prison tonight.”

Stick Fingers smirked. “You’ll have to catch me first.”

I activated Freezing Touch and stomped my feet down on the floor. A wave of frozen energy shot out from my feet toward her, but Stick Fingers just jumped over it with the same kind of amazing Agility that her husband had. She landed behind me and, before I could react, kicked me in the back with one of her powerful legs. The blow sent me staggering forward and even knocked some HP off my Health bar.

But I wasn’t done yet. I summoned my Ice Daggers and whirled around, slashing at Sticky, but she drew her own dagger from her belt and parried my blows easily. Although I had two Ice Daggers and was stronger than her, Sticky showed far more skill with her knife, parrying each one of my Daggers and even occasionally getting in a few good nicks of her own. Not only did she have great Agility, but she must have also had great Dexterity.

But then, without warning, Sticky suddenly jumped back out of my reach. I staggered forward, leaving myself wide open for another attack, but instead of going in for the kill, she just winked at me and ran away.

“Wait, where are you going?” I shouted. “Get back here!”

“Boss!” said Cy. “Five is getting away, too!”

Startled, I looked over at Cy and Five. Cy was lying on the floor, looking quite beaten up, while Five was running away with Stick down the opposite direction, his purple suit as pristine as ever. I didn’t know how Five had managed to beat Cy, and without getting his clothes messed up as well, but I didn’t care. I just ran after them again as fast as I could.

That was when I saw Gears running down the hallway toward us. She was not alone. Running by her side was her midget Sidekick, Monkey Wrench, who was actually a human but who also bore a rather strong resemblance to monkeys. His little legs pumped furiously to keep up with Gear’s longer strides and his face was sweating like crazy as he ran.

Gears, however, was not alone. Running just behind her were the mechanical men she called Automatons. They were about a head taller than Gears and fairly skinny themselves, but I knew from Scanning them earlier that they all had a Strength Stat of about 15 each. That wasn’t super high, but it was high enough to make them dangerous in combat. Their real power came from their numbers and their inability to feel fear. Unlike most NPCs, Automatons would rush into even the most dangerous situations with little regard for their own safety. That was why I expected them to do well against Five and Sticky.

“Hey!” Gears shouted. “Am I the first one here? Where is everyone else?”

“Still coming,” I shouted back. I pointed at Five and Sticky. “Those are the Thieves with the Hyena Cowl! Stop them!”

“Don’t need to tell me twice,” Gears replied. She came to a screeching halt on the floor and thrust her hand out toward Five and Sticky. “Get them, my Automatons! Teach those Thieves what happens when they cross a brilliant Gadgeteer like me.”

Gears’ Automatons did not hesitate to rush past her toward the Thieves. The Automatons raised their hands out in front of them, which made them look a lot like zombies chasing after innocent people. I was just glad that Gears was on my side for now, because I wouldn’t want to fight any of those Automatons myself even if they were pretty low-leveled.

Five and Sticky came to a halt when they saw their path blocked off by the Automatons, but they seemed to take only a moment to consider the situation and how to react. In the next instant, Five pulled out what looked like a water balloon from his pocket and hurled it at the Automatons. The water balloon exploded against the incoming Automatons, but instead of getting drenched with water, the Automatons got covered with a weird, brown substance that smelled an awful lot like oil.

No, wait. It didn’t just smell like oil. It actually was oil. But would why Five douse them in oil unless—

“Gears!” I shouted frantically. “Call your Automatons back now, before—”

I never got a chance to finish my sentence, because at that moment Stick drew a small red ball from her bag and hurled it at the oily Automatons. When her red ball hit the Automatons, a massive explosion consumed all three of them. Sparks and flames crackled and flew everywhere as the explosion ripped through the air, forcing Cy and me to cover our eyes with our hands to avoid getting blinded by the bright light. Once the worst of the explosion was passed, however, we took our hands off our eyes to see the damage wrought.

All three of Gear’s Automatons had been blasted into pieces. There really wasn’t any part of them left except for blackened scraps of metal that were too twisted to identify. The floor was blackened and smoking where the explosion had happened and even the high ceiling above was slightly scorched from the flames.

Five and Sticky, of course, were completely unharmed by the blast. So was Gears, although when Gears got a good look at what happened to her Automatons, she fell to her knees and screamed, “My babies! No!”

“Those were some ugly babies,” Five quipped.

Then Five and Sticky ran around Gears. Gears didn’t even try to stop them. She just stared uncomprehendingly at the remains of her ‘babies’ like they were, well, her babies. Monkey Wrench was patting her on the shoulder, trying his best to comfort her, but Gears didn’t seem to notice him. She was too distraught by the destruction of her automatons to care.

Cy and I wasted no time in rushing past Gears and Monkey Wrench. We made a beeline for Five and Sticky, who were still a good distance ahead of us, but I was optimistic we could catch up. My Stamina was still pretty high, but I knew we couldn’t chase these two forever. Sooner or later we’d have to catch them.

I activated Ice Slide again and went zooming down toward the two Thieves, with Cy holding on behind me for dear life. Like before, this allowed us to catch up very quickly with Five and Sticky, and once we were close enough, I activated Flight and shot into the air. I landed in front of the two Thieves again, forcing them to come to a stop before they could go any further.

“Gotcha,” I said, summoning my twin Ice Daggers in both hands, which I held before me threateningly. “No escape now.”

Five and Sticky looked over their shoulders, but Cy stood behind them looking ready to rumble.

That was when I heard someone behind me shout, “Winter!”

Looking over my shoulder, I saw Recover, Dillo, Cross Step, and Zoom and Boom—plus their Sidekicks—running toward us as fast as they could. I cracked a smile when I saw the others. It meant this mission was going to end very badly for Five and Sticky very soon.

Turning my attention back to the Thieves, I said, “All right. You see my Teammates coming. There’s no way you can beat all of us at once. So why don’t you surrender now so you can avoid the beat down of your life?”

“A very kind offer from a very kind Hero,” said Five. He thrust his hand into his pocket and pulled out a small sphere. “Unfortunately, my wife and I are going to have to pass on that offer.”

With that, Five hurled a sphere—which I registered as a smoke bomb—at the floor. The smoke bomb exploded, but unlike the smoke bombs used by members of the Ninja Guild, this one created a cloud so huge that it was like someone had turned off the lights. I couldn’t see two feet in front of me and the thick smoke entered my lungs, making me hack and cough as this notification appeared in my vision:

Debuff added: Smoke. -50% vision, Accuracy, and Evasion. Duration: 10 minutes.

Ten minutes? I looked around, but I couldn’t spot anyone else around me. I did, however, hear the rest of my Teammates hacking and coughing and I quickly sent this message in the Team chat:

Me: Is everyone okay?

Recover: Yes, but the smoke is killing me. Really wish I’d brought a gas mask.

Gears: Maybe you should have asked me to bring some for the Team. I would have happily Invented a few gas masks for everyone. Gas masks are one of the easiest pieces of Equipment to Invent. I could make hundreds at no real cost to the rest of us.

Me: Maybe we can talk about that later. Right now, we need to get rid of this dang smoke.

Cy: Don’t worry, boss! I’ll get rid of it ASAP!

A huge gust of wind exploded out of nowhere when Cy used Gust. In the confined space of the Museum hallway, it caused the smoke to dissipate almost instantly, although it also caused me to stumble and even caused Dillo to fall over onto his back. Although there was still a lingering scent of smoke in the air, visibility was improved and I noticed that the Smoke debuff had been lifted entirely thanks to Cy’s efforts.

Not that that mattered, however. When the smoke lifted, neither Five nor Sticky was anywhere to be seen.
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“Where did they go?” I said, rotating on the spot, trying—and failing—to find the two Thieves.

“Where did who go?” asked Boom with a slight cough. “Our perfectly clean lungs?”

“No,” I snapped. “The thieves. Five and Sticky.”

“Hmmm …” said Boom, stroking his chin as he looked around the hallway. “I do not see two Thieves. Zoom, what about you?”

“Same here, brother dearest,” said Zoom, shaking his head. “Looks like they must have chosen this moment to make a dramatic getaway.”

“Shame,” Boom added. “That lady Thief was quite attractive. If only she hadn’t been a Thief—”

“She was married,” I said.

“Just makes it more challenging, mate,” said Boom with a wink.

I sighed deeply and wondered if these two could take anything seriously. I certainly didn’t remember being so irreverent when I was their age. Maybe it was because they were both British or something like that.

“But if Five and Sticky got away with the Hyena Cowl, then that means we failed the mission,” said Dillo, “right?”

“Exactly,” I said. “Which is why we need to find those two as fast as we can. The parameters of the mission were that if the Thieves left the Museum with the Hyena Cowl in hand, then we lost. I haven’t gotten a notification yet informing me that we’ve lost, so I think they must still be inside the Museum itself somewhere.”

“They’re probably too far ahead of us for us to catch up with them,” said Recover, shaking her head. “I doubt even Boom and Zoom could catch up with them now.”

“Hey there,” said Boom, looking at Recover in annoyance. “What did you say about our speed? Brother, did you hear what she said about us?”

“I did indeed, brother, but worry not,” said Zoom, patting his brother on the shoulder. “She’s simply another American who mistakes speed for competence. A rather common mistake for our cousins across the pond.”

Recover glared at Zoom. “I’m going to assume they don’t teach manners in Britain anymore, otherwise I would have Brawn here beat your head in for those comments.”

Brawn said nothing in response to that, but he did start cracking his knuckles casually. That almost surprised me until I remembered how much Brawn respected Recover and how little he tolerated any disrespect toward her from anyone, even from other players.

I held up my hands before the argument could escalate. “Guys, guys, can we stop fighting each other? We’re supposed to be a Team here. Five and Sticky Fingers are the real enemies here, not each other.”

“I agree,” said Gears, who I had not heard sneak up on me. She held the smoking head of one of her Automatons in her hands, cradling it like a baby. “They will pay for what they did to my babies.”

Cy stared at Gears in disbelief for a moment. “You gave birth to robots?”

Before things could get even worse from there, Cross Step suddenly appeared out of nowhere. He stumbled forward, almost losing his balance before he righted himself and looked around at everyone. “Hi, guys, what did I miss?”

“Cross Step, where have you been?” I said. “I didn’t even notice you leave. I thought you were here.”

Cross Step blinked a couple of times. “Oh. Sorry. When those Thieves used those smoke bombs, I Teleported away because of my asthma. I went and hid near the entrance to the Museum to avoid the smoke.”

“You have asthma in a video game?” I said. “I didn’t know Capes Online was that realistic.”

“Unfortunately, it is,” said Cross Step with a wince. “Anyway, I saw the Thieves get away through the entrance. They’re long gone now.”

A deep, collective sigh fell over the entire Team when they heard that news. It meant that our first outing as a Team had failed. I wasn’t sure if that was a testament to our lack of teamwork or if it was because this mission turned out to be more difficult than we expected, but either way, it didn’t reflect well on any of us, especially me. As the Team Leader, I was responsible for the outcome of Team Missions and if we failed, then that was my fault as much as anyone’s.

“Guess we might as well call it a night,” said Dillo, his shoulders slumped forward.

“Why?” asked Cross Step curiously.

“We failed the mission,” I informed him. “If Five and Sticky escaped with the Hyena Cowl, then that means we failed the mission and won’t get any rewards.”

“In other words, a complete waste of time and energy,” said Gears. She looked at the smoking Automaton head in her hands with sad eyes. “And precious, innocent lives.”

Cross Step scratched his chin. “The Hyena Cowl? Do you mean this?”

Cross Step held up a cloth cowl in his hands in the shape of a hyena head. My jaw fell open when Scanned revealed to me that this was indeed the Hyena Cowl itself.

“What the—?” I said. “Cross Step, where did you get that?”

Cross Step stepped back suddenly like I had shouted at him. “When the two Thieves went through the atrium, I picked it out of the man’s pocket when they passed by my hiding place. I don’t think either of them noticed me because they didn’t turn around to find out where the Cowl went.”

Zoom rushed over to Cross Step and took the Hyena Cowl out of his hands. He turned the Hyena Cowl over and held it up against the light on the ceiling and said, “Yes, this looks like the Hyena Cowl. Wouldn’t you agree, brother?”

Boom also rushed over and, snatching the Hyena Cowl out of his brother’s hands, looked it over several times before saying, “I do agree, brother dearest, that this is the famous and valuable Hyena Cowl that we were supposed to protect. I’m no historian, of course so I could be wrong, but—”

I marched over to Boom and snatched the Hyena Cowl out of his hands before he could finish. “Give me that before you two rip it.”

“Apologies, Dear Leader,” said Zoom. “We were simply trying to ensure that this Hyena Cowl is the real deal and not a fake.”

“Scan can tell me that,” I said. “And in any case, I don’t trust your identification prowess to tell me whether its real or not.”

“But we do have the Identification Skill,” said Zoom. “It’s—”

Zoom was interrupted by the sound of clicking heels on the tiled floor. Looking down the hallway, I saw a middle-aged woman wearing a modest librarian’s dress walking toward us, the nametag [CURATOR JOSIE] hovering over her head. She wore a big smile on her face, which served only to make her small eyes look even smaller, especially behind her big glasses.

I knew who she was. Josie was the curator of the Museum of Heroic History and the woman who offered this mission to Dillo in the first place. I had spoken to her briefly when we first arrived at the Museum, but just to get a few more details on the mission. I was glad to see she was happy, though, because it meant that we had succeeded in our mission.

“Hello there,” said Josie as she approached us. “I heard a lot of commotion out here. Did those mean Thieves try to steal the Hyena Cowl?”

I nodded and held the Hyena Cowl toward her. “Yep. They nearly got away with it, too, but we managed to stop them at the last second. Here is the Hyena Cowl back safe and sound.”

Josie took the Hyena Cowl from my hands and briefly inspected it to make sure it was okay before looking up at me and saying, “Thank you, Hero Winter. I had to admit I was a little skeptical at first that you and your Teammates would be able to protect the Hyena Cowl from Five and Sticky Fingers, but it looks like my skepticism was misplaced. I appreciate all of the effort you and your Teammates put into saving the Cowl and protecting the Museum. If I ever have any other problems again, I will be sure to give you a call.”

As soon as Josie said that, a couple new notifications popped up before me:

MISSION UPDATE: Protect the Museum of Heroic History

STATUS: Successfully completed

Thanks to the efforts of you and your Teammates, you successfully prevented the theft of a rare historical artifact. Although you failed to capture the two Thieves responsible for the near heist, retrieving the Hyena Cowl in good condition has pleased Josie enough to consider your mission a success.

REWARDS: +5,000 EXP, +1 Trust for all members, and increased reputation with the Museum of Heroic History.

[Team Winter]’s relationship with the Museum of Heroic History has increased! Your Team’s relationship with the Museum has increased from ‘Neutral’ to ‘Friendly.’ All Museum entrance fees waived for all members of Team Winter. Continue to increase your relationship with the Museum in order to gain access to unique opportunities and missions!

[ERROR LEVEL-LOCKED] You cannot gain any EXP. Your share of the 5,000 EXP from completing the mission still goes to your Sidekick, who is not Level-Locked.

I scowled when I read the last notification. I had been so caught up in getting the Team together and completing this mission that I had almost completely forgotten about the fact that I was Level-Locked. Five thousand experience wasn’t an earth-shattering amount by any means, but it was another reminder about how the Department of VR had screwed me over. At least the experience didn’t totally go to waste, seeing as Cy got it, but he didn’t level up either, so it didn’t really matter that much.

“Thanks again for your efforts,” said Josie. “You and your Teammates are what real Heroes should be. Far too many Heroes don’t understand the importance of chronicling and protecting our history. Knowing that you do, however, makes me trust you all the more.”

Before I could respond to that, I got this notification:

[Curator Josie] is impressed with your dedication to preserving artifacts of historical significance! +2 Trust to all Teammates.

Your relationship with [Curator Josie] has increased! Your relationship with [Curator Josie] has increased from ‘Neutral’ to ‘Friendly.’ Increase your relationship with [Curator Josie] more in order to gain access to unique opportunities and missions!

Interesting. I recalled the mission rewards stating that we could earn more rewards depending on how well we completed the mission. I certainly wasn’t going to say no to 2 extra Trust. Hero Points were hard to come by and you had to take them when you could.

“Thanks,” I said. “If you ever need help with anything else, just give us a call.”

“Of course,” said Josie. “Now, if you will excuse me, I must return this priceless historical artifact to where it belongs. You and your Teammates can go home now if you wish.”

With that, Josie walked past me back in the direction from which we came. I turned to watch her go for a moment before looking at the others. “All right, guys, I think this is a wrap.”

“Finally,” said Zoom. He yawned. “It’s quite late where we are and we are far past our bedtime. Plus, we’ve got uni tomorrow morning and our professor will kill us if we show up late for class again.”

“Ah, brother, who cares about that old man?” said Boom. “I feel like I can stay up another six hours, but perhaps you’re correct. I wouldn’t want to die so young, not when I have a whole lifetime ahead of me. Cheers, everyone.”

The twins disappeared as soon as they logged off. Gears also said she needed to log off now and so did Cross Step, which left just me, Dillo, and Recover standing by ourselves in the Museum hallway.

“Well,” said Recover, scratching the back of her head. “That was interesting.”

“What did you guys think about the newbies?” I said.

Dillo shrugged. “As annoying as the brothers are, I think they have potential. All of them do, really. They just need to learn some discipline and figure out how to work together as a Team, that’s all.”

“What Dillo said,” said Cy. “Doesn’t help that our Team Unity is pretty low at the moment. Not a good sign.”

“Unity?” I said, looking at Cy. “What’s that?”

“That’s the stat that determines how well a Team works together,” said Cy. “Didn’t I explain that to you already?”

I shook my head. “No, you never did. Where is that stat on the Team page? I don’t see it.”

“There should be a menu with the header ‘STATS’ somewhere,” said Cy. “Should be next to the membership list.”

Puzzled, I opened Team Winter’s page and scanned the menus at the top. That was when I spotted the menu labeled ‘STATS,’ which was exactly where Cy said it was. I opened the menu and saw this:

TEAM WINTER STATS

UNITY: 10

MORALE: 50

COHESION: 5

I scratched the back of my head. “I don’t understand. Unity, Morale, and Cohesion?”

“Unity determines how well a Team’s members work together,” Cy explained. “Morale determines how well a Team fights in the face of overwhelming odds and Cohesion is kind of like the combination of both Stats. It determines how organized the Team is in general. It’s pretty simple.”

I stroked my chin. Even though I felt like I had spent a lifetime in Capes Online already, it seemed like I was always learning something new. I had to remind myself that Capes Online had been around for years and that I was still pretty much a newbie myself in the grand scheme of things. I wished there was some way I could learn all of this stuff instantly, but I guess I just had to learn it the old-fashioned way. “I see. How do I level up my Stats?”

“You can allocate Team Points into them,” Cy said. “But Team Stats can also change depending on how well you complete Team Mission. Morale, for example, can be increased by successfully completing missions.”

“That explains why our Morale is so high,” I said. “How come I didn’t notice these Stats until now?”

“No idea,” said Cy. “Maybe you need to be more Perceptive.”

I groaned at Cy’s pun, but before I could say anything else, I heard a soft ping in my ears and noticed that I had a new message in my inbox. Curious, I opened my inbox and saw a message from Max with the subject line ‘RE:It’s time.’

My heart rate went up when I read that subject line, and it went even faster when I opened the message and read its contents:

Winter—

It’s time. Please meet me and the others at the location we spoke about earlier. It should be added to your map. If not, it’s easy to find if you search for it.

Regardless, we will be waiting for you tomorrow night. We can discuss this matter further in person.

Until then, see you later.

Max
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As soon as I read Max’s message, I told Recover and Dillo that I needed to return to my Base as fast as possible. I told them it was because I was getting tired and needed to get some rest after tonight’s mission, but in truth, I wanted to get ready for tomorrow’s attack on the Facility. I wanted to tell them that but knew that as long as Amelia was watching me, I would never be able to be honest with them about what I was going to do. They would just have to find out later like everyone else … and hopefully understand why I am going to do what I am going to do.

It didn’t take Cy and me long to fly from the Museum back to my Base, though due to how low-leveled my Flight Power was,  I had to make frequent landings in order to wait out the cooldown time limit. It was a reminder that I needed to level up Flight some more because at higher levels I would be able to fly for longer periods of time without needing to stop or wait for the cooldown time limit to end.

When we reached my Base, I immediately opened the door and stepped inside, with Cy following closely behind me with a confused look on his face.

“What’s the rush, boss?” said Cy as I closed and locked the front door behind us. “Are you really that tired? You don’t seem very tired to me.”

Turning to face Cy, I said, “Max sent me a message. It’s going down tomorrow night and so we need to get ready for it.”

“Oh,” said Cy. “You mean—”

“I know what I mean,” I said, interrupting Cy. “And you know what I mean, so I don’t see any reason for us to talk about it.”

Of course, the real reason I didn’t want to speak about it aloud was because I didn’t want Amelia or any of the other Department agents to overhear our plan with the Hackers. Heck, I didn’t even want them to know I associated with the Hackers at all.

Luckily, Cy seemed to understand what I was getting at, because he nodded and said, “Gotcha. How should we, um, prepare for tomorrow night?”

“I’ll figure it out,” I said. “You should probably get some rest. Now.”

I hated ordering Cy about like that, but right now I wanted to be on my own. Cy, however, seemed to understand, because he nodded and said, “Sure thing, boss. I need to get my beauty sleep anyway. If I don’t get my beauty sleep, things will get very ugly.”

With that, Cy turned and practically bounced off toward his room. I didn’t move, however, until I heard the door to his room open and close. A second later, Cy’s status under his name on my screen said [SLEEPING], which also showed me that Cy’s Health was gradually restoring from the damage he had taken during our fight with the Thieves. That was another perk of sleep in this game. It allowed your Health to heal quicker than usual. It didn’t work on severe debuffs or injuries, but it was good enough for basic to mid-tier injuries and debuffs.

I probably should have gone to sleep myself, but I wanted to stay up a bit longer. I had no idea what kind of danger tonight would bring, but given how we were going to be going up against the Department of VR, I had a feeling we were going to need every advantage we could get. The plan was to break into the Facility and steal as much information as we could. We would hopefully avoid fighting any of the Department’s Avatars, but I knew from experience that no plan ever survived contact with the enemy. Therefore, I needed to be as prepared for battle as I could possibly be.

I had no SPs or PPs to distribute—thanks in no small part due to the fact that I was still Level-Locked—and my supply of Health Drinks, Energy Drinks, and Antidotes was still pretty full. But there were some things I could do, some things I needed to do if I was going to make sure I had every advantage available to me.

I walked up the stairs to my room and closed the door softly behind me. Turning around, I looked at the Darkbane sword leaning against the wall next to my bed on the other side of the room.

The Darkbane was once the sword of Dark Kosmos. Like Dark Kosmos, the weapon was different from all other Capes Online weapons. Nonetheless, I had managed to use it to kill Dark Kosmos, mostly because the Darkbane was the only weapon capable of harming a digital being like him. I had taken the Darkbane with me after killing Dark Kosmos, but mostly because I didn’t want such a powerful weapon to end up in the wrong hands.

I had wanted to use it myself, but when I picked up the Darkbane, it told me that all of the weapon’s Powers and buffs were locked from characters under Level 28. I had turned Level 28 a while ago, but I had been so busy that I hadn’t taken a moment to look at the Darkbane and see what kind of Powers and buffs it gave its wielder.

No, not busy. Afraid. I was afraid that if I used the Darkbane, I might end up like Dark Kosmos. I wasn’t sure why. As far as I knew, the Darkbane had no corrupting powers. Yes, it had a pretty scary name and appearance, but it was still just a weapon that could be used by anybody, just like every other weapon in the game. And given how it was most definitely a unique weapon, it might just give me the edge in the coming battle that I would need to win.

Taking a deep breath, I walked over to the Darkbane and lifted it up by the handle. As soon as I picked it up, the purple Power Crystal in the middle of the handle glowed and I got this new notification all of a sudden:

Weapon Alert! Now that you are Level 28, the full power of the Darkbane is open to you. Use the Darkbane wisely, however, for this weapon has been known to drive its user insane.

Huh. I’d never seen a ‘Weapon Alert’ notification before. Perhaps this was how the game let players know when they were high enough level to use the full potential of a weapon.

In any case, I Scanned the Darkbane to see exactly what it did:

The Darkbane

Material: Solid Darkness

Rarity: Unique+

The Darkbane is a weapon said to have been crafted from the deepest darkness of Dark Kosmos’ heart. This weapon is spoken of only in legends, and even then only in whispers because it is said that the Darkbane thinks and listens. Only the strongest of hearts can safely wield the Darkbane without fear of being overcome by its powerful darkness.

+10% to all Stats while wielding the Darkbane, +50% resistance to Dark-based attacks, and +50% increase in weakness to Light-based attacks.

Powers: Shadow Clones [1/1]

I frowned. I expected something a bit more dramatic than this to happen when I wielded the Darkbane. Yet I felt no different, aside from the buffs to my Stats, which were really nice. I also liked the increased resistance to Dark-based attacks, although the increased vulnerability to Light-based attacks was not my cup of tea. But I didn’t think that would hurt me. I hadn’t faced any Light-users yet, so the increased weakness to that element didn’t bother me.

I was mostly interested in the Power it gave me, Shadow Clones. Curious, I opened my character sheet and selected Shadow Clones to find out what it did:

Shadow Clones

Level: 1

Summon up to three identical Clones of yourself made entirely out of shadow. These Clones share all your Powers and Skills, although their Stats are only half as strong as yours. Cost: 20 Energy. Cooldown: 10 minutes.

My eyes widened when I read that Power’s description. I remembered the Clones now. Dark Kosmos had used a similar Power against me and my friends back when he was still alive. At the time I had assumed it was a unique Power of his, but it looked like he must have gotten this Power from the Darkbane. That sure explained a lot.

To test it out, I summoned one Shadow Clone. A pool of shadow appeared on the floor near me before a figure slowly but surely began to rise from within. At first, the figure’s form was indistinct, but the taller it rose, the more it looked like, well, me. Once the Clone rose from the pool entirely, I found myself standing face to face with an identical Clone of myself, down to the last detail. The only difference was that it was completely black, like a silhouette, but other than that, it had the same general size and shape as me.

That was when I noticed a new menu added to my screen: ‘SHADOW CLONES.’ I opened the menu and saw a list of currently active Shadow Clones. Right now, it was just one, so I clicked its name—[SHADOW CLONE 1]—and checked out its Stats:

Name: Shadow Clone 1 [edit]

Level: 14

Powers: Super Strength [Level 2], Ice Beam [Level 3], Freezing Touch [Level 2], Hero Sense [Level 3], Dual-Wielding Ice Dagger [Level 1], Ice Shackles [Level 1], Ice Slide [Level 1], Flight [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 4], Perception [Level 4], Dodge [Level 4], Negotiation [Level 1], Dual-Wielding [Level 2], Blade-Throwing [Level 1], Aim [Level 1]

Health: 22

Stamina: 13

Strength: 16

Defense: 10

Charisma: 7

Intelligence: 7

Agility: 11

Evasion: 7

Accuracy: 8

Dexterity: 9

Energy: 25

Luck: 0

Interesting. All of its Powers were the same level as mine, but they apparently couldn’t be leveled up. I understood that restriction. If I could level up my Clones’ Powers as high as I wanted, then that would be pretty game-breaking. Same thing with Stats, which were half as strong as mine. I also noticed that it completely lacked Combo Powers or Hero Stats, which also made sense because Combo Powers only worked when Cy and I worked together, while a Clone wouldn’t have any need of Hero Stats that improved its reputation with Civilians or gave it access to missions and the like.

Despite the limitations and drawbacks, this Power was still incredibly useful. If I could summon up to three Clones at once, even at half of my own Power, that still made them a force to be reckoned with. It meant I could basically make my own little Team made up of me, my Clones, and Cy. Not that I had any intention of disbanding Team Winter anytime soon. If anything, being able to summon Clones to increase our own numbers could potentially be a game-changer in Team Battles, although I noticed that summoned Clones didn’t seem to contribute to the number of Teammates on the Team.

Regardless, I was pleased with this new Power and dismissed the Clone. I added the Darkbane into my item inventory, which was when I noticed the Omega Crystal sitting next to it.

I had almost completely forgotten about that gift from Funky. After the destruction of the Z-Virus factory two weeks ago, Funky had given me an item known as an Omega Crystal. Omega Crystals were some of the rarest items in the game. Whereas normal Power Crystals merely gave you ordinary Powers that could only be leveled up to 10, Omega Crystals granted the user access to Ultimate Powers. Ultimate Powers were supposed to be a step above normal Powers in terms of sheer strength. They could be leveled up to 15 and didn’t need to be leveled up to 5 in order to make them a permanent part of your Power set, either.

I didn’t have an Ultimate Power of my own yet and the only reason I hadn’t used this Omega Crystal was because I wanted to wait for a good opportunity to use it. Given what was going to happen tomorrow night, however, I felt like this might be exactly the situation I needed the Omega Crystal for.

Taking the Omega Crystal out of my inventory, I held it tightly in my hand. A part of me was still reluctant to use such a powerful and unique item, but I wanted to have every advantage possible in order to prepare myself for the coming battle. An Ultimate Power might be no more useful against an Avatar than ordinary Powers, but it might still work out for me in some way anyway.

I focused intently on the Omega Crystal in my hand until I got this prompt:

Would you like to use your [Omega Crytsal] x1? Be warned, once you use this Omega Crystal, it can never be used again and becomes an ordinary [Crystal] once it is drained of its Power. Continue anyway? Y/N

Bracing myself for what was to come, I hit Y.

I wasn’t sure what to expect at first. Having never used an Omega Crystal before, I thought it might work like an ordinary Power Crystal. That is to say, I wouldn’t even feel the Power being melded with my body. I would simply get the Power and then get a notification congratulating me on getting my new Power.

That wasn’t what happened at all.

As soon as I accepted the prompt, powerful energy surged from the Omega Crystal into my arms. The energy filling my being from head to toe was simultaneously too hot and yet too cold. I was both on fire and frozen solid. I wanted to take off all my clothes and jump into an icy lake and wanted to bundle up in several layers of the warmest clothing I had and sit inside a furnace.

But I did nothing, mostly because I couldn’t do anything. I was stuck in place, my hand wrapped tightly around the Omega Crystal, which now felt glued to my hand. I couldn’t move any part of my body. All I could do was stand there and feel the power flow into me like a river. I wanted to scream in pain, but I couldn’t even open my lips.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the Omega Crystal ceased glowing and energy stopped flowing through my body. I dropped the now-empty Omega Crystal and stumbled forward. I fell onto my knees and clutched the side of my bed for support. I felt like I had run a six-week marathon without being given a chance to rest or get a drink.

That was when I got this notification:

Congratulations! You have unlocked your first Ultimate Power! Ultimate Powers are the rarest and strongest kind of Powers. A single Ultimate Power can turn even the lowest-leveled Hero into a force to be reckoned with. Use this Ultimate Power wisely. Check out your list of Ultimate Powers on your character sheet in your pause screen!

Now that you have your first Ultimate Power, you have also unlocked ‘Ultimate Points.’ Ultimate Points [UP] are Points necessary to level up Ultimate Powers to their full potential. Every time you level up from now on, you will gain 2 Ultimate Points, which you can distribute among your Ultimate Powers as you see fit. Unlike Power Points, Ultimate Points can be redistributed among your Ultimate Powers. Use them wisely.

My jaw dropped when I read those notifications. Ultimate Points could be redistributed? Granted, that wasn’t very useful for me at the moment thanks to the fact I only had one Ultimate Power, but I could now see why so many players wanted Ultimate Powers. With the ability to redistribute your UPs as you see fit, it meant you didn’t have to worry about neglecting one Ultimate Power in favor of another. It meant you could power up your Ultimate Powers to match nearly any situation you found yourself in. If Ultimate Powers weren’t so rare, this would be game-breaking.

As exciting as this all was, however, I still had no idea what my Ultimate Power actually was. It seemed odd to me that I didn’t receive a notification telling me what my UP was, but as soon as that thought crossed my mind, a new notification appeared before me with trumpets blaring:

New Ultimate Power unlocked: Ice Giant [Level 1]. Transform yourself into a giant made out of solid ice that even the hottest flames will have trouble melting. +50% Strength, Defense, Stamina, and Health. Cost: All Energy. Cooldown: One week.

I whistled appreciatively when I read that notification. Ice Giant sounded incredibly useful and appeared to have no major drawbacks that I could see. Except for the fact that it cost all of my Energy and the cooldown period was literally one whole week. Usually the cooldown period for most Powers was anywhere from a few minutes to a few hours. I suppose the insane cooldown period was added for balance purposes. I wondered if the cooldown period would go down the more I leveled it up. Whether it did or didn’t, I now really wanted to get some UPs in order to see just how powerful this thing could get.

I was sorely tempted to test out Ice Giant here and now but decided against it. Aside from the fact that it would probably destroy my Base, I didn’t want to blow all of my Energy and have to wait a full week to use it again. I wanted to keep it in reserve for our assault on the Facility tomorrow. Hopefully, I wouldn’t need to use it, but if I did need to, I would at least have it on hand.

With that out of the way, I placed the Darkbane by my bed and then lay down on my bed and went to sleep.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

 

According to the map, the Facility was located in Western Adventure City, a part of the city I rarely visited. From my understanding, however, Western Adventure City was home to most of the city’s government offices. The courthouse was located there, as well as the mayor’s mansion and the homes of various other Civilian government officials. A handful of missions I’d completed over the last month had taken me there, but it was generally a pretty low-crime area due to the presence of so many government officials and their bodyguards. Admittedly, I found the concept of a place full of government officials to be ‘low-crime’ rather ironic, but it became more understandable when you saw the heat the police officers who patrolled that district packed.

In any case, I didn’t feel any particular fear or worry as Cy and I flew across the rooftops to reach the rendezvous with the Hackers. The spot where we were going to meet up with the Hackers was marked on my map with a red pin. It was even easier to see in real life because I had set a beacon only Cy and I could see in order to make sure we didn’t miss it in the darkness of the night. All players had the ability to set beacons on buildings or locations they wanted to go to. They usually looked like tall red exclamation marks, which made it easy to see them.

When Cy and I were a block or two away, we landed and decided to walk the rest of the way to the rendezvous point. That was mostly to conserve Energy and also to draw less attention to ourselves. No one was supposed to know that Cy and I were even here. Granted, most people were asleep at night, but that didn’t change how dangerous this situation was for us. If anything, it just made things that much deadlier, because if someone saw us at night, that might make them suspicious enough to follow us. And I wasn’t afraid of us getting accosted on the streets by any [Thugs] or [Crooks] because Heroes were rarely mugged, especially Hero players like myself.

Even so, I had to admit to glancing over my shoulder more than once as we walked toward the rendezvous point. I knew we had left the Base without anyone seeing or following us, but I was still worried we were being followed anyway. The Department of VR was keeping an eye on us, but that didn’t bother me too much because I knew Amelia was still off for the weekend and that Max probably had some way of making sure the Department wouldn’t be able to see us anyway. Even if they did, it wouldn’t matter. Soon the Department would find out exactly why they shouldn’t mess with players like me.

Although I felt a little nervous, I could tell Cy was far more nervous than me. He walked normally, but he seemed far more tense and serious than usual. I suppose he was still conflicted about whether we should even be involved with these guys or not. Although I understood why he felt that way to some extent, I had no intention of going back now. One way or another, I would avenge Busker’s death.

Soon—maybe sooner than even I was comfortable with—we reached the front door of the building I had marked for our rendezvous point. It was a small local diner with the sign ‘PETE’S SUPER PIES & BURGERS’ hanging over the doorway. The quaint little diner looked a little out of place among the various skyscrapers and other buildings of Western Adventure City, but reviews for the restaurant online had showed that it was extremely popular with NPCs and players alike. Apparently, their pies were to die for and their burgers tasted like they had been made from cows raised in heaven by God Himself.

Right now, of course, the diner had a ‘CLOSED’ sign hanging in the door and the windows were covered with blinds. I looked to the left and right quickly, just to make sure we were alone before I knocked on the door three times.

We didn’t have to wait long. The door cracked open and Medusa’s red eyes could be seen through the crack. “Who is it?”

“It’s me, Winter,” I said. I gestured at Cy. “And Cyclone, my Sidekick. We’re here in response to Max’s message.”

Medusa opened the door more fully and I stared at her in surprise. Last time I had seen the Sidekick, Medusa had been wearing a formal blue dress, her shiny brunette hair falling down her shoulders in waves. She had looked exactly like how you would expect a woman of wealth and refinement to look.

Now, however, she had apparently ditched the dress in favor of a red and white spandex bodysuit that hugged her rather generous form quite well. Her muscles were surprisingly toned, probably the most toned muscles of any female player or NPC I had seen so far. Her long brown hair was tied in a practical ponytail behind her head and she had what looked like retractable blades attached to her wrists. If not for her nametag, I would have sworn she was a completely different woman who bore a passing resemblance to Medusa.

“Come in,” said Medusa. “You’re the last one here. The others have been waiting for you.”

Medusa stepped aside and Cy and I entered. As soon as we passed over the threshold, Medusa shoved the door closed behind us and locked it tight. I stopped paying attention to her, however, as soon as we entered the diner.

It was a surprisingly nice diner, with shiny clean counters, table, and chairs. The tiled floor was checked black-and-white, while a strange machine that resembled a giant radio stood at the end of the diner. Empty booths ran along the windows, while several comfortable-looking stools were lined up in front of the counter. The faint scent of burgers and apple pie filled my nostrils, making me feel proud to be an American all of a sudden for some reason.

But the diner, despite being closed, was far from empty. Gray Crusader sat on one of the stools, chatting animatedly with Humantis, who now wore weird segmented black armor that added to his insect-like appearance. A young boy who couldn’t have been older than thirteen sat on the stool to Gray Crusader’s left, stuffing his face with apple pie. The boy wore a yellow and black spandex suit with a short red cape flowing down his back. The nametag [SIDEKICK SQUIRE] hung over his head. I assumed he was probably Gray Crusader’s Sidekick.

To Humantis’ right was a young, slightly overweight woman in a costume that made her look like a human butterfly. She looked a little uncomfortable sitting there, sipping on a cup of water every now and then, the nametag [SIDEKICK BUBBLES] hovering above her head.

Armore sat in one of the booths opposite an equally armored young man who kind of reminded me of Iron Man, except his armor was bigger than Armore’s and colored white and blue. [SIDEKICK TANKMAN] hung over his head and the two Powered Armors were not saying a word, although I sensed that that was less because they felt uncomfortable around each other and more that they didn’t like small talk.

“Winter!” said a familiar deep voice all of a sudden. “Good to see that you and your Sidekick could make it.”

Startled, I looked and saw a large, muscular man walking toward me with a big grin on his face. At first, I didn’t recognize Max, because he was no longer wearing his usual fancy black suit. Instead, he wore a golden spandex costume with white metal armor. He wore a helmet on his head that resembled a high-tech crown and thick white gauntlets covered his fists.

“Max?” I said, turning to face the Hacker leader as he approached us. “You look … different.”

Max held out a hand when he got close enough. “This is my Combat Costume. I rarely get to wear it nowadays due to spending most of my time running the Twin Nights Club and my other assorted businesses, but every now and then I like to break it out for old time’s sake.”

I took Max’s hand and shook it. “Well, it definitely looks cool. Mind if I ask what your Class is?”

“Oh?” said Max as he let go of my hand. “I’m a Brawler.”

“Brawler?” I said. “Don’t you mean Fighter?”

Max shook his head. “No. Brawlers and Fighters are similar, but the difference, in short, is that Fighters can use both Energy attacks and melee attacks, whereas Brawlers tend to focus almost entirely on melee. When we do use our Energy, it’s often to augment our strength.”

“Ah,” I said, nodding. “Interesting. I’m guessing you’re expecting a fight, then.”

“Of course I am,” said Humantis. He still sat at the bar, holding what appeared to be a glass of alcohol in his hands. “The Department of VR might be corrupt and selfish, but they’re not stupid. They’ve got guards up the wazoo protecting the Facility. Skulls are gonna get cracked and with any luck they will be skulls from the other side.”

“Can we not talk about cracking skulls?” asked Bubbles in a soft, slightly scared voice. “I don’t want to hurt people.”

Humantis rolled his eyes. “Yeah, but other people want to hurt you. That’s why we gotta fight.”

“Right,” I said, looking around the diner again. “Any reason we picked this spot to talk?”

“I own this diner,” said Max simply. “I bought it a couple of years ago when the original owner retired. Got quite a bargain, too, thanks to my high-level Negotiation Skill. I bought it so I could have some property near the Mayor’s Mansion for insurance.”

I understood what he meant. Max wanted to have some influence over the politicians of Adventure City. Owning this little diner gave him a foothold in the politics of this city. I disliked political corruption, but it looked like political corruption was another one of the shared features between the real world and the virtual world.

“The food’s great, too,” said Squire, his mouth half-full of food. He stuffed the last piece of pie into his mouth and then burped loudly. “Aw, man. That hit the spot.”

“Now, now, Squire, show some manners,” said Gray Crusader, waving a finger at Squire. “Remember, it’s not polite to burp after you eat.”

“Sorry,” said Squire as he wiped his mouth off with his hand. “It was just so good, though.”

Gray Crusader sighed. “And please use a napkin while you’re at it. Your hands are not meant for cleaning your face.”

“Can I have some pie?” asked Cy, looking at Max.

“Have all the pie you want, my friend,” said Max. He held up a finger. “But only after we break into the Facility and steal the information from within.”

“I see,” said Cy, nodding. “Yes, pie always does taste better after victory. That’s what my old man used to say.”

“So what’s the plan?” I said, looking around at the other Hackers again. “Is this it? I thought there would be more people in this mission.”

“Too many cooks in the kitchen can be a real problem,” said Max, shaking his head. “This type of mission requires a lot of stealth. The fewer people, the better.”

“Exactly,” said Humantis. “Although we’re not all going to go in, right?”

Max nodded. “Right, but let me explain the plan to Winter and his Sidekick now that they are here.” Max looked at me and Cy. “Please, take a seat at the bar or one of the booths.”

I took a seat at the bar on one of the stools, as did Cy. The two of us rotated our stools around until we were facing Max, who was leaning against one of the booths now, although he stood in such a way that he could be seen by everyone in the diner.

“All right,” said Max. “As we all know, the goal of the plan is to break into the Facility and leak the Department of VR’s top-secret information and documents all over Capes Online and the Internet at large. To do that, we will split ourselves into two teams.”

Max gestured at me, Cy, Armore, and Tankman. “As our heavy-hitters, Gray Crusader, Squire, Armore, and Tankman will stage an assault on the outside. This is to draw the attention of guards and distract them long enough for Team 2—consisting of Humantis, Winter, and their Sidekicks—to break into the Facility, download as much information as possible, and then leave.”

“Seems pretty simple,” I said, leaning back with my elbows propped up on the counter, “but what about you and Medusa?”

“We’re backup,” Max replied. “Should either Team One or Team Two run into any unexpected difficulties, we will jump into battle. Well, I will, anyway. Medusa will act as mission control back here and monitor the situations of both Teams. We’ve been planning this day for months, so there shouldn’t be any issues, but—”

“No plans survives first contact with the enemy,” I said. “Right?”

“Exactly,” said Max, giving me the thumbs up. “Should the Facility prove more difficult than expected, both Teams will need to retreat. No point in sacrificing ourselves for nothing, after all.”

“But won’t the government see us?” I said. “If we retreat, I doubt any of us could go back to being ordinary players after all this.”

Humantis chuckled. “We all know that, Frosty. You’re assuming we haven’t found a way to avoid getting deleted by them. Trust me, we’ll be fine regardless of what happens.”

“Humantis is right, but we should still be careful,” Gray Crusader advised. “As much as we like to bang on those Department agents, they’re not stupid. If we mess up even once, we could easily get killed … or worse.”

“Which is why everyone needs to play their role and do this right,” said Max. “We only have one shot at this. If we succeed, then the Department will have far more problems than a few rogue players. They may very well have to deal with an entire player revolt, them and SI Games. We cannot afford to lose.”

I nodded. Max’s reminder about the stakes involved made me nervous, so nervous I almost considered quitting right there and then. But then I remembered Busker—Joseph—getting murdered in cold blood by the Department of VR and my resolve suddenly became as strong as steel.

“What if we run into any Avatars?” I said. “They’re invincible.”

Max shook his head. “To ordinary weapons and Powers, yes. That’s why I am handing out these.”

Max pulled two spheres out of his pocket and held them out to me and Cy. The spheres were the color of the rainbow and looked slightly distorted, almost like they were glitches. I got a notification asking me if I wanted to accept a gift from Max, so I clicked yes and saw the rainbow balls disappear from his hands. I felt the weight of the balls in my pockets and, opening my item inventory, Scanned them to find out exactly what they were:

Deletion Bomb x2

Material: [ERROR]

Rarity: Unique+

A powerful bomb that can delete a character from Capes Online upon detonation.

My jaw dropped when I read that description. I almost dropped the Bomb itself but kept my hold on it because I didn’t want it to blow up and take out me and Cy. “This can’t be real.”

“Oh, it’s real all right, Frosty,” said Humantis. He drew a Deletion Bomb out of thin air and waved it over his head. “All of us got two of ‘em. And they work. Trust me.”

“Where did you get a weapon like this?” I asked Max. I held up my Deletion Bomb so I could look at it and Max at the same time.

Max folded his arms in front of his chest. “I happen to be friends with a very high-leveled and powerful Gadgeteer who once worked for Capes Online as a developer. He used his knowledge of the game’s coding to craft those Deletion Bombs as a favor to me. Don’t worry about dropping them, however. They only activate if you push that button on the surface. It will be safe in your inventory.”

A large red button stood out on top of the Deletion Bomb with the word ‘DELETE’ written on it in big letters. I quickly put the deadly weapon back in my inventory along with the other one, but I had a hard time relaxing knowing that I now carried a weapon that could eliminate me as easily as it could my enemies.

“My friend assured me that the Deletion Bombs will work on Avatars,” said Max. “Therefore, if you have the unfortunate luck of running into any of them, simply press the button on one of your Deletion Bombs and throw it at them. It will delete their Avatar, although it won’t kill the player itself. But it will inconvenience them because even Department of VR agents are limited to only one character per account.”

I nodded. In some ways, it was comforting to know that we weren’t entirely defenseless against the Avatars. In other ways, though, I couldn’t imagine the kind of havoc a player could cause if armed with enough of these Deletion Bombs. In particular, I was thinking about Atmosfear, who would undoubtedly be rubbing his hands in anticipation right now if he knew about these Bombs. Luckily, Atmosfear was nowhere near the Facility at the moment so we wouldn’t have to worry about that, but I still found myself anxious anyway. I would just be glad once this mission was over with and we could go back to our normal lives … if we could go back to our normal lives, anyway.

“Now, then,” said Max, looking around at the Hackers again. “Now that we are all on the same page, it is time we started the mission. Remember, once we begin, there will be no going back. Either we succeed … or we don’t.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

 

Half an hour later, Humantis, Bubbles, Cy, and I stood in an alleyway on the street opposite the Facility. Thanks to the shadows of the night and Humantis’ own Group Stealth Skill, it was doubtful that anyone from the street would be able to see us even if they stared directly into the alleyway. The only way someone might find us was if they walked in and tried to touch us, although that was unlikely to happen. And if it did, we would probably be okay, because we wouldn’t look like a couple of players and their Sidekicks waiting to break into a top-secret government facility to other people. We would look quite … different, to put it one way.

My eyes, however, were on the Facility itself. It looked like a generic government building. Three stories tall and shaped kind of like a box. Wide stone steps lead up to the entrance, which was currently closed, although I could spot a sleepy-looking guard standing before the door. The street lights provided enough illumination by which to see, but the light did not extend into our alleyway, thankfully. It meant that our cover would not be blown until we wanted it to be.

“There it is,” said Humantis under his breath. “The Facility.”

“It looks boring,” said Cy, who, despite speaking under his breath, sounded a lot louder than he shoulr have. “You sure this is the right place?”

Humantis glared at Cy. “Positive. I’ve been here before. But if you really find it so boring, maybe you should go back to bed. Your dreams are probably far more interesting than this.”

I sighed. I had privately questioned the wisdom of putting me and Humantis—a Hero and Villain, respectively—onto the same Team together. Max had insisted it was logical. Humantis was an excellent Hacker and master of Stealth, but he was also pretty weak and not very effective in combat. Theoretically, Humantis would be able to hack into the government’s computers on his own, but they wanted me to act as his protection just in case his efforts were discovered early.

That basically made me Humantis’ bodyguard, a job I was willing to accept, but I had to admit I was starting to rethink accepting that offer. Humantis had a pretty nasty attitude most of the time. It didn’t help that he seemed to look down on me and Cy, probably because we were Heroes and he was a Villain. Heroes and Villains just didn’t mix together. Especially since I was a cop. Humantis didn’t seem nearly as evil as, say, Atmosfear, but I could tell he was still a pretty bad guy overall.

“When do we get to enter?” said Cy. He yawned. “Not sure how much longer I’ll be able to stay awake.”

“When Crusader and the others begin the forward assault,” said Humantis, this time without looking at Cy. “Max explained it before we left. Do try to listen.”

Cy frowned, but then he looked down at his clothes and shrugged. “Hey, I’m not complaining. At least we got these neat janitorial uniforms.”

Cy’s comments made me look down at my clothes as well. I was no longer wearing my half-completed Ice Man Costume set. Instead, I was dressed in a white, slightly stained jumpsuit with a dirty rag hanging out of one of the pockets. The nametag hovering above my head also happened to read [JANITOR KYLE], rather than [HERO WINTER] like it should.

The other three were dressed in identical janitorial uniforms and, like me, their nametags were different. Cy was now [JANITOR CARLOS], Humantis was [JANITOR PETER], and Bubbles was [JANITOR LISA]. Even our physical features were a little different. Mine were slightly chubbier than normal and I had a little bit more fat around the waist so I wouldn’t be as easily identifiable. I hated looking at myself in the mirror before we left, but I had to admit that Humantis’ Secret Identity Power had worked exactly the way he said it would.

Before we left the diner, Humantis had revealed he knew a Power called Secret Identity. The Power—which was available to Heroes and Villains alike—allowed a player to make themselves look like a Civilian, complete with a nametag change. The amount of time it lasted varied depending on the level. Because Humantis’ Secret Identity was Level 7, that meant we had two full hours before it stopped working and we resumed our normal identities. The high level of Humantis’ Power was also why it altered our physical characteristics somewhat, which it could do at higher levels.

According to Humantis, Secret Identity also protected us from being detected by Powers like Hero Sense or Villain Sense, which was apparently the Villain equivalent to Hero Sense. That meant that Humantis, for example, could walk right past your average Hero player even if they were actively using Hero Sense without being noticed. It only failed if Hero Sense was significantly higher-leveled than it, but that seemed unlikely. Humantis assured us that there were no Heroes at the Facility, therefore we did not need to worry about being detected that way.

Secret Identity struck me as a very useful Power. I wondered if it was one of those Powers you could spontaneously learn by doing it or if you needed to find a specific piece of Equipment that granted that Power. Humantis did say that the Power was naturally available to certain Classes, but I knew that Flight was naturally available to select Classes as well and yet I managed to learn it. I would have to keep an eye out for Equipment with that Power.

Another great thing about Secret Identity is that it did not affect our Powers or Skills in any way. That way, if our cover was blown, we would be able to defend ourselves immediately. Conversely, I could also see how it could be useful for setting up sneak attacks or ambushes. Get a bunch of your friends together to act like a bunch of normal Civilians and then, at the last second, jump on your target. I was no Villain, but I could imagine it working out that way.

The reason Humantis had used Secret Identity on us was to make it easier for us to enter the Facility. In fact, we resembled the janitors who were normally hired by the Department to keep the Facility itself clean. All we really had to do was walk up to the front entrance and ask to be let in and they would open the doors for us. We didn’t even have to worry about the real janitors showing up and derailing our plan, apparently. Humantis didn’t go into specifics, but he assured me that all of the janitors working for that particular company were taking tonight off. He said that with a rather evil glint in his eyes that reminded me once again that Humantis was a Villain and that I probably shouldn’t trust him too much even if we were technically allies.

“But if we can just walk up and ask them to let us in, why do we have to wait for Team Two to cause a distraction?” I had asked before we left the diner.

“Because we want to avert all suspicion,” said Humantis. “And draw away as many guards from the Facility as possible. That way, if our cover gets blown, we’ll have to fight fewer guards on our way out. It’s basic common sense.”

That seemed reasonable enough to me. Even so, I prepared myself for whatever was to come. Past experience taught me that even the best-laid plans could be easily derailed and I had no reason to believe this would be any different. I just reminded myself that, whatever awaited us, these people had killed my brother and therefore I needed to get revenge, no matter the cost.

“They’re coming,” said Humantis suddenly, his raspy voice piercing the silence that had fallen over the four of us.

Before I could ask Humantis who was coming, I saw the guard across the street suddenly start. He looked around for a moment before looking up at the sky. He stared up into the sky for what seemed like an eternity before he pointed his gun up, but he never got a chance to use it, because in the next instant, a small missile shot out of the dark clouds above and blew the guards into pieces.

It happened so fast. One minute the guard was about to fire his gun, the next he was blown into itty bitty pieces that went flying everywhere. He died so fast I didn’t even see his Health bar hit zero. The moment he died, his Health bar disappeared. The explosion was also really loud, making all four of us wince despite how far away from it we were.

That was when Armore and Tankman crashed down onto the street in front of the Facility. Standing up to their full height, the two Powered Armors looked up at the Facility. Their backs were to us, making it impossible to see their faces, but I could tell they were ready to take on whatever the Facility chose to throw at them.

As it turned out, the Facility had a lot to throw at them. A dozen armed guards burst out of the entrance, guns out. They immediately pointed their guns at Armore and Tankman and began firing. They fired so many bullets so fast that I thought even Zoom and Boom would have trouble dodging the hail of bullets, but Tankman just rushed in front of Armore and thrust his arms out.

A massive metal shield extended out of Tankman’s arm. The shield was bent inward slightly, like an open umbrella, and it caught all of the dozens of bullets the guards shot at it. The metal shield was so thick that none of the bullets even dented it, much less made it through to Armore and Tankman. Heck, Tankman’s Health didn’t even go down. It remained firmly at full, which was a good reminder of just how powerful Tankman was, despite being a Sidekick.

The guards must have realized the uselessness of shooting the shield because they stopped firing and lowered their guns. But then Armore flew up into the air and fired several laser blasts at the guards. Her lasers struck the steps around the guards and one laser even hit a guard in the head, killing him instantly, but her other lasers merely caused the guards to scatter. I knew, however, just from looking at Armore that she could have easily killed all of the guards if she wanted. She didn’t want to. She just wanted to distract them long enough for us to get into the Facility.

As if on cue, Tankman retracted his shield and ran away. Armore also flew away after him. Luckily for us, the guards fell for the trick and rushed after the two Powered Armors, shooting their guns and shouting at them to get back. Only one guard remained behind to protect the door, which was a little frustrating because we’d been hoping that all of the guards would chase after Armore and Tankman.

“Now’s our chance,” said Humantis suddenly. “Follow me!”

Humantis rushed out of the alleyway and Bubbles, Cy, and I followed. We ran across the street as fast as we could, listening to the sounds of battle as Armore and Tankman drew the guards away from the Facility.

 As we drew closer to the Facility, the lone guard who had stayed behind to guard the entrance—a young black man with the nametag [FACILITY GUARD DANIEL] hovering over his head—suddenly noticed us and pointed his gun at us.

“Halt,” said Danial in an authoritative voice. “Who are you and what business do you have at the Facility?”

We skid to a stop and Humantis, who was in the lead, put his hands on his knees and looked at Daniel in disbelief. “Who are we? We’re Santa’s little elves here to deliver Christmas presents to all the good little boys and girls who work at this Facility.”

Daniel stared at Humantis blankly. “What?”

“We’re the janitors, John Wayne,” Humantis snapped. He gestured in the direction from which Armore and Tankman had fled. “And we’re absolutely scared out of our minds due to the actions of those terrorists who just attacked your Facility. Unlike you, we’re not armed with fancy shmancy guns and armor. If one of those armored idiots decides to come after us, we’re done for. That’s why you need to let us into the Facility now.”

Humantis spoke so quickly I could barely keep up. I had no idea what kind of life Humantis might have led in the real world, but I figured he could be a really good actor if he wanted to. He gave off just enough desperation that even I almost believed him when he said he was just a janitor who wanted to get inside and do his job.

“Uh, of course,” said Daniel, who seemed taken aback by Humantis’ quick speech. “But can I see your ID cards—”

“Weren’t you listening?” Humantis snapped. He pointed toward Armore and Tankman again, who were now fighting the guards again. “This street is a war zone now and if we don’t get inside right away, we’ll all die. Do you want the deaths of innocent Civilians on your hands just because you were anal about following whatever pointless security protocols your bosses came up with?”

“Uh, of course not,” said Daniel. He opened the front door and stepped aside. “Get in. And don’t delay. Last thing we need is for one of those terrorists to get inside the Facility.”

Humantis gave Daniel a winning, although fake, smile. “Don’t worry about that, kid. We know you and your friends will keep the Facility safe from all potential intruders. I’ll make sure to mention your dedication to keeping this place safe to your boss when I see him.”

Daniel actually smiled back in response. I couldn’t believe how smooth Humantis could be when he wanted to. His Charisma must have been much higher than I thought. But another part of me felt sorry for Daniel. He reminded me of some of other young police officers I had known back in the real world. All of them had been earnest about following the law and doing their duty, but also a little naive. Little did Daniel know that he had just been bamboozled.

I felt a little bad about tricking an honest guy like him, but I pushed such thoughts out of my mind for now as I followed Humantis into the Facility. Whether Daniel was a good guy or not didn’t matter. What did matter was avenging Busker … and I would do that no matter what I had to do.
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As soon as all four of us were inside the Facility, Daniel closed and locked the door behind us. A tell-tale click confirmed that Daniel had indeed locked the door. The click was an audible reminder that we had definitely crossed the point of no return now. If we couldn’t go back before, we definitely couldn’t go back now.

The inside of the Facility was a bit more interesting than the outside, although not by much. We stood in the Facility’s foyer, a wide-open space with a large, beautiful stone fountain in the middle. From here we could see the other three floors, plus the glass ceiling of the Facility. The entire place was well-lit and smelled kind of like coconut for some reason. If I hadn’t been in the middle of a very important mission that could end in my death, I would have even felt relaxed here, but I kept my guard up as we walked up to the fountain.

“Okay, we’re in,” I said, picking up the pace to walk side by side with Humantis, while our Sidekicks walked behind us. “What next?”

Humantis began to tap an invisible keyboard I couldn’t see. “Let’s see, we need to find the Data Room.”

“Data Room?” I said. “What’s that?”

Humantis stopped and looked around for a moment as if to make sure we were alone. “The Data Room is where the Department keeps all of their best secrets, of course. We found out about it in the same hack that resulted in us learning about the location and existence of the Facility at all. Of course, our hacking attempt was shut down before we could find out much else, but we at least have an idea of where it is.”

“So all we need to do is find the Data Room, download the Department’s secrets, and then leave?” I said.

Humantis chuckled. “You make it sound so easy when you know it’s not. Still, the plan is working so far, so maybe it will be that easy.”

I looked around at the empty atrium and frowned. “But where is everyone? I thought for sure that this place would be full of government agents and workers.”

“It’s nighttime,” said Humantis, his eyes darting back and forth. “Most government agents and workers have probably taken the night off. We only have to worry about guards, but even then, we don’t really need to worry that much. Armore and Tankman made sure of that.”

“But they won’t be able to keep them distracted forever,” said Butterfly anxiously. “At some point, the guards will come back.”

“Which is why we need to get moving,” said Humantis. “Let’s consult the map. It should show us where the Data Room is.”

Without warning, a flat, holographic map appeared on the floor in front of us. It showed the entire layout of the Facility, from the top floor to the bottom, and everything in between. Humantis snapped his fingers and the flat map suddenly became 3D. He started rotating the Facility map, occasionally zooming in on certain sections, a frown on his face.

“It shouldn’t be that hard to find,” said Humantis, scratching his chin. “It should be labeled Data Room or something to that effect.”

“Is that it?” I said, pointing at a room on the second floor labeled ‘DATA ROOM.’

Humantis stopped rotating the map and zoomed in on the room I pointed out. He leaned forward to get a closer look at the room and nodded. “I do believe that’s it. Wish they didn’t put it on the second floor, though. That’s just going to make it harder to get out of here, especially if someone finds out who we really are.”

“At least we found it,” I said. “Can either of you two fly?”

Humantis and Butterfly shook their heads.

“Okay,” I said. I gestured at myself and Cy. “Cy and I can fly. We can carry you two up there. The second floor doesn’t look very high up, so I think we should be able to make it even with your added weight.”

“What about the security cameras?” asked Cy. He suddenly pointed at something hanging underneath the second floor. “Right there.”

I looked over at what Cy was looking at me. At first, I didn’t see anything, but then my Perception kicked in and I suddenly saw the faint outline of a security camera that was hidden away in the shadows underneath the second floor. The security camera was focused mostly on the fountain in the center, but I had no doubt that we were caught on it as well.

“Cy’s got a point,” I said, stroking my chin. “If we flew in front of the cameras, that would totally blow our cover. We need to find another way up there.”

“There’s got to be an elevator or stairs or something,” said Humantis. He squinted and pointed ahead. “Yeah, I see an elevator on the other side of the atrium. Should hopefully be able to get us up there. We have no time to lose.”

The four of us walked across the atrium to the elevator on the other side. Although there was a battle raging outside between Armore and Tankman and the Facility guards, you wouldn’t have guessed it in here. The Facility was eerily quiet, to the point where our footsteps echoing off the solid concrete floor were the only sounds we heard. Despite that, I kept my wits about me. Last thing we needed was to get ambushed right when we were about to complete this critical mission.

Luckily for us, we made it to the elevator without any issue. Once we were all inside the elevator, Humantis pressed the button labeled ‘2’ and then the doors closed and we ascended until we reached the second floor. As soon as the elevator doors opened, the four of us stepped out of the elevator. I did a quick check up and down the hallway, but I didn’t see anyone or anything other than a security camera. Other than that, however, the Facility’s second floor was just as empty as the first.

Unfortunately, the door to the Data Room was also on the other side of the floor. This forced us to walk along the balcony of the second floor. We could have flown, but again we needed to keep our Powers in check so the security cameras wouldn’t alert the guards to our presence. Technically-speaking, we didn’t need to sneak around, but we were so worried about being caught that I think all of us unconsciously moved quieter and more cautious than usual. Even Cy moved silently, although I could tell he really didn’t enjoy it.

We eventually reached the other end of the balcony and found ourselves on the same hallway as the Data Room. The door to the Data Room was right in the middle of the hall and appeared to be completely unprotected.

“There it is,” said Humantis in a voice barely higher than a whisper. “Just a little closer and—”

I heard a soft humming sound nearby. Although I didn’t know where it was coming from, I grabbed Humantis and forced him and myself down onto the floor. Humantis grunted in response, but I snapped in a whisper, “Shhh! Don’t move a muscle.”

Luckily, Cy and Butterfly had also crouched low to the floor. The two of them wore puzzled looks on their faces, but I didn’t see any reason to explain myself to them yet. My attention was on the humming sound, which I recognized as coming from the atrium. It grew louder and louder as whatever was making that sound slowly but surely rose.

A harsh red light suddenly flashed over the top of the balcony railing. All four of us crouched a little closer to the floor, but even if we hadn’t, we were in no danger of being spotted by the light. The red light swept across the length of the hallway before it disappeared. The humming sound became incredibly loud when the red light flashed, but then it became more and more distant until soon I couldn’t hear it at all anymore.

“What was that?” Cy hissed in a low voice.

“A security drone,” said Humantis in an equally low voice. “Probably designed to help the guards patrol the Facility. The hacked files mentioned something about them, but I didn’t realize they were using them already.”

“Does that mean we have to look out for drones now, too?” said Butterfly, anxiously tugging at her braided hair.

“Not for much longer,” said Humantis, shaking his head. He gestured with his head down the hallway. “Once we get into the Data Room, I doubt we’ll have to deal with drones, guards, or anything else.”

Then Humantis looked at me and frowned. “You’ve got quick reflexes. How did you know a security drone was nearby?”

“I—” I was interrupted by a couple of new notifications that appeared before me:

Skill Level Up: Perception [Level 5]. You can notice hidden or unexpected dangers 10% more easily than before. Additionally, you now have a 5% higher chance of discovering a Secret Room in your Base and noticing hidden items in your environment. Continue to level up Perception to gain access to even more bonuses and benefits!

New Skill Unlocked: Stealth [Level 1]. By successfully avoiding the detection of an enemy guard, you now know how to sneak around undetected. +10% chance of avoiding detection from enemy players and NPCs alike. Level up this Skill further in order to become even more Stealthy.

I couldn’t help but grin when I read the notifications. “Cool! My Perception just leveled up and I also unlocked Stealth.”

“Good for you,” said Humantis dismissively. “You can look at your stats later. For now, we need to get into the Data Room. Haven’t got any messages from Armore or Tankman yet, but it’s only a matter of time before the guards realize what’s up and come back to check on the Facility.”

Humantis immediately made his way down toward the Data Room door. Cy, Butterfly, and I followed and soon all four of us stood in front of the metal door. On the surface, the door looked completely unremarkable, no different from the kind of door you might see in an average office building. But a quick tug of the handle showed that it was locked.

“It’s locked,” I said, looking at Humantis. I raised my fist. “Want me to break it down?”

“And draw the attention of every guard and security drone in the Facility?” Humantis said. He cracked his knuckles. “Let a pro show you how you break locks without being noticed.”

Humantis half-brushed, half-shoved me aside. He then fumbled with the lock for a moment before a soft click could be heard. He twisted the doorknob and pushed the door inward, a smile crossing his insect-like face.

“Wha—?” I said. “How did you do that?”

“I have a Skill called Lockpick,” Humantis replied. “And it’s Level Ten, meaning I can pick all but the most difficult locks in just a few seconds if that much. I thought these Department of VR goons would use better locks, but I guess they really didn’t expect anyone to get in here.”

“Seems like a useful Skill,” I said. “Mind teaching it to me?”

Humantis shook his head. “No. First of all, it’s a Villain-only Skill, and even then, it’s only available to a few Villain Classes like Thief and Assassin. Second of all, even if I could teach you it, now’s not the time. Right now, we need to focus on stealing the government’s information.”

I nodded. “I see. Want me to come in with you or—?”

Humantis shook his head again even more sharply than before. “No. Remember the plan. Butterfly and I will enter the Data Room and try to hack as much information from their servers as we can. Meanwhile, you and Cy need to stay out here and make sure no one follows us inside. Don’t want some random Department agent to stumble on us stealing their information, after all.”

I frowned but nodded again. “Right. What are we supposed to do if someone shows up?”

“Distract them,” said Humantis. “Figure out how to make them go away. Permanently, if necessary.”

“We’re not Villains, you know,” I said. “We don’t solve all our problems with murder like you guys do.”

“And that’s why I chose to become a Villain,” Humantis with a snort. “Heroes are so boring and straightforward. Villains, though, Villains are interesting and complex.”

“They’re also evil,” I said, thinking of Atmosfear. “Very evil.”

“Whatever,” said Humantis, waving his hand at me. “This is all just a game anyway. Real life ain’t so simple as whether you’re a Hero or a Villain. And in any case, we’re wasting time. Butterfly and I are going into the Data Room now. You guys just stand guard and let us know via the Team chat if anyone is on their way.”

I pursed my lips but said nothing as Humantis and his Sidekick disappeared through the door to the Data Room. As soon as they were inside, I looked up and down the hallway, but did not see anyone.

“We’ve got to play guard duty?” said Cy in a disappointed voice. He leaned against the wall and crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Boring. I thought we’d get to do like really cool computer hacker stuff like you see on TV.”

“Agreed, but I doubt we’ll have to wait out here very long,” I said. “Humantis doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy to waste time. I imagine he’ll be in and out in ten minutes, maybe less. Depends on how much data we’re trying to download.”

“Hopefully not a lot,” said Cy. He yawned before looking at me suddenly. “Boss, I know this is probably not the best time to bring this up, but I’m still kind of worried about this. So far things have gone well, but—”

“Cy,” I said, looking at him in annoyance. “It’s too late to speculate about what we could have done. The reality is that we are here now and that we need to make sure no one can get into the Data Room and interrupt Humantis’ important work.”

“I guess so,” said Cy, putting his hands on his hips, “but I just can’t shake the feeling that everything is about to go to hell. Or worse.”

“Since when has your intuition ever actually been correct?” I said with a snort. “Now, let’s do less talking and more guarding. I don’t want anyone to accidentally overhear—”

A door at the end of the hallway suddenly slammed open, causing Cy and I to start. We looked down the hallway and saw light spilling out of the door before two figures emerged from within. Due to how dark it was and how far away the figures were, I couldn’t identify them at first, at least not until they began making their way toward us.

Squinting my eyes, I found myself wishing we had come during the day or had at least turned on a few lights. The soft white night lights offered very little illumination and even my Perception, as high-leveled as it was, was unable to identify the approaching figures.

At least until they passed underneath a light over one of the doorways and I got a very clear look at both of their faces. Once I did, I knew we were screwed.

The two figures making their way toward us were Director Satoshi Johnson and Agent Charles Omar. And Johnson looked pissed.


CHAPTER FORTY

 

Although I had only seen Satoshi Johnson once before, I had no trouble recognizing the man’s severe, intense face. He walked with a purposeful stride, his hands in the pockets of his coat. He was clearly a man on a mission, but if his harsh expression or swift walking meant anything, it was probably not a good mission.

By contrast, Chuck looked far more harried and tired. He seemed to be struggling to keep up with Johnson’s long strides, even though he was about an inch or two taller than his boss. He looked almost like a puppy being dragged into a vet’s office, which made me wonder if he was in trouble or not.

“Who are those two?” asked Cy in a low voice as the Department agents approached us. “Department agents?”

I nodded rapidly. “Yes. The taller one is Chuck, but the shorter one is Satoshi Johnson.”

Cy looked at me in surprise. “You mean the big cheese himself? What is he doing here?”

“No idea,” I said, still keeping my voice low as the two agents drew closer and closer. “Looks like they’re coming to the Data Room.”

“But aren’t they supposed to be invincible or something?” said Cy in a worried voice. “How are we supposed to stop them from getting into the Data Room if we can’t even hurt them?”

I was about to answer Cy’s question when I finally overheard the conversation that Chuck and Johnson were having:

“… it’s too late, Director,” said Chuck in a pleading voice. “You really should catch up on your sleep. No need to get up in the middle of the night to deal with this.”

“The Facility is important, Agent Omar,” Johnson snapped. “Far more important than catching up on my sleep or even my own well-being. If there is an attack on the Facility, then I must make sure the Test Subject is secure.”

Test Subject? Maybe they weren’t going to the Data Room at all. But I wasn’t surprised to hear they were here in response to Armore and Tankman’s attack on the Facility. It seemed weird to me, though, that they logged in here, rather than outside where the battle was. I wondered if the Facility counted as the Department’s Base or their equivalent thereof.

“This attack is unprecedented, of course, but I still think you are perhaps getting a little too worked up,” said Chuck. “I could have gone myself, you know, and checked it out. Or you could have even sent one of the night crew to—”

“No,” Johnson said, shaking his head as he walked. “The Test Subject is my responsibility. If it gets destroyed—or even worse, stolen—by those damn Hackers, then it will all be on me. Do you understand that, Agent Omar?”

“I do,” said Chuck, “but—”

“Then shut up and let me do my job,” said Johnson. “Or I’ll demote you to intern. Would you like to be demoted again?”

Chuck shook his head swiftly. “No, sir, I would not.”

“Then shut up,” said Johnson.

I felt bad about Chuck getting talked to like that, but another part of me hoped that the two Department agents would simply walk past me and Cy. Thanks to Humantis’ Secret Identity Power, we appeared like ordinary [Janitors] to these two, And I knew from experience that the Department of VR did not treat NPCs the same way they treated players. Perhaps if Cy and I look like we’re doing our jobs, they’ll ignore us and walk right by us without giving us a second thought.

Unfortunately, that particular illusion of mine was shattered the instant Johnson said, “First, we need to check the Data Room. That’s where all data on the Test Subject is kept. If her vitals look good, then we can log off and let the guards deal with the attackers. If her vitals do not look good, however, then we will have to check on her personally.”

By now, Johnson and Chuck were less than thirty feet away from where we stood. I looked around quickly, trying to see if I could find something I could use to delay their progress, but, unfortunately, I had nothing but my fists. I did, of course, have my Powers and Skills, but if I attacked the two agents now, I would ruin our entire plan and probably just get myself killed, if not deleted outright. I cursed myself for not bringing at least a bucket of soapy water we could have used to ‘accidentally’ spill in their path and slow them down. Some janitors we were.

As it turned out, however, I didn’t need to do anything because Cy strode forward toward the two Department agents and, holding his hands out, said, “Stop!”

Surprisingly enough, Johnson and Chuck both stopped as soon as Cy spoke. They looked around for a moment as if confused about where that voice had come from, before Johnson suddenly noticed Cy standing a few feet away from them and snapped, “Who are you?”

“One of the janitors whose job it is to keep this place nice and shiny clean,” said Cy without missing a beat. “And right now, I invoke the almighty authority granted to me by my janitorial title to tell you both to stop.”

I gritted my teeth. What the hell did Cy think he was doing? He was even weaker than me. Didn’t he realize what Johnson and Chuck would do to him if he pissed them off?

“And just why should we stop?” said Johnson, tilting his head to the side. “I don’t see any problems. Do you, Agent Omar?”

Chuck’s eyes wandered over to me and seemed to fix on my face briefly, as if he recognized me before he shook his head and said, “No, sir, I do not.”

That was weird. Humantis’ Secret Identity was still in effect. It seemed to be fooling Johnson—who did not seem to realize he was talking to Cy—but unless my eyes were deceiving me, it seemed like Chuck somehow saw right through it. The fact that he didn’t out us right away was weird, but perhaps he just wasn’t sure. Or maybe he didn’t want to help his boss after all.

“Obviously, you guys can’t see anything because it’s all in the Data Room,” said Cy, thrusting a thumb over his shoulder. “The floor is, like, super wet in there. If you went inside, you’d probably slip on the floor and crack your skulls open. It’s just not safe.”

“Then we’ll just walk carefully,” said Johnson. He took a step forward. “I’m not afraid of getting my shoes a little wet if it means I can confirm that the Test Subject is secure.”

Cy, however, sidestepped into Johnson’s path, still showing no fear or hesitation. “Nope, you don’t want to do that. Unless you want to get crap on your shoes, that is.”

Johnson’s eyes fell on Cy. “What? What are you talking about?”

Cy shrugged. “Oh, nothing but perhaps the most epic plumbing problem in the history of plumbing. Would you care to hear a tale? A tale of poop and toilet water?”

“I don’t have time for stories,” Johnson snapped. “Move. Or else.”

Still undaunted, however, Cy said, “Once upon a time, there was a Facility guard who needed to take a crap. His name was George and he had eaten a delicious, but ultimately deadly, bean burrito sandwich sold by that nice Mexican lady on the street. But Mexican food had never agreed with his colon, so George had to rush into the nearest bathroom to take the biggest crap of his life.”

Cy’s voice suddenly lowered, as if he was telling a scary story. “George did take the biggest crap of his life, but it turned out, it was also the biggest crap that the Facility’s plumbing system had ever dealt with. It totally backed up all of the Facility’s toilets and plumbing. Water gushed out from the toilets like a typhoon, a typhoon of crap, while pipes groaned under the heavy burden of George’s crap. But do you know what the worst part about it all was?”

Cy said that last sentence in a harsh whisper like he was about to tell the greatest secrets of the universe. Bizarrely enough, Johnson and Chuck actually appeared to be interested in his story. They even leaned forward slightly when Cy asked that last question as if they were eagerly awaiting the twist that Cy’s mysterious question promised them.

Cy’s face became dead serious. “The worst part of it was that there was no toilet paper in George’s stall. None at all. And to this day, some kids on the block still insist they can hear George’s cries of anguish when you go into the bathroom where he crapped his last, punctuated by mysterious Mexican music whose source cannot be identified through mere mortal senses alone. The end.”

Both Johnson and Chuck wore almost identical expressions of disgust and confusion at Cy’s story. I had to admit, I felt pretty much the same way and wondered where Cy had even gotten that story from. Knowing Cy’s rather, er, ‘unique’ mind, I was willing to believe he had just made up the entire thing on the spot.

“Was … was that a real story you just told us?” asked Johnson. He sounded genuinely confused.

“I do not think so, Director Johnson,” said Chuck. He looked at Cy quickly. “Was it?”

“It’s based off a true story I read on the Internet once,” said Cy. “But, long story short, you really don’t want to go into the Data Room right now. Not unless you want to kill your own nostrils with the noxious fumes from the—”

“Okay, I get it,” said Director Johnson, holding up his hands. “No need for the graphic details.”

“But the details are what make a story come alive,” said Cy in astonishment. “Good storytellers always include even the tiniest details in order to bring a story to life.”

“That is one story that can remain dead,” said Director Johnson. He hesitated. “But … given the presence of you two here … perhaps there is some truth to your story. I seem to recall the Data Room having its own personal bathroom for workers to use so they didn’t need to cross halfway across the Facility just to relieve themselves.”

“I do believe you are correct, Director,” said Chuck. He looked like he was about to puke. “If so, then perhaps it would not be to our advantage to enter the Data Room right away.”

“You are correct, Agent Omar,” said Director Johnson quickly, perhaps a little too quickly. “Yes, we can still check on the Test Subject ourselves. No need to go to the Data Room if we don’t have to.”

“Quite so,” said Chuck. “Do you think we should leave or—?”

“Yes, of course,” said Director Johnson. He suddenly shifted his attention to Cy. “I hope you and your fellow janitors are able to get this problem fixed quickly. The very last thing we need is for the files in the Data Room to become corrupted by, er, plumbing issues.”

Cy gave Director Johnson the thumbs up. “No worries, Director man! We’re working on it even as we speak. We’ll have it fixed by tomorrow morning and all your files will be good as new.”

“Good to know,” said Director Johnson, nodding. “Now, Agent Omar, let us depart. We can take the elevator down into the basement.”

The two Department agents turned and walked back the way they came. I suddenly started breathing again. In fact, I hadn’t even realized until this moment that I had been holding my breath through the entire conversation. I had been expecting it to go south at any moment, yet somehow Cy—clumsy old Cy—had managed to trick two high-level Department agents into leaving. Granted, he had to gross them (and me) out to do it, but he did it.

“Well, that was easy,” said Cy, putting his hands on his hips and watching the two Department agents go. “I thought for sure they were going to ignore my story and go into the Data Room anyway.”

“That was amazing, more than anything,” I said, still being careful to keep my voice low to avoid being heard by the Department agents. “The entire mission could have failed right there and then if you hadn’t come up with that story. And they even believed it, too.”

Cy shrugged. “What can I say? I am a very entertaining storyteller. Maybe not the best, but I ain’t afraid to toot my own horn.”

I scratched my chin. “That was actually very similar to what Humantis did earlier with that guard. Did you get the idea from him?”

Cy suddenly became interested in the laces of his shoes. “Oh, that? Well, it’s probably just a coincidence. Using stories to fool people is not exactly unique.”

I frowned. Cy was suddenly acting the way he always did whenever we talked about his past. Something told me he had picked up that particular skill of his from someone else, but I decided that now was not the time to pursue that line of questioning.

“Well, good job anyway,” I said. “I bet it won’t be much longer now before Humantis and Butterfly finish downloading the files. Once they’re done, we’ll finally be able to leave. We’ll finally be able to avenge Busker.”

“Avenge Busker, now?” said an eerily familiar feminine voice behind me. “I would like to see you try.”

I whirled around just in time for a thick metal chain to shoot out of the darkness behind me. The metal chain slammed into me and wrapped around me, knocking me flat off my feet onto the floor. A second, identical chain also shot out of the darkness and wrapped around Cy, forcing him down onto the floor as well.

As soon as I hit the floor, I got this status notification:

Debuff added: Restrained. Agility and Evasion -50%. Duration: Until chain breaks.

My eyes widened in shock, but I nonetheless struggled to break the chains. Unfortunately, they were too thick for me to break, making me feel like I was having the life squeezed out of me.

“Cy, are you okay?” I said, looking at Cy.

Cy shook his head. “Can … barely … breathe …”

“Good,” said the feminine voice from the shadows. “Perhaps that will keep you from blathering on like an idiot.”

That was when a woman stepped out of the shadows. At first, I thought she was Armore due to the Powered Armor she wore. But then I noticed that this woman’s Powered Armor was thicker and more tank-like than Armore’s. Her colors were different, too, being purple and black. Two thick chains emerged from her wrists like Spider-Man’s webbing, her large hands closed tightly around the chains. The nametag [HERO IRON LADY] hovered over her head, but I didn’t recognize the name.

“Who the heck are you?” I said through gritted teeth. “Another NPC guard?”

“I am not an NPC,” said the woman. “But I see you don’t recognize me. Let me show you my face and see if that rings a few bells.”

Iron Lady’s faceplate flipped up all by itself. When it did, I gasped when I saw her face and recognized her for who she was.

“No, it can’t be …” I said.

Amelia Banks, the Department of VR agents appointed to watch over me, smiled. “Glad you recognize me. It will make your inevitable death that much sweeter.”


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

 

Seeing Amelia standing there in her Powered Armor caused a million and a half questions to explode in my mind. I had so many questions that I wasn’t sure which to ask first, but eventually, I managed to stutter, “H-How? I thought you were off work for the weekend.”

Amelia shook her head. “Technically, I am. But I couldn’t stand not knowing what you were doing. I knew you were up to no good—tried to tell Director Johnson as much—but he wouldn’t believe me. No one would believe me. But now, I have proof, the proof I’ve been looking for. I can now prove you are a direct threat to the Department’s existence, just like Atmosfear. And like Atmosfear, you need to be eliminated.”

Amelia’s chain suddenly became electrified. I screamed in pain as her electric chains shocked me. Despite the intensity of the pain, I only lost a small amount of Health, but the sensation of getting electrocuted was so unpleasant that I didn’t want to go through it again if I could help it.

“What’s this?” said Amelia in a soft, almost crazy, voice. “You don’t like being electrocuted? Well, that makes two of us.”

Gritting my teeth, I said, “Why aren’t you in your Avatar? Why are you wearing a suit of armor and have a Hero name like you’re a player or something?”

“That’s because I am a player,” said Amelia. “Perhaps you don’t know this, but all Department agents have their own player character independent from their Avatar to play as. Our unique characters are supposed to help us blend in with the other Capes Online players better and make it easier to infiltrate potentially dangerous groups and organizations operating within the game world itself. Also, because I am not in my office, I don’t have access to my Avatar, meaning I had to use my personal GamePod to enter Capes Online to stop you.”

“I see,” I said. “What made you even think I would be here tonight? We took measure to—”

“You think I didn’t notice?” said Amelia. Her left eye twitched slightly. “Come on, now. I noticed how you suddenly became best friends with Maximilian, another Project Second Life participant, and how you two would spend hours in secret rooms not visible to our monitoring devices. Director Johnson always told me it was because of the deal we struck with Max when Project Second Life was created, but that never convinced me. I knew you were up to something, Nyle Maxwell, and I am happy to know that I was right.”

I bit my lower lip. Even though I had been aware of Amelia’s observation of me, I hadn’t realized until just now how closely she had been watching me. I had thought that Max’s security precautions would be enough to throw off any suspicions, but it looked like Amelia had been aware of what we were trying to do the whole time.

“I figured you would try to break into the Facility,” said Amelia. “Especially while I was off from work. You probably didn’t believe me when I said Busker was dead. Or maybe you did, but you wanted to know all the details, details I did not share with you. And what better place to check for those answers than the Facility?”

“How long have you been waiting for us?” I asked. I still struggled to free myself, but the chains were too thick and strong for me to break very easily, although I could feel them starting to give away under my pressure.

“I just logged on a few minutes ago,” said Amelia. “I was worried I might be late at first, but when I got here and saw you two idiots standing here by yourselves, I knew I was just in time. You thought you were so much smarter than me, that you could outwit me, but you clearly have no idea what you’re dealing with.”

I scowled, but said, “Well, you’re late. We just convinced your boss and one of your coworkers to leave. If you had gotten here just a few minutes sooner—”

“On the contrary, Winter,” said another voice behind me, “I would say Agent Banks picked an excellent time to show up.”

Startled, I looked over my shoulder and saw Director Johnson and Agent Omar standing there. Director Johnson wore an expression of pure anger on his features, while Chuck looked like he was afraid that a big fight was about to break out. He wrung his hands, his face paler than usual.

“Oh,” said Amelia with a smirk. “Hi, Director. I see you got my message.”

“I did indeed,” said Director Johnson. His eyes darted toward me. “I can’t believe I didn’t notice it was Winter before. My eyes must be failing me in my old age.”

“They must be using some kind of shape-shifting power to alter their appearances,” Chuck added weakly. “It would explain why neither of us recognized them before.”

“It doesn’t really matter,” said Amelia. She cracked her chains, which took a few more HP off my Health bar. “What really matters is dealing with these two, with punishing them, as they so rightly deserve.”

“Yes, Amelia, we will punish them at some point, but right now I want to find out if they are alone,” said Director Johnson. “It’s obvious to me that they are in league with the attackers. If I had to guess, I would say the attackers attacked the Facility in order to draw out the guards, allowing Nyle and his Sidekick here to sneak in undetected, likely with some help on the inside.”

“Agreed, Director,” said Amelia. She nodded at the door to the Data Room. “And I feel that more of their accomplices are probably in the Data Room right now, downloading all of our most precious and important information even as we speak.”

“I knew it,” said Director Johnson. “That’s why they came up with that poop story to trick us.”

“The … poop story, Director?” said Amelia in confusion.

Johnson waved his hand. “Never mind. The point is that I suspected something was up, but I didn’t realize exactly what was up.”

Johnson then walked up to me. He knelt down before me, his arms on his knees, as he looked down at me with a vicious expression on his face. “You managed to fool me well, Nyle, but you won’t fool me for much longer. Tell me, who are you working with?”

I gritted my teeth. “You can go jump off a cliff, Johnson.”

Johnson, however, shook his head. “Not good enough. But very well. I know for a fact that the Data Room has no exits. All we have to do is wait until your accomplices come out and play. We’ll be waiting for them right here and they won’t even see it coming.”

Dang it. I wished there was some way I could warn Humantis and Butterfly about what was going on. Even if they successfully downloaded all of the Department’s top-secret files, it would all be for naught once they left the Data Room and walked right into the waiting arms of Johnson and the other two agents. I didn’t even dare send them a Team chat because I was afraid the Department might somehow notice.

“Then tell me why you are doing this at all,” said Johnson. “Why would you go to all this effort, risk your own life, knowing what would happen if we found out what you are doing? We have warned you several times already what would happen if you continued to get into trouble. You didn’t strike me as the kind to try to overthrow proper authority, much less undermine it in the way you have.”

I looked directly into Johnson’s eyes. “Busker Burn. My brother, Joseph. You guys killed him. Killed him in cold blood.”

Realization dawned in Johnson’s eyes. “Is that what this is all about, then? Revenge for the death of your brother?”

“The murder of my brother, you mean,” I said. “You murdered my brother in his own room. I saw the footage with my own eyes, you—”

“How did you see the footage on Joseph’s computer with your own eyes?” asked Johnson skeptically. “We didn’t post that footage online or made it available anywhere the public could have seen it. Unless …”

Johnson suddenly looked from me to the Data Room door. I could see the gears in his head ticking as he began to realize just who I was working with.

“The Hackers,” said Johnson.

“What about them, Director?” asked Amelia.

Johnson stood up. “Nyle is working with the Hackers to break into the Facility and steal our information. It makes sense. It explains how he got in here, how he even knows about the Facility’s existence, why Armore and Tankman attacked the Facility, and why he and his Sidekick are in front of the Data Room. The Hackers have been trying to get our secrets for a very long time now and they somehow figured out that the Data Room is where they are kept. It also explains how he saw the footage. Joseph’s computer must have sent it out to the Hackers at some point, which is how Nyle saw it.”

Wow. I hadn’t realized just how smart Johnson was. He managed to put all of that together surprisingly fast. I guess there was a reason he was the Director of the Department of VR after all, although it was also kind of scary because it meant that it would be hard to fool him for long.

“If the Hackers are here, then that changes everything,” said Amelia. “What should we do, Director?”

Johnson gestured at Chuck. “Agent Omar, I need you to go into the Data Room and stop the Hackers who are likely already in there now. I give you full permission to do whatever is necessary to stop them, up to and including full deletion.”

“Yes, Director Johnson, sir,” said Chuck with a bow.

Chuck then walked over to the door to the Data Room, but before he entered, he glanced over at me and seemed to wear a regretful expression on his face. It was like he felt guilty for not being able to help me, but I understood. He was just following his boss’ orders, after all. As a former police officer, I could understand that just fine. It didn’t make his actions any less painful, though.

Then Chuck opened the door and entered the Data Room. I tried to scream for Humantis and Butterfly to watch out, but then Amelia sent another electroshock through her chains and I found myself unable to speak more than a few words.

“As for you, Nyle, I think we are going to put you away for a very long time,” said Johnson, putting his hands on his hips. “We still won’t delete you, but neither will we allow you to continue to run around any longer. Instead, we will put you in a place that even you won’t be able to escape from. You and your Sidekick. If you think the restrictions we put on you earlier were bad, just wait until you find yourself spending the rest of your days in a jail cell roughly the size of my closet.”

I scowled deeply, but there was no way I could save myself. I wasn’t strong enough. Even if I could break Amelia’s chains, I would still have to fight Johnson himself, who, in his Avatar mode, was practically invincible for all intents and purposes. There was also the fact, of course, that Chuck was about to deal with Humantis and Butterfly, which would definitely spell the end for our mission for good.

But I couldn’t allow that. No matter how bad the odds were, I had to fight.

Wrapping my hands around the chains, I activated Freezing Touch. Ice suddenly formed along my chains all the way up to Amelia’s arms. Amelia cried out in shock, but not before I shattered the chains with a tug of my arms. The frozen end of the chains flew backward and hit Amelia in the chest, while I used Freezing Touch to free Cy from his chains as well.

Jumping to my feet, I summoned my twin Ice Daggers and rushed toward Johnson. I slashed my Ice Daggers down on his face, but of course, my Ice Daggers just passed through his face like it wasn’t there at all.

That was when Johnson grabbed my neck with a steel-like grip and squeezed. Suddenly unable to breathe, I grabbed his arm as Johnson lifted me off my feet. I struggled to free myself, but Johnson’s grip was so tight that it felt like my neck was being crushed in a vice grip.

“Did you already forget that we Avatars are invincible?” said Johnson. “Or are you just delusional? Either way, I think I’ll finish you off now and send you back to your Base. That way, it will be easier to find you later once we finish eliminating your fellow Hackers. But I will make sure that your death is as painful as possible before you go.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

 

I couldn’t breathe. My lungs hurt for air. In the corner of my eye, I saw my Health bar dropping rapidly the tighter Johnson gripped my neck. I had a lot of Health, but even I knew that soon my Health would bottom out and then I would die. Sure, I would respawn in my Base, but as Johnson said, that would just leave me trapped in a place where the Department would be able to find me. I wouldn’t be able to help the other Hackers for at least an hour, but an hour was really all Johnson and the others needed to completely end this mission and the Hackers themselves.

A notification did appear in my vision briefly when I attacked Johnson, but I had to minimize it because I frankly didn’t have time for notifications. All I could do was hope for the pain to end soon. Johnson was right that he was making the very last moments of my life the most painful. I could tell that he could have finished me off much sooner than he was in the process of doing, but then he wouldn’t be able to enjoy my pain and suffering if he did that. Sadistic jerk.

Right when my Health reached the halfway point, I heard glass shatter somewhere above us and out of the corner of my eye saw shards of glass falling from the ceiling. Realizing it must have been the Facility’s glass ceiling breaking, I wondered who it was.

“What was that?” said Johnson, looking out over the railing at the falling glass. “Why did the ceiling break?”

“I don’t know, sir,” said Amelia, who was also looking out at the glass, though she still kept a firm grip on Cy. “Perhaps it was—”

Amelia didn’t get a chance to finish her sentence because at that moment a figure shot down through the air and into Johnson himself. The impact sent Johnson flying. He slammed into the wall hard enough to leave a crater the size and shape of himself. Although the attack didn’t seem to actually hurt him—which was impossible to tell without being able to see his Health bar—he seemed stunned and perhaps a bit dazed by the blow.

When Johnson had been sent flying, he had also dropped me and I had fallen onto my hands and knees. Breathing hard, I took in several deep breaths of sweet air before a familiar voice above me said, “Need a hand?”

I looked up and was shocked to see Max’s familiar face looking down at me. His huge hand was reaching down toward me and he wore a grin of triumph on his lips.

“M-Max?” I said, my voice still hoarse from nearly having the life choked out of me. “Is that … you?”

“In the flesh,” said Max. “Sorry I was late. I had a bit of trouble trying to figure out the best way in. The front door was locked, but I discovered that the glass ceiling was not nearly so secure. Now, let me help you up.”

Astonished, I nonetheless took Max’s hand and he helped me to my feet. I quickly took a Health Drink out of my inventory and downed it in one gulp. My Health bar instantly healed to full at the same time that my throat and neck stopped hurting from Johnson’s pressure. It was a wonderful relief. Capes Online might have had a lot of inconveniences, but if there was one thing this game did have over the real world, it was how Health Drinks acted both as refreshing drinks and healing potions. I now felt like I could go toe-to-toe with anyone now.

“How did you know we were in trouble?” I asked Max.

“Because your Sidekick sent me a message informing me as much,” said Max. He nodded at Cy. “He’s a quick thinker.”

“Thanks,” said Cy with a beaming smile. “I wasn’t sure you would answer, but it looks like I was right.”

“You shouldn’t have worried about that,” said Max, putting his hands on his hips. “Hackers never leave other Hackers behind. That is not the Hacker way.”

“The Hacker way, eh?” said a voice before us. “I always assumed the Hacker way was code for breaking the law.”

Max and I looked over to see Johnson pulling himself out of the crater shaped like himself. His suit was dustier than usual, but otherwise Johnson looked unharmed. But he also looked absolutely pissed. I had never seen him get this angry before. It was like someone had just killed his puppy right in front of his face.

“Johnson,” said Max, showing not even one hint of fear as he looked at the Director. “Long time, no see. You are as forgiving of others as ever.”

“And you are just as untrustworthy as ever, Max,” said Johnson. He dusted off his jacket while keeping his eyes trained firmly on us. “I had no idea you were part of the Hackers, but it makes sense now that I think about it. After all, the Hackers need funding from somewhere and you are obviously in the best position to provide them with that.”

“Then you don’t know me nearly as well as you think you do, Johnson,” said Max. “If you had, you wouldn’t be surprised at all. I’ve always loathed government intervention in anything and have always assumed that unelected bureaucrats like you are one of America’s biggest problems. It will be more than a pleasure to beat your smug face into paste.”

Johnson looked down at his dirty suit and frowned. “How did you even touch me? I was told that Avatars cannot be touched by ordinary players unless we will it.”

Max raised his white gauntlets, a grim smile on his face. “That would be thanks to these gauntlets that a friend of mine made. I call them the Avatar Killers.”

Johnson snarled. “So what if you can touch me now? That won’t save you from deletion.”

Johnson raised his hands, probably to access Max’s account, but then Max rushed toward Johnson and thrust both of his fists at Johnson’s face. Johnson managed to catch the two fists with his hands, but I could tell he was putting a lot of effort into holding Max’s fists back.

“You’re assuming I’ll even give you a chance to do that,” said Max without a hint of strain in his voice. “As I said, smashing your face into paste will be a great pleasure.”

“Director Johnson!” said Amelia in surprise. “I will save you!”

Amelia raised a hand, likely to unleash some sort of electrical blast at Max, but I fired Ice Beam at her. My Ice Beam hit her in the chest, sending Amelia staggering backward. At the same time, I used Freezing Touch to freeze the chains holding down Cy and then smashed them with my fist, freeing him from Amelia’s grasp.

Cy immediately jumped to his feet and said, “Thanks for the save, boss! I didn’t think I would be able to get out of there for a while there.”

“No problem,” I said. “But the fight isn’t over yet.”

I was right. Although my attack had knocked a few points off Amelia’s Health bar, it didn’t actually take her out. She regained her balance and glared at me with absolute hatred in her eyes. “If you want to fight, Winter, then I will be more than happy to oblige you.”

Amelia thrust her arms forward. Thick chains shot out of her wrists again and wrapped around both me and Cy, but instead of electrocuting us, she thrust her arms to the right and sent us both flying off the second floor and to the atrium below.

Cy and I hit the floor hard, though it only took a couple of points of Health off my bar. Nonetheless, I did get this debuff which read:

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

I was really starting to hate that debuff, but I managed to get to my feet just in time to see Amelia falling toward us. Using Dodge, I rolled to the side and avoided her just in the nick of time. She landed with a crash on the floor where I’d been lying just moments previously. Cy and I rolled away until we were several feet away from her, at which point we got to our feet and turned to face her. I had to admit it was kind of hard to face her with Dazed impairing my mind, but I forced myself to stand up and not let my guard down.

“Give up, Nyle,” said Amelia with a hiss. “If you keep fighting, then I will eventually be forced to kill you.”

“Come on,” I said. “I know you want to kill me, Amelia. You and your boss. I’ve caused you guys so much trouble that I doubt I’m worth the headache I give you guys. I bet you’ve wanted to kill me since the moment we first met.”

“I have always hated you, that’s true, but I’ve never wanted to kill you,” said Amelia. “Well, not until now, anyway. You have shown that you are a threat to the Department of VR and Capes Online in general. That is why you must be eliminated.”

Amelia raised her hands and shot the chains out of her wrists. The chains hit the floor, but as soon as they did, they began to wriggle and move like snakes. Startled, I Scanned the chains to find out what the heck was going on here:

Chain Snake

LEVELS: 20-22

ALIGNMENT: Hero

CLASS: N/A

WEAK POINT: Head

WEAKNESS: Fire

RARITY: Uncommon

Robots that resemble living chains but act like snakes, Chain Snakes are not terribly difficult to kill but are incredibly annoying to fight due to their high Agility and Evasion. Additionally, some Chain Snakes at higher levels can be built with poison glands that allow them to poison any enemy they sink their fangs into. It is advised that you avoid fighting them in close combat. A Synth Group (TM) product.

“Like them?” asked Amelia with a smirk. “I got them as a reward for completing a mission not too long ago. They are very efficient at capturing enemies. They are even better at squeezing them to death.”

As if to prove Amelia’s point, one of the Chains Snakes shot toward me with its fangs opened wide. I just barely managed to Dodge at the last second, avoiding getting its fangs in my arm at the last possible moment. Skidding backward across the floor, I fired two Ice Beams at the attacking Chain Snake, but it dodged the Ice Beams and lunged toward me. Once again, I just barely managed to Dodge it, being forced to jump to the side to avoid getting bitten.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Cy was dealing with the second Chain Snake. Although Cy was even faster than me, he still seemed to be having trouble keeping up with the Chain Snake, which kept snapping at his feet every time they touched the floor. All the while, Amelia watched us with a look of supreme satisfaction on her face, as if this was private entertainment made just for her.

But I couldn’t focus on Amelia at the moment. I had to put all of my energy into dodging the Chain Snake, but every Dodge cost me a little Stamina, and it wouldn’t be long before I ran out. So I decided to get on the offensive.

When the Chain Snake lunged toward me again, I Dodged it at the last possible moment. As the Chain Snake clasped its jaw shut, I brought one of my Ice Daggers down on its neck. The Ice Dagger cut into its neck but unfortunately did not cut all the way through it.

It did, however, cause the Chain Snake to growl in pain and snap at me faster than I could react. The Chain Snake’s fangs sank into my right arm, making me cry out in pain as this notification appeared before my eyes:

Debuff added: Chain Snake Poison. -1 HP/4 seconds. Duration: 5 minutes.

Reading the notification actually made the pain feel even worse than before. At the same time, my anger shot through me. Red colored my vision as I thought about how smug Amelia looked while we desperately tried to survive her stupid pets.

Thus, instead of trying to shake the Chain Snake off my arm, I grabbed its neck and activated Freezing Touch. Ice exploded from my other hand and quickly covered all of the Chain Snake’s body. The Chain Snake’s eyes widened in shock when it realized what was happening, but even it wasn’t fast enough to outrace my ice.

In seconds, the Chain Snake became completely frozen from head to toe, prompting this notification to appear in my vision:

Debuff added: Frozen. [Chain Snake 1]’s Agility and Evasion -100%. Duration: 10 minutes.

I smiled in triumph, despite the Chain Snake’s Poison continuing to drain me of Health. I ripped the frozen Chain Snake off my arm and slammed it onto the floor as hard as I could, making the Chain Snake explode into a million pieces.

Standing upright, I was just about to pull out an Antidote to cure myself of the Chain Snake Poison when I heard Cy cry out, “Help!”

Looking over at Cy, I saw that his battle with his Chain Snake wasn’t going nearly as well as mine did. He was lying on the ground, the Chain Snake’s body wrapped around his. The Chain Snake was trying to bite his face, but Cy was holding it back with both of his hands. Unfortunately, Strength was one of Cy’s weakest Stats and there was a good chance he was going to get himself killed if I didn’t save him fast.

But before I could move to help him, Amelia body-slammed me out of nowhere and sent me flying. I landed on the floor and went rolling for several more feet until I came to a stop.

Dazed, I nonetheless shook my head and looked up to see Amelia walking toward me. She was holding her hands out toward me, her palms glowing with purple energy, her faceplate down and making it impossible for me to see her face, although I knew she was wearing a bloodthirsty smirk on her features.

“So you killed one of my pets,” said Amelia. “No problem. I can always make more. But I know you can’t always make more Sidekicks. It’s just going to be you and me. Your Sidekick can fend for himself.”

Grunting, I slowly rose to my feet and said, “Where’s your Sidekick, by the way? I thought everyone had one.”

“I fired mine some time ago,” said Amelia simply. “I rarely use the Iron Lady character, so I didn’t see any point in having a Sidekick. Besides, my Chain Snakes do a fine job supporting me anyway. Much better than my old, useless Sidekick, at any rate.”

I panted hard and glanced at my Health bar. My Health bar was almost to the halfway point now. That wouldn’t have been a problem if I hadn’t been in battle with Amelia. Although I wasn’t sure what level she was, it was clear that she was a lot stronger than me, but I still had to end this fight quickly.

I ran toward Amelia, causing her to shoot her energy blasts at me. But at the last second I activated Flight and flew over her head. Her energy blasts totally missed me as I flew over her head, landed behind her, and then grabbed her with both of my hands.

“Gotcha,” I said with a smirk as I activated Freezing Touch.

Ice exploded from the palms of my hands all over her armor, but then I heard what sounded like an engine kick in and the surface of her armor suddenly became as hot as an oven. Crying out in shock and pain, I staggered backward and looked down at my hands. They were now as black as burnt toast, smoking slightly as a notification appeared before me:

Debuff added: Burn [Hands]. -1 HP/10 seconds. -50% Dexterity. Powers requiring use of hands are now 50% more likely to miss. Duration: 5 minutes.

I barely had time to register just how screwed I was before Amelia whirled around and fired an energy blast in my chest. The blast sent me flying until I crashed into the floor and rolled for several feet until I hit the base of the fountain.

Dazed, I shook my head and noticed that I now had less than half Health left, getting close to a quarter now. And with Amelia now approaching me, I had a feeling I was going to be screwed unless I came up with a solution fast.
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The situation looked grim. Cy was still fighting the final Chain Snake, while I was dealing with Amelia herself. It didn’t help that I was suffering from two debuffs now, which were both slowly but surely draining me of my Health. If things kept going the way they were, Amelia might not even need to finish me herself. The debuffs she inflicted on me would be more than sufficient to take me out, given enough time.

Overhead, I heard what sounded like Max and Johnson fighting each other, but I had no idea who was winning and who was losing. I also had no idea whether Chuck had succeeded in stopping Humantis and Butterfly yet. Not that I was really concerned about either, however. Right now, I had my own problems to deal with.

Using the fountain for support, I rose to my feet. My hands hurt when I grabbed the lip of the fountain, but I ignored the pain in order to focus on Amelia, who was still walking toward me with an amused smirk on her face.

“You can still walk, even after all of that?” said Amelia. “I am not sure whether you’re especially courageous or just plain stupid. Given the level of intellect you’ve displayed so far, I am leaning toward the latter.”

I gritted my teeth but said nothing. Amelia’s armor apparently had the ability to heat itself up, which meant I couldn’t touch her long enough to use Freezing Touch on her. Her armor also gave her excellent Defense as well, meaning most of my direct attacks would do little damage against her. Given enough time, I might be able to whittle down her Health bit by bit, but with both of my debuffs rapidly draining me of my Health, I didn’t have enough time for anything else, or so it seemed to me.

I needed to find a way to end this battle in one move. Blizzard would probably do the trick even taking Amelia’s heating ability into account, but without Cy, I couldn’t use it. And there was no way Amelia would stand by long enough to let me free Cy from the Chain Snake. She’d kill Cy herself if she thought I was going to try to use our one and only Combo Power.

But then, I thought as my eyes fell on the fountain behind me, perhaps I didn’t need Cy in order to beat Amelia.

I jumped over the lip of the fountain and landed in the ankle-deep water. The water from the fountain was ice cold, but thanks to my Ice Man Costume, I barely felt it. I just waded through the water as fast as I could, trying not to slip on the dozens of pennies and coins no doubt tossed in here by Department workers for luck.

“Where are you going, Nyle?” asked Amelia in a mocking voice. “Going to run away? Or do you just want to play in the water?”

I ignored Amelia’s taunts. My eyes were on the fountain itself, which spewed tons of water into the air every second. It was spewing a ton of water on me, too, but I didn’t care. I would rather be wet than be dead.

Once I got close enough to the fountain itself, I examined it closely. It was shaped like a pillar, the water coming from some kind of piping system. It was so loud up close that I could no longer hear Amelia anymore, but I didn’t need to. A quick glance over my shoulder showed me that Amelia was now standing at the edge of the fountain, aiming one of her energy cannons at me. No doubt she thought I was trying to lure her into the fountain to freeze her, hence why she hadn’t jumped in.

Little did she know what I was really about to do.

Raising both of my fists, I summoned all of my Super Strength and smashed both of my fists against the fountain. The rock of the fountain crumbled under the combined blows from my fists and suddenly the water went gushing everywhere. I heard Amelia cry out in confusion behind me, but again I ignored her. Making my way around the fountain, I put my hands on the water and activated Freezing Touch.

Normally, Freezing Touch merely froze beings or objects, but I didn’t just want to freeze this water. I didn’t even want to freeze all of it, not entirely. I just wanted to focus on this one part, shaping it and freezing it into the shape I needed it to be in order for my plan to work.

At first, it was almost impossible to control the spewing water. It was kind of like trying to hold down a lid on a boiling pot of water. I even thought my plan wasn’t going to work at first, but then I felt something shift within me and suddenly I saw how I could do it. I carefully but firmly moved my hands around the water, Freezing Touch freezing the liquid into the exact shape I wanted. I forgot about everything else around me—even my own rapidly declining Health—in order to focus on crafting and shaping the perfect ice creation.

And that perfect ice creation just happened to be a thick, ice bowl that forced the spewing water to shoot toward Amelia in one concentrated blast.

Amelia didn’t have any time to dodge. The water smashed into her chest with the force of a cannon. It didn’t knock her off her feet, but it did make her hold her hands in front of her face as she vainly attempted to fight the water off. Unfortunately for her, water pressure was a bitch and it was slowly but surely winning the battle against her thick, powerful armor.

But I wasn’t done yet.

With Freezing Touch still active, I put one hand on the concentrated water beam and suddenly the water beam started to freeze. Ice shot across the water toward Amelia, who was still battling uselessly against the water.

The ice froze the water beam, but it also washed over Amelia in waves. I saw Amelia raise one hand—perhaps to try to shoot one last energy blast at me—before her entire armor froze. Not just her armor, however. The water beam itself was now frozen from top to bottom. At one end was the fountain itself, no longer able to pump out water anymore. At the other end was Amelia, who now resembled a very realistic ice statue.

That was when I got another notification:

Debuff added: Frozen. [Hero Amelia] -100% Agility and Movement. Duration: 5 minutes.

I grinned widely but knew better than to celebrate early. I ran across the now-frozen surface of the fountain and, jumping off, landed in front of Amelia. Rearing back my fists, I slammed them both directly into Amelia’s chest.

Amelia exploded into a million ice shards. She didn’t even get a chance to scream as her whole body shattered. Chunks of frozen metal and flesh flew everywhere, and when she died, I got this notification:

You killed [Hero Amelia]! +3,000 EXP, -10% Hero Alignment for killing a fellow Hero. +10% for killing a Hero. Current Alignment: Hero [90%], Villain [10%]. Go to your Alignment status on your character screen for more information about your Alignment.

ERROR: Due to being Level-Locked, you are not awarded any EXP from killing [Hero Amelia].

What the hell? I guess it made sense that there would be negative consequences for killing a fellow Hero, even if it was in self-defense, but it still sucked anyway. At least it was just a ten percent drop. Hopefully, I’d be able to fix that by completing a few Hero missions.

My thoughts were interrupted by yet another notification:

WARNING! Health >10%.

Uh oh. A glance at my current Health bar showed me that it was indeed in the red now. I quickly drank a Health Drink and an Antidote in rapid succession and was pleased to see my Health bar return to full and my debuffs get lifted. That was a close one. If the game’s warning system hadn’t alerted me to how low my Health was, Amelia might have succeeded in killing me after all.

Wiping the green Antidote from my lips, I also remembered Cy and looked over to where I had last seen Cy fighting the Chain Snake. “Cy! Are you—”

I stopped speaking when I saw Cy standing all by himself in the spot where he had been fighting the Chain Snake. The Chain Snake itself was nowhere to be seen. I didn’t even see its body. It was like it had just disappeared into thin air.

“Cy, what happened to the Chain Snake that you were fighting?” I asked Cy.

Cy pointed up with one finger. “Wait for it …”

A split second later, the Chain Snake crashed into the floor hard enough to crack it. Its skull exploded open and its Health bar instantly dropped to zero.

“There it is,” said Cy, pointing at the ruined remains of the Chain Snake. “That must have hurt, though.”

Startled, I looked up at the sky but didn’t see anything except for a large hole in the glass ceiling, likely created by Max when he came to our rescue. “What … how did it get up into the sky?”

“It’s simple,” said Cy. “When I was wrestling the Chain Snake, I managed to get an opening and hit it with Gust. Gust is a damage-dealing move, but it also has the potential to send an enemy flying extremely high into the air. Gust is currently Level 5 for me, so I was able to send it flying five hundred feet straight up into the air.”

I gaped and looked at the remains of the Chain Snake again. “Meaning it probably died upon impact with the floor?”

“Yep,” said Cy cheerfully. “Poor guy didn’t know what was happening, but hey, at least he got to fly. How many Chain Snakes can ever say they get to do that?”

I shook my head, but more out of amazement than exasperation. Although Cy was still only about half as strong as me, it was easy to forget that in this game, how you used your Powers was almost as important as how powerful your Powers were. I had set Cy’s Growth to Auto when I first started playing Capes Online, which meant he had the freedom to distribute his PPs and SPs however he wanted. It looked like Cy had invested them well.

Before I could say anything else, however, I got a couple more notifications:

For standing up to an enemy you knew you couldn’t defeat, that requires real Courage. +1 Courage. Check out your Hero Stats on your character screen for the current distribution of your Hero Points.

Skill Level Up: Dodge [Level 5]. You can now Dodge incoming enemy attacks +5% better. Additionally, you can now Dodge attacks from behind +1% better. Continue to level up your Skills further in order to become the Hero you are meant to be!

New Skill Unlocked: Shaping [Level 1]. With this Skill, it is now easier to shape substances like water to your preferred shape. Continue to level up your Skills in order to become the Hero you are meant to be!

“Oh, cool,” I said. “Dodge leveled up again and I got a new Skill. I even got some Courage added to my Hero Stats, but I’m not sure what was so courageous about fighting Amelia. She wasn’t undefeatable.”

“Maybe you got it when you attacked Johnson earlier,” Cy suggested. “That was pretty brave if you ask me. After all, you couldn’t even hurt him.”

Ah. I looked at the timestamp on the Courage notification and saw that it was from a few minutes ago, right around the time I attacked Johnson. I recalled seeing a notification that had popped up when he was strangling me to death, but I just assumed that it just said I was being strangled to death or something. But hey, I wasn’t complaining. Courage was one of the Hero Stats I needed to boost the most.

“You’re probably right,” I said to Cy as I dismissed all of my current notifications. “Anyway, I think we should get back up to the second floor and see if Max needs our help. Or maybe see if Humantis and Butterfly need some help.”

Just as I said that Max suddenly came flying out of nowhere and slammed onto the floor near us. Startled, we looked at Max, whose bruised face and ripped Costume showed that he had definitely seen better days.

“Max?” I said to Max. “Are you okay? Can you still walk?”

Max groaned and sat up, rubbing the back of his head. “I think I will be fine, Winter, but—”

Johnson suddenly jumped down from the second floor and landed before us in a three-point landing before standing up again. Although he was smaller than either of us, I couldn’t deny that a hint of fear rose up within me when I saw Johnson arrive.

“So you defeated Amelia,” said Johnson. “Not surprising. Amelia should have used her Avatar to engage you in battle. That she did not tells me that she once again overestimated herself. I appreciate Amelia’s loyalty, but underestimating her enemies has always been one of her most glaring weaknesses.”

Cy and I took battle stances as Max rose to his feet, dusting off his Costume. Although Max had clearly taken quite a few hits, he was still willing to fight, which I thought was kind of amazing because I wasn’t sure most people would be able to take the kind of hits Max had taken and still keep fighting.

Then Johnson’s eyes flashed dangerously. “Unfortunately for you, I know exactly how dangerous you are.”
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Johnson rushed toward us with blinding fast speed. He moved even faster than your average Speedster, my eyes unable to keep track of his movements. But I could tell he was coming directly toward me. Unfortunately, I was too slow to be able to defend myself or stop him from reaching me.

But then Max jumped into my way and once again blocked Johnson’s fists with his own. This time, Max grunted deeply, a clear indication that his body was starting to reach its limits. Nonetheless, he held Johnson back with all of his strength, making me thankful that Max was on my side. If he could go toe-to-toe with a Department Avatar, then Max had to be a force to be reckoned with.

“Winter,” said Max in a strained voice as he held back Johnson. “Go check on Humantis and Butterfly. That other agent went in after them and I don’t know how well they are doing.”

“But don’t you need our help?” I said, watching with worry as Max did his best to restrain Johnson.

“I’ll be fine,” said Max, his voice straining harder than ever. “Go!”

I bit my lower lip but decided that Max could take care of himself. With a gesture at Cy, the two of us activated Flight and shot into the air back toward the second floor. I heard Johnson grunt angrily below, but I knew he wasn’t going to be chasing me as long as Max kept him distracted. I just hoped that Max would be able to last long enough for us to get Humantis and Butterfly out of here. If he wasn’t … well, I didn’t want to think about the kind of hell that was going to be unleashed upon us.

Landing on the second floor, Cy and I ran toward the door to the Data Room. Luckily for us, the door was still unlocked, so I thrust the door open and rushed inside. I came to a stop as soon as I saw what was going on.

The Data Room was much bigger than I imagined it would be. Huge, blinking servers formed a long aisle down the center of the room. The humming of their fans filled my ears, while the air was cold, although due to my Costume the cold air did not bother me that much. A few desks were situated here and there, probably the work stations for the workers who were employed here, but my attention was really drawn to the scene playing out in the middle of the room.

Chuck stood over Humantis. Although I normally didn’t think of Chuck as a terrifying person, I had to admit that seeing him standing there like that, with his hands dripping with blood, made me a bit more hesitant than usual to draw his attention. It was even weirder when you considered that Chuck didn’t have any bloodstains on his suit, just his hands.

Humantis, however, looked just awful. His face was bruised and beaten in several places. A bad gash along his forehead made his blood bleed out all over his face. His Costume was also bloodied, especially around his leg. I had no idea how he was still conscious after the obvious beating he took, much less alive. He didn’t look like he could even walk. As for Butterfly, I didn’t see her anywhere. Given how there wasn’t much room to hide in here, I could only assume the worst.

“Chuck!” I said. “Stop!”

Chuck—who had been reaching toward Humantis with his bloody hands—suddenly stopped and looked over at me with a surprised expression on his face. “Winter? What are you doing here? I thought Amelia was taking care of you.”

“I beat her,” I said. “And right now, Max is dealing with your boss.”

“Hmph,” said Chuck as he stood upright. “I am sorry we had to meet again like this. I wish we could have met again under different circumstances, but fate, it would seem, has different plans in store for us.”

My hands balled into fists. I had to admit Chuck was right. Out of all of the Department agents I had dealt with, Chuck was the only one who ever treated me well. I hated the idea of fighting him, and it wasn’t just because Chuck was a nigh-invincible Avatar, either. It was because I hated fighting anyone who had helped me in the past. I always believed in thanking people who helped you and treating them well. Picking a fight with them, even for good reasons, was the exact opposite of treating them well.

“I wish that, too, Chuck, but I still can’t let you kill Humantis,” I said. “I take it you already killed Butterfly?”

“His Sidekick?” Chuck inquired. He nodded. “Yes. She died easily. Humantis here, however, has held on a bit longer. But not for much longer, I am afraid.”

Although I didn’t know for sure, I suspected that Humantis was suffering from some kind of nasty debuffs due to how beat-up he looked. His Health bar, at the very least, was steadily draining away. He still had a fair bit of Health left—a lot more than you would expect someone in his state to have—but he looked like he was lying at death’s door. A Health Drink might heal him up, but I wouldn’t be able to get him a Health Drink as long as Chuck stood there.

“But we don’t need to fight, you know,” said Chuck. He looked down at his bloody hands. “I would rather not get your blood on my hands, if possible. Director Johnson only gave me orders to eliminate Humantis and his Sidekick. You, on the other hand, he wants alive. If you and your Sidekick surrender now, then I will be more than happy to spare your lives and ensure you are not treated unfairly in your captivity.”

I shook my head rapidly. “You know that’s not an option, Chuck. You guys have already taken away a lot of my freedom. You even took away my brother’s life. There is no chance in hell that I would ever willingly hand myself over to you guys.”

Chuck sighed. “You are making things far more difficult than they need to be, Nyle, but I suppose it makes sense. You have already displayed a rebellious streak five miles wide. It would be totally out of character for you to simply hand yourself over to me without a fight. Therefore, I will need to bring you in by force.”

Chuck raised his hand and snapped his fingers, Humantis’ blood flickering everywhere when he did that.

As soon as Chuck snapped his fingers, pain unlike anything I’d ever known before ripped through my body. I screamed in pain and fell down onto my hands and knees. The pain rippled through my form like water, making it impossible for me to think clearly long enough to use one of my Powers. I couldn’t even stand up straight. But this notification did appear in my eyes:

Debuff added: Excruciating Pain. -100% Agility, Evasion, and Intelligence. Duration: N/A.

Dang it. Somehow Chuck could simply force debuffs on us. I knew that the Avatars were invincible and insanely strong, but the ability to inflict debuffs onto other players with a simple snap of their fingers made them extremely overpowered.

“Please understand,” said Chuck. “I am only trying to inflict just enough pain on you to make you lose consciousness. I am not trying to kill you.”

Could have fooled me. The Excruciating Pain felt like all of my nerves were on fire. Reason was rapidly escaping me and soon I knew I wouldn’t even be able to think, much less speak and walk. My body wouldn’t respond to my mind’s signals to get up and walk. Still, I persisted in forcing myself to get up. No way was I going to let Chuck overpower me. Even if he wasn’t as bad as the other agents, I still didn’t want to be brought in by him. I needed to rise. I needed to fight.

That need—that powerful, overwhelming need—forced me to ignore the Excruciating Pain. I forced myself to stand, forced every nerve in my body to ignore the burning pain and rise. It was almost impossible, like lifting the Earth on your shoulders, but I didn’t care. I just forced myself to rise higher and higher, inch by painful inch, until I soon stood at my full height again. Even then, it took nearly all of my mental power just to stand upright. If I let myself get distracted for even one moment, I knew the pain would overtake me again and I would lose consciousness. Hell, I could already see the darkness in the corner of my eyes, moving around like a bunch of snakes waiting for the right moment to strike.

Chuck actually looked surprised when I stood again. “How did you do that? No one is supposed to be able to withstand the Excruciating Pain. Your Willpower is only nineteen. That doesn’t seem like nearly enough to resist the debuff’s effects.”

I forced a painful grin on my lips. “That’s because I’m not accessing my Willpower, Chuck, but my actual will. My iron will that allowed me to beat Dark Kosmos, destroy the Z-Virus, and stand against impossible odds. And now, it’s going to let me stop you.”

Chuck shook his head sadly. “Impressive speech, but unfortunately for you, it’s not good enough. I’ll just have to increase the pain. Even if you could somehow resist the next level of pain I am about to inflict on you, it’s obvious you can’t stand forever. I imagine all of your focus must be on standing up. There’s no way you could beat me in a fight.”

My painful grin grew even wider. “When did I say I was going to fight you?”

A bewildered expression appeared on Chuck’s face. “What do you mean—”

“Boss!” said Cy all of a sudden. “I got Humantis!”

With a supreme force of will, I looked over my shoulder and saw Cy was behind me again. This time, however, he supported Humantis, who leaned on him with one arm over his shoulders. Humantis still looked like he was about to die any second now, but he was also now safely outside of Chuck’s reach. Humantis was even smirking now, which must have caused him a lot of pain given his current condition.

“How—?” said Chuck before realization dawned on his features. “You tricked me.”

I looked at Chuck again, my own grin still not leaving my lips. “Y-Yeah.”

“While you spoke to me, your Sidekick sneaked around me and saved Humantis,” said Chuck slowly. “And Humantis managed to download quite a bit of our secret files before I found him …”

“Meaning we win,” I said. “Sorry, Chuck. N-Nothing personal.”

Chuck pursed his lips, but then shrugged. “You are cleverer than I thought, Winter, and I can appreciate that cleverness, but your situation is still unchanged. One more snap of my fingers and I can make all three of you feel so much pain you will forget your own name.”

Chuck raised his hand again, but before he could snap his fingers once more, Humantis suddenly threw something over my head at Chuck. The small, round object smacked into Chuck’s forehead and fell on the floor. Chuck cursed and rubbed his forehead, which must have shattered his concentration because all of a sudden the Excruciating Pain went away. I almost fell onto the floor as relief washed over my body, but managed to remain standing in order to see what Humantis had thrown at Chuck.

Sitting on the floor at Chuck’s feet was a very familiar rainbow-colored ball. And the light on its tip was blinking.

“Come on, boss!” said Cy suddenly, causing me to look over my shoulder at him and Humantis. “Let’s get out now before that bomb blows up!”

“Bomb?” said Chuck. He stopped rubbing his forehead and looked down at the ball at his feet. “What bomb is this?”

Knowing exactly what was about to happen, I turned around and ran out of the Data Room with Cy and Humantis. I slammed the door shut behind us on our way out, but not before I looked over my shoulder and saw Chuck’s puzzled expression replaced with a horrified one as he also realized what was about to happen.

But I didn’t get to see the results. As soon as I slammed the door shut, the Deletion Bomb exploded.
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The force of the explosion was almost enough to knock the door off its hinges. As it was, the door somehow held, despite the impressive-sounding explosion on the other side. That might have been due to me. I leaned against the door as hard as I could, using all of my Strength to make sure it didn’t break. The temperature of the door shot up and made me think I was going to catch fire for a moment there. I had no idea whether the flames from a Deletion Bomb alone could harm people other than the intended target, but there was no way I was going to risk our lives just to satisfy my curiosity.

Luckily, the explosion didn’t last long. After just a couple of seconds, the sounds of the explosion on the other side faded away. Panting and sweating, I pushed myself off the door and then cracked it open just wide enough to get a glimpse at the results.

Wow. The entire Data Room had been destroyed. All of the servers were burning and smoking. The computer terminals for workers had been shattered completely, their wastebaskets aflame. A huge, jagged hole exposed the Data Room to the outside, giving me a glimpse of Adventure City itself. The temperature in the room had to have gone up by at least ten degrees, if not more, and I found myself sweating just looking inside.

The spot where Chuck had been standing when the bomb exploded was nothing more than a charred crater. There wasn’t even a hint of Chuck’s existence anymore. It was as if he had simply been … deleted, which made sense, given that was what Deletion Bombs were called, after all. I couldn’t even imagine the kind of pain Chuck experienced when the bomb blew up right in front of his face and deleted him from the game.

“What’s it look like in there, boss?” asked Cy, who was still supporting Humantis. “Is Chuck still there?”

I shook my head and closed the door. Turning around to face Cy and Humantis, I said, “No. Far as I can tell, he’s gone.”

“Gone?” said Cy. “Do you mean—”

“Deleted,” said Humantis. His voice was weak and pained, but he still sounded very smug. “That’s what the Deletion Bombs are supposed to do, after all.”

“If he’s deleted, then does that mean he can’t get back into the game?” I said.

“Not without creating another Avatar,” said Humantis. “Not an impossible task, given what I’ve been told by those in the know, but it will be a while before Chuck can get back online. By the time that bastard does, however, we’ll be long gone with this.”

Humantis held up what appeared to be a fancy-looking USB drive. It was about the length of my index finger and was blue with a small, blinking red light built into the side. It looked totally unremarkable to me, but I knew that that drive contained some of the Department’s most dangerous secrets. If it was leaked out onto the world, who knows what the consequences might be?

Normally, I would feel at least a little hesitant about unleashing such information onto the world, but given all of the crap the Department had put me through, I didn’t feel at all guilty about stealing from them. And if the Department was really so worried that their secrets might compromise them, then perhaps they shouldn’t have kept secrets in the first place.

“Good job, man,” I said, giving Humantis the thumbs up. “Sorry about Butterfly, though.”

Humantis shrugged. “Whatever. She will just respawn in my Hideout. Plus, her sacrifice did give me enough time to download all of the stuff I needed. Her sacrifice was definitely not in vain.”

I nodded. “Hope so. Guess it’s time for us to leave, then.”

“What about Max?” said Cy. He looked over his shoulder at the broken railing behind us. The sounds of battle could still be heard coming from the ground floor. “It sounds like he’s still fighting Johnson.”

“Which is exactly why we need to run, kid,” said Humantis. He hacked and coughed several times. “If Max keeps Johnson preoccupied, then Johnson won’t be able to stop us. And assuming Armore and Tankman are still keeping the guards distracted, we ought to be able to get out of here without any problems. Looks like our lucky day.”

I frowned. I hated the idea of leaving Max to deal with Johnson alone, but I had to admit that Humantis had a point. Besides, Max was easily the strongest Hacker I knew. He was also the only player I knew who could go toe-to-toe with an Avatar and not get killed immediately. He would probably be okay.

“But I need a Health Drink if I’m not going to be a waste of space,” said Humantis. “Either of you two got one?”

Cy produced a Health Drink from his inventory and handed it to Humantis, who drank the soda-like liquid in a few quick gulps. His open wounds closed before our eyes, his Health bar also going back up to full, until soon Humantis looked back to his normal self, although he was still covered in a lot of his own blood. Even so, he looked ten times better than he did even just a few seconds ago and was able to stand on his own now without needing Cy’s support.

“How do you feel, Humantis?” I asked.

“Better,” said Humantis with a soft burp. “Now, let’s get going. The more time we waste standing here, the more likely we’ll get caught.”

Humantis jumped down from the second floor and Cy and I followed him. We landed on the ground floor together, but before we could continue running, a loud scream of pain caused us to look back toward the remains of the fountain where Johnson and Max had been fighting mere moments ago.

Max was now on his hands and knees in front of Johnson, clutching his chest and clearly trying to breathe. Johnson stood over Max, one hand held out before him. Johnson still looked relatively unharmed in comparison to Max, but I did notice a couple of bruises on his face that indicated that Max must have gotten a few good licks in before Johnson incapacitated him somehow. Based on the way Max was lying on the ground, it was clear to me that Max was probably suffering the Excruciating Pain debuff, the same one that Chuck had used to try to take me down. Neither Max nor Johnson, however, seemed to notice us watching their fight.

“Max is in trouble,” I said, looking at Humantis. “We need to save him.”

Humantis, however, shook his head rapidly. “That would be suicide. If we tried to help Max now, we’d get killed by Johnson.”

“What about our Deletion Bob?” I said, glancing at the two Deletion Bombs I still had in my inventory. “We could throw one at Johnson and—”

“And kill Max in the process,” Humantis added. “Literally kill him, because Max is a Project Second Life participant like you and therefore does not have a physical body in the real world to return to if he gets deleted here.”

I scowled. “But we can’t just leave him here.”

“Max will be fine,” said Humantis. “He can take care of himself.”

I wasn’t convinced, though. Humantis hadn’t felt just how terrible that Excruciating Pain debuff could be. I had no idea what Max’s Willpower was, but given how angry Johnson looked, I could only guess it wasn’t high enough to withstand the pain which Johnson was inflicting on him. Unless someone stepped in to save him, Max was probably going to go down for the count.

I shook my head. Max might have been the strongest among us, but that didn’t mean I was just going to abandon him to his fate. We were all on the same side. You didn’t abandon your fellow officers in real life and you certainly didn’t abandon your allies or Teammates in-game.

“Cy, Humantis,” I said, looking at them both. “You two get out of here and return to the rendezvous point. I will save Max from Johnson.”

“What?” said Humantis. “Don’t be stupid, kid. You’ll just get yourself killed if you try to attack Johnson.”

“I don’t care,” I said. “Max is a friend and ally. No way am I going to leave a friend behind.”

Before either Cy or Humantis could argue against my decision, I took off, running toward the scene of the torture as fast as my legs could carry me. I summoned both of my Ice Daggers again, but instead of slashing Johnson with them, I threw both of my Ice Daggers at Johnson at once.

Thanks to my Blade-Throwing Skill, my Ice Daggers were far more accurate than they would have been. They flew straight and true toward Johnson, but when they hit him, they didn’t hurt him. Instead, my Ice Daggers flew painlessly through his head, but it got his attention. He looked at me again and frowned deeply.

“You again?” said Johnson. “I thought you had run away by now. Yet instead you stay and fight.”

“Well, I already took care of Chuck,” I said. “Decided I might as well take care of you, too.”

“Chuck—?” said Johnson. His eyes widened in realization. “Oh, you mean Agent Omar. How did you—never mind. If Agent Omar couldn’t stop you, either, then it once again falls to me to stop you. Very well. You’ve proved yourself far too dangerous to be allowed to walk around freely anymore. If I am going to finish you off, then I will do so in such a way that you will never be able to stand against the Department ever again.”

Johnson raised his hands. Black energy began swirling around his hands as this notification appeared before me:

[Director Satoshi Johnson] is summoning a Deletion Bolt!

Uh oh. I only ever got that notification when an enemy was about to unleash an area of effect attack. A Deletion Bolt did not sound like an AoE attack, but at the same time, I could tell Johnson was aiming to destroy us all. He probably wouldn’t need to do much to kill Max and me. And if he killed both of us, then that would leave Humantis and Cy defenseless.

Even worse, there was nothing I could do about it. The only thing I could possibly do was use one of my two Deletion Bombs to blow him to hell, but I wasn’t sure I was fast enough to do that. I raised my hands to shoot Ice Beam, even though I knew that would be even more useless against him.

Then, without warning, Johnson cried out in pain. The black energy that had been building around his hands suddenly dissipated. Johnson staggered forward and grabbed his abdomen, which was now bleeding thick black blood.

“What … in the world …?” said Johnson, looking down at the bleeding wound in his side. “Pain … how was I hurt …?”

Johnson took another step forward, revealing Medusa standing behind him. She held a long, bloody knife in her hand that looked kind of glitchy, based on the way its texture and graphics seemed to constantly be changing. I had to admit she looked drop-dead sexy standing there with the knife her hand, but at the same time, I also felt a little afraid of her and the weapon she wielded.

“Thank you, Medusa,” said Max. He slowly rose to his feet, no doubt free from the Excruciating Pain debuff that had left him paralyzed mere moments before. “If you hadn’t stepped in just then, I am not sure what would have happened to us.”

“No problem, Max,” said Medusa, twirling the dagger in her hand. “It was all part of the plan.”

Johnson turned around to face Medusa and Max, apparently forgetting all about me. “What did you do? How did you hurt me? I am an Avatar. I am invincible.”

Max shook his head. “If you were invincible, Medusa wouldn’t have been able to hurt you at all. As it is, you are currently bleeding to death, and not even the highest-leveled Healer in the game could possibly heal you now.”

Johnson snarled. “I still demand you tell me how you harmed in the first place.”

“A friend of mine designed a knife for Medusa specifically designed to harm—and, more importantly, kill—Avatars like you,” said Max, folding his arms in front of his chest. “Medusa was here the entire time, but I warned her to stay out of our little fight until the time was right. I am pleased to see that she managed to get a few good hits in when you weren’t looking. Should have practiced some of that situational awareness that I assumed your kind was supposed to be so good at.”

“It’s called the Deletion Dagger,” said Medusa, twirling the bloody knife again. “And it’s quite useful for killing Avatars.”

Johnson clutched his bleeding wound, but to his credit, he didn’t run away or seem afraid. “I would ask who your friend is, but I will figure that out later. Just because you managed to figure out how to hurt me doesn’t mean you will delete me.”

Max cracked his knuckles. “True enough, Johnson. Deleting your Avatar would be fun, but it ultimately wouldn’t stop you. That is why I am going to kill you today.”

Moving much faster than he had shown himself able to, Max rushed toward Johnson. His white gauntlets began shining a bright, white light that seemed distinctly unnatural. I felt like I had seen it somewhere before, but I was unable to place the memory.

All thoughts about where I might have seen that white light before soon left my mind, however, because when Max punched Johnson in the face, Johnson exploded.
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When I said Johnson exploded, I didn’t mean he blew up in flames and smoke. I mean his entire being exploded into millions of glass shards that I quickly realized were actually shards of binary code. When Max’s fist collided with Johnson’s face, Johnson’s whole body turned into a bright white before suddenly exploding into millions of 1s and 0s that went in every direction. The binary code did not, of course, actually hit any of us, but I did cringe slightly at the sound of the explosion.

When Johnson exploded, I got this notification all of a sudden:

[Hero Maximilian] has terminated [Director Johnson]! An error report has been submitted to Capes Online Technical Support. An error report has been sent to the Glitch Elimination Task Force.

ERROR. Error report unable to be submitted to Capes Online Technical Support. Error report unable to be submitted to the Glitch Elimination Task Force. Troubleshooting now …

Terminated? That was weird. When a player killed another player in-game, it always used the word ‘killed.’ Or if a player somehow actually deleted another character, it would use the word ‘deleted.’ But terminated? What did that mean? I’d never come across that term in the game before. Was it yet another game mechanic I wasn’t aware of?

All questions were driven from my mind when Max almost collapsed. Medusa quickly caught him, however, and held a Health Drink up to his lips. The rich Hero quickly downed the entire Drink in one gulp. As Max’s wounds healed, I realized that Max must have taken a hell of a lot of damage from Johnson during their battle. The fact that he had been able to stand at all, especially after experiencing Excruciating Pain, was a testament to Max’s incredible Stamina. I had originally dismissed Max as not being much of a fighter, but it was clear to me that Max was a lot stronger than he originally let on.

“Max, are you all right?” I asked, taking a couple of steps closer to Max, although I didn’t want to get too close for some reason.

Max wiped a few drops of the red Health Drink from his lips and nodded. He was no longer leaning on Medusa for support, although I noticed she stayed close to him anyway. “I am now. I will never stop being amazed at how such cheap little drinks can be so effective at healing even the worst damage. I expect I will be back to one hundred percent in a few more seconds.”

“That … was … awesome!” said Cy. He and Humantis had walked up to us without any of us noticing. Cy was practically bouncing with excitement. “It was so cool. You just ran up to him and then punched him in the face with your glowing gauntlet and then boom, no more Johnson! It was like a scene from one of those old anime with the guys who could make their hair golden and stuff.”

“Yeah, Max, what was that?” I said, glancing at the last notification in my notification log. “It says you terminated Johnson. What does that mean, exactly?”

Max simply smiled. “It means we will never have to worry about Johnson ever again.”

Despite the fact that Max was smiling, I didn’t entirely trust him. There was something about his smile—so bloody and vicious—that seemed just … off. Perhaps it was just me, but I felt like Max might have enjoyed ‘terminating’ Johnson perhaps a little too much.

Then again, when I thought about how the Department had killed Busker, I found myself not really caring what happened to Johnson. Deleted, killed, terminated, whatever … as long as he couldn’t come back to Capes Online, I would be just fine. I would have preferred to be the one to punch him out for good, but as long as someone did it, then I was happy.

Then Max shifted his gaze to Humantis. “How did your mission go? Did you secure the information?”

Humantis held up the small USB drive he had shown me and Cy earlier. “Yep. Got everything we need.”

“At the cost of Butterfly’s life,” I added.

Humantis rolled his eyes. “Yeah, sure. She knew exactly what she was getting into on this mission. Not like this is the first time she’s died, either.”

I was almost taken aback by Humantis’ clear disregard for the life of his Sidekick until I remembered that he was a Villain. Villain players, as a general rule, didn’t treat their Sidekicks very well. In fact, part of being a Villain was abusing your Sidekick. I didn’t understand how this didn’t cause Villain Sidekicks to rebel against their players, but it was equally clear I didn’t understand the entirety of the Alignment System and probably never would. I was just thinking that if I was a Sidekick of a Villain, I’d probably quit after getting abused just once.

“Yes, well, everyone knew what they were getting into on this mission,” said Max. “The point is that it was successful and we should leave as soon as possible before the Department sends backup.”

“What about Armore and Tankman?” I said. “Aren’t they still fighting the guards?”

“Not anymore,” said a metallic female voice above us.

We all looked up in time to see Armore and Tankman hovering down toward us. Although both Armore and Tankman had a few dents in their armor, they looked pretty good otherwise, as if they hadn’t just been fighting a dozen powerful guards armed with equally powerful guns.

“Armore,” said Max, wiping the sweat off his forehead and standing upright. “Good to see that you and your Sidekick survived. Where are the guards now?”

“Burning in hell, probably,” said Armore in her usual soft voice. “All of them. Together. So at least they are not suffering alone.”

The way Armore spoke so casually about killing all of the guards was kind of chilling. Unlike Johnson, who I had a personal beef with, I didn’t have any sort of personal beef against the guards who Armore and Tankman had killed. The guards had merely been obstacles in my path for revenge, but I couldn’t help but feel bad about their deaths anyway. I told myself the guards would have been happy to kill me if the tables had been turned, but deep down that excuse rung hollow in my own ears.

“Good job,” said Max. “Normally, I would say that killing all of the guards is a bit overkill, but that will make it even easier for us to escape.”

“What about the Gray Crusader and Squire?” I said, looking around. “Weren’t they supposed to be part of the initial attack, too?”

“We’re right here,” said a voice from the shadows between two pillars holding up the second floor.

From out of the shadows came Gray Crusader and Squire. The two of them looked entirely unharmed, which Humantis must have also noticed, because he said, “You two look like you went for a walk in the park.”

“Yeah,” I said, frowning. “I thought you two were supposed to help Armore and Tankman distract the guards.”

“We were distracting the guards protecting the back door,” Gray Crusader replied with a chuckle. “Luckily, those guys weren’t too smart, otherwise they would have questioned what a thirteen-year-old boy was doing out on a dark street in the middle of the night by himself.”

I nodded in understanding. “I see. Then I guess that means we’re all safe and accounted for, minus Butterfly, of course.”

“Indeed,” said Max. He flexed his muscles briefly, as if to get out the stiffness, and said, “I am surprised that his mission went as well as it did, but thank you for your help, Winter.”

“Me?” I said, looking at Max in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“You distracted Johnson long enough for Medusa to attack him,” Max replied. “Had you not, I likely would have perished at his hands. Trust me, that Excruciating Pain debuff is no joke.”

I smiled. “No problem, Max. We’re all on the same team together. Teammates look out for each other. Even if those Teammates are from a completely different Alignment.”

I said that while looking at Humantis, who just snorted and said, without meeting my eyes, “Yeah, thanks. You turned out to be slightly less helpless than I originally thought.”

That was probably as much gratitude as I could expect to hear from Humantis, so I looked at everyone else and said, “So what are we waiting for? Let’s go.”

A soft clapping sound suddenly began to echo through the Facility. All of us looked around in confusion for a moment, trying to place the source of the clapping, but the Facility was so big that it sounded like it was coming from everywhere at once.

“What a heartwarming scene,” came a voice from out the shadows tinged with a strong Southern drawl. “The whole Team survived despite the overwhelming odds. Like something straight out of those old Avengers movies, only even less realistic.”

A chill went down my spine when I heard that voice. “That voice … it can’t be …”

From out of the shadows on the other side of the room stepped a powerful-looking figure in red and silver armor. His Roman centurion-style helmet, with a futuristic-looking visor, did nothing to hide the smirk on his lips or the cruel way his nose was upturned at us. At his side, a hooded Assassin emerged from the shadows, although I could sense the way he was glaring at us from under his hood with all of his might.

“Atmosfear,” I said, turning to face him. “You again.”

“Winter,” said Atmosfear with a mocking smile on his lips. He stopped clapping and lowered his hands. “Or should I say, Nyle. Fancy meeting you here. I take it you’re also a fan of stalking around government facilities in the middle of the night? Not like you donuts have anything better to do, after all.”

My hands balled into fists. “What are you doing here? How did you even get in here?”

“Well, your friends there slaughtered all of the guards, so I thought I’d take this moment to let myself in through the front door and see what all the fuss is about,” said Atmosfear. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “’Course, as soon as I saw the bodies outside, I knew that I was going to be in for a treat.”

“Treat?” I said incredulously. I shook my head. “Never mind. I don’t know the real reason you’re here, but you clearly picked the wrong time to show you up. We just took down three Department agents, including Director Johnson himself, and we’re going to take you down, too, if you don’t leave now.”

Atmosfear scratched his chin. “Yeah, that’s an impressive lineup you’ve got there, I must admit. Too bad they’re actually on my side rather than yours.”

Bewildered, I said, “What are you talking about? They’re—”

A large shadow fell over me. I looked over my shoulder to see Max standing behind me. Before I could react, he grabbed my arms and, with one swift motion, snapped them both in half. Pain shot through my arms as I screamed in pain and fell to my knees as this notification appeared before me:

Debuff added: Broken Arms. -100% Dexterity. Unable to use any Powers that require use of hands until arms are healed. Duration: 10 minutes.

“Boss!” said Cy behind me. “No!”

But then I heard a sickening thud and Cy was thrown onto the ground beside me, completely unconscious. I would have thought he was dead if not for the notification I received informing me that Cy was actually simply suffering from the Unconscious debuff, but even that did little to reassure me of his—or our—safety.

Atmosfear laughed. “What a riot. You fell for our plan like the chump you are. I know you donuts are not exactly known for your amazing intellect, but I’d think even an idiot like you would have seen through the ruse.”

“Ruse?” I said, looking at Atmosfear again. “What ruse?”

“The ruse you just fell for, donut,” said Atmosfear. He spread his arms. “The Hackers are my Teammates. And man did they ever do a good job in tricking you.”
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The pain in my broken arms was nearly debilitating, but at the moment I was somehow able to ignore the pain. I focused on Atmosfear, unable to believe what I just heard. “What did you say?”

“I said the Hackers are my Teammates,” said Atmosfear. He wagged a finger at me. “Don’t make me repeat myself. It’s incredibly annoying and makes me hate you even more than I already do, which is something, ‘cause I hate you more than anyone else I know.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I looked over my shoulder at the other Hackers and said, “He’s lying … right?”

But to my horror, not a single one of the Hackers disputed anything he said. Humantis merely smirked and shook his head like he couldn’t believe how stupid I was. Gray Crusader, Armore, and their Sidekicks simply exchanged knowing looks. As for Max, he simply stared at me, an unhappy look on his face.

“He is telling the truth,” said Max. “I am sorry, Winter, but he is, in fact, our true leader.”

“Right you are, James Bond,” said Atmosfear. He strode toward us as casually as if he was taking a stroll through the park, Giggles following behind him like a shadow. “And man am I loving it. Forgot how fun bossing people around can be.”

Desperate, I tried to stand to my feet, but then Max put his hands on my shoulder and forced me down onto my knees. Between the pain in my broken arms and Max’s own superior strength, it occurred to me that it might not be very wise to try to fight back. At least not yet. Perhaps if I distracted Atmosfear long enough, I would be able to find a way to escape.

Atmosfear stopped a few feet in front of me. Although we were close in height, Atmosfear seemed to tower over me from my current position. He looked down at me with a wicked grin on his face, although I noticed he was just out of arm’s reach. That seemed like a pointless precaution to take, given how both of my arms were broken right now.

“I don’t understand,” I said. “Was this all just one big trick? Have the Hackers always been under your control?”

Atmosfear shook his head. “Not always. Just recently.”

“How … how did it happen?” I said. “What is even going on here?”

“I suppose it won’t hurt to explain,” said Atmosfear, scratching his chin. “After all, thanks to your efforts, we managed to pull this plan off without a hitch. If you hadn’t helped us—unknowingly, of course—then we wouldn’t be about to change the very face of Capes Online itself. As a true Southern gentleman, I must show you my gratitude for your unwitting aid.”

Atmosfear knelt down until we were on eye level. He smelled vaguely of acid and other chemicals, which was a harsh scent in my nostrils, although he didn’t seem bothered by his own stink. “See, for a long time now, I’ve been trying to get into this here Facility in order to get something I really want. It’s been hard as hell, however, because of how heavily-defended this place is. Seriously, this place has even more security than Fort Knox. It’s ridiculous. Doesn’t help that I’ve been on my own for a while thanks to you capturing my dumb Sidekick and handing him over to the police, which put me in a pretty pickle for a while there.”

“You should have stayed in hiding,” I spat. “The world is a much better place when you aren’t in it.”

“Harsh words coming from a self-proclaimed ‘Hero,’” Atmosfear sneered, “but I can’t deny that few people would mourn my death. Luckily, I’m not dead, so that’s irrelevant. The point is that I needed help to break into this place. I couldn’t do it on my own. I needed my own Team. And not those idiots who worked with me back during the Blackout. I needed people I could rely on, players who would be willing to help me go against the federal government itself.”

“So you chose the Hackers,” I said. “Is that it?”

“More or less,” said Atmosfear, nodding. “When I heard about them and found out that ol’ Max here is another Project Second Life participant like you and me, I went and recruited all of them into my Team. It was pretty easy to get them all to join me, seeing as they hate the government just as much as I do. ‘Course, I also had to use a little … advanced persuasion techniques in order to get some of them on board, but once that was done, that’s when I knew we were cooking.”

Angered, I looked up at Max. “Max, I thought you hated Atmosfear. When we first met, you told me that the reason you distrusted the Department of VR was because they let Atmosfear into the game. And yet now you’re working for him? Were you working for him even during our first meeting?”

Max met my gaze with his own hard one. “Yes. In fact, getting you to meet me was part of Atmosfear’s plan. Why else do you think I would allow you to enter my night club despite the fact that we had never met before and you certainly aren’t rich enough to get in on your own?”

I gaped. “Does that meant that Busker—”

“Busker was never in on it,” said Max, shaking his head. “He was always separate from the rest of us. We didn’t trust telling him about Atmosfear, however. We thought he wouldn’t agree with it.”

I sighed in relief. I had worried for a second there that my own brother had become a willing pawn of Atmosfear, but it looked like he hadn’t. That lifted a huge weight off my shoulders I hadn’t even realized was there, but at the same time, it also filled me with dread, because it meant that all of the other Hackers had agreed to work for Atmosfear. If Busker hadn’t known about Atmosfear’s takeover of the Hackers, then that explained why he sent me to Max, because he thought Max was still trustworthy. It didn’t change the consequences of me meeting Max, but at least Busker hadn’t sent me to Max knowing the Hackers were working for Atmosfear now.

“This is still awful,” I said. “You said you thought Atmosfear was a psycho. Why would you ever agree to work with him?”

“’Cause I’ve got the dirt on him,” said Atmosfear. He looked up at Max with a wicked smirk on his lips. “Right, Maxy?”

Max’s face became harder. “You need to understand, Winter. I might be the richest man in Capes Online, but I am not invincible. Atmosfear has threatened to take away everything I have, everything I own, and even end my own life if I do not help him. I do not consider myself an Atmosfear fan, but if I have to choose between helping him or losing everything … well, I know what I must do.”

Although I could understand Max’s points, I was still angry at him anyway. I mean, I always knew he was something of a hedonist and not a particularly principled Hero, but I never thought he would willingly side with a Villain as evil as Atmosfear just for his own survival. Then again, given how Max was willing to work with Humantis, another Villain, maybe I shouldn’t have been so surprised.

“Pragmatism,” said Atmosfear with a grin. “I can appreciate a man who knows when to fold ‘em. I’ve had to fold ‘em several times myself over the years, which is how I’ve always managed to avoid getting caught by the police. Bravery ain’t much of a virtue if it just gets you thrown behind bars for the rest of your life.”

Deciding to deal with Max later, I looked at Atmosfear again. “Did you threaten all of them or just Max?”

“Not all of us were threatened, Winter,” said the Gray Crusader as he stepped into view. “For some of us, we joined Atmosfear once we heard what he is doing. I frankly think the only reason the Department wants Atmosfear is because he poses a threat to their power.”

“Bingo, old man,” said Atmosfear with a nod. “I might be a no-good Villain, but I’m definitely not a bad guy. Heck, I didn’t even sign up for this game. I’d say that makes me a victim more than anything. And victims certainly can’t be Villains, now can they?”

I was about to say that they could, but then I realized that was missing the point, so instead I said, “So what, was your plan to trick me into helping you guys break into the Facility?”

“More or less,” said Atmosfear, flashing a dangerous grin at me. “As I said, I needed to get into the Facility and I couldn’t do that on my own. I needed a Team and the Hackers turned out to be the best Team for the job.”

I scowled deeply. “What about your friend in the Department of VR? The leaker? The one who gave you the Z-Virus in the first place? Couldn’t he have helped you get in?”

“My Department friend had to lay low for a while after the Z-Virus incident,” said Atmosfear, shaking his head. “Apparently, the Director was on the warpath trying to find which of his many workers was the leaker. If he deliberately helped me get into the Facility, his boss would have noticed and he would have ended up getting exposed, which wouldn’t have worked for either of us.”

I gasped. “Do you mean that Director Johnson isn’t the leaker after all?”

“Of course not,” said Atmosfear. “No way he would ever leak anything to me. That bastard cares too much about the rules to work with me. No, the Department leaker is someone a little lower on the Department ladder, but I’ll be damned if you think I’ll tell you who it is.”

“But the chat logs the Hackers showed me—”

“Did they say they were from Director Johnson?” asked Atmosfear. “Or did you just assume that the ‘DJ’ in those logs—which I provided Max to show you, by the way—referred to Johnson?”

I bit my lower lip. I had, in fact, just assumed they referred to Director Johnson. Granted, I had assumed so based on Max’s guidance, but if Max had been willing to lie to me about his association with Atmosfear, then I could easily see him lie to me about Johnson’s relationship with Atmosfear.

“But I can see why you were so eager to believe that,” said Atmosfear. “Johnson’s a jerk even by my standards and it’s always easy to believe the worst about a jerk, but he didn’t and I can confirm it. He was easily my biggest enemy in the Department, so getting him taken out was my number one priority and why I equipped the Hackers with Avatar-killing weapons.”

“So you’re the one who gave Max and the others their special Equipment that could harm Avatars,” I said. I frowned in confusion. “But I don’t understand your plan. You might have deleted Johnson’s Avatar, but Johnson himself is still alive in the real world. There’s nothing to stop him from creating a new Avatar and logging back into Capes Online at some point. At best, you’ve delayed his inevitable return. Once he does come back, he is not going to be in a very merciful mood.”

Atmosfear scratched his chin again. “You’d be right, donut … if Johnson had merely been deleted. He wasn’t.”

Another ominous feeling went down my spine when Atmosfear said that. “What do you mean?”

“He was terminated,” said Atmosfear. His evil grin became even uglier until he resembled a smiling hyena about to leap onto its prey. “Words matter in this game, donut. Killing a player makes them respawn. Deleting a player means they can’t play the game with that account or character anymore. So what do you think terminated means?”

Suddenly, I knew. I knew exactly what terminated meant in the context of Capes Online. It was an awful revelation, one I tried to ignore, but was unable to. Even if Atmosfear hadn’t answered his own question in the very next instant, I would have known exactly what that word meant and why it was perhaps one of the most terrifying words I had ever heard in my whole life.

“It means he’s dead,” said Atmosfear. “Dead for real, both in-game and in real life. He’s gone. And he ain’t never respawning.”
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“No …” I said. I spoke softly, almost in a whisper, but I was too afraid to speak normally lest I somehow make Atmosfear’s words real that way. “No … you’re lying. It’s not possible to kill someone in real life via Capes Online. That’s just not possible.”

Atmosfear shook his head. “Oh, donut, I would think you of all people would know that just because something is not possible doesn’t mean it can’t be done. After all, the general public knows it’s impossible to upload the human mind to a video game and grant a human digital immortality. Yet there are three such people standing together in this very room even as we speak so I would say that you just need to expand your horizons and challenge your assumptions a bit more. Open your mind, in other words.”

I bit my lower lip. “I still don’t believe you. I can believe you found a way to delete Johnson’s Avatar, but I don’t believe Johnson himself is dead in the real world.”

“I understand your skepticism, even if I think you’re just in denial,” said Atmosfear. “Dark Kosmos tried to kill everyone in the Blackout, after all. So I would say it’s more than possible to kill someone via video game.”

“The Blackout was different,” I said. “For one, no one died immediately. The threat of death was only a possibility over time. The threat of death came from players being inside their GamePods for too long without food, water, or exercise. We assumed people would die from lack of nutrition and activity over a long period of time, not die immediately from some kind of trauma or pain like what you’re suggesting.”

“True, Dark Kosmos’ method was rather inefficient,” Atmosfear agreed. “And it didn’t even work. I liked Dark K quite a bit, but frankly, he was kind of a loser now that I think about it. Too obsessed with ‘punishing’ players and trying to be the savior of all NPCs to care about actually getting shit done. Working for him was fun and all, but hardly conducive to long-term employment, in my humble opinion.”

“I don’t care what your opinion is, humble or otherwise,” I said. “You are wrong. It is impossible to kill someone for real through Capes Online.”

Atmosfear shook his head yet again. “That’s where you’re wrong, donut. The fact is, it is possible to kill someone in real life through Capes Online, including Department agents. And it’s all got to do with what’s up here.”

Atmosfear tapped the side of his head to indicate his mind. “Destroy this and you destroy the person. Turn a person’s brain into mush and they become little more than vegetables, and not the kind you can eat, either.”

“I don’t get it,” I said. “How would you attack someone’s real-life physical brain?”

“Allow me to explain,” said Humantis. He had stepped into view without me noticing, rubbing his hands together gleefully. “Tell me, Winter, do you understand how the VR GamePods work?”

I frowned. “I think so, although I’ve never used one. You lie down inside a GamePod, put on a helmet, and then activate it, which then puts your mind in Capes Online.”

“So you don’t understand it at all, then,” said Humantis with a snort. “You just explained the surface level understanding of what is going on here. That’s what it looks like to the general public, but what you don’t understand is how the GamePod takes your mind and makes it feel like it’s in Capes Online at all. Then again, you aren’t a neuroscientist or game developer, so perhaps I shouldn’t expect you to understand the intricacies of the mind-to-game upload process.”

“And you do?” I said.

“Yes,” said Humantis bluntly. “In the real world, I am a neuroscientist with a special emphasis on the relationship between the mind and technology. I have consulted with many VR companies in the world, including SI Games, on how to make the best, most immersive VR technology. The goal of all of these companies is to craft a VR world so realistic that the human mind is unable to tell it is fake. Many companies have come close, but none of them have yet succeeded by my estimation.”

I scowled but said nothing. The longer they talked to me, the more time I had to figure out an escape plan. Unfortunately, with Cy Unconscious and my arms broken, my options were extremely limited. I would just have to think fast because I had no idea what these guys were planning to do with me once they were done talking to me.

“Although the exact process is extremely complicated, I’ll put it in words your small mind can understand,” said Humantis. “To make a VR world seem as real as the real world, the SI Games GamePod connects to the human brain and forces its neurons to react to in-game activities as if they are real. The most obvious example is the Pain filter. Although your physical body is completely safe when you are playing a VR game like Capes Online, the GamePod tricks your brain into thinking it is in pain, although it is of course perfectly safe from anything that could harm it.”

Then Humantis stepped toward me, a mad grin on his face. “The process has been repeatedly tested, experimented upon, and perfected over the years. Neuroscientists such as myself have testified before Congress about the safety of the process. And, indeed, the process used by SI Games and other VR gaming companies around the globe is perfectly safe … but only because they use it safely.”

“What do you mean?” I said. “Are you telling me there actually is potential danger associated with playing Capes Online and similar games?”

“Exactly,” said Humantis. “What we discovered during the testing phase was that it was possible to overload the brain’s senses. Hit the average human brain with too many intense sensations at once and it will just shut down just to save itself. Hit the human brain with enough intense sensations all at once and it will just die. There are, of course, safeguards in place for all Capes Online players to ensure that they are never overwhelmed with sensations they can’t handle, but it is most certainly possible and is a possible way to kill someone with the game.”

“Which is how we killed Johnson,” said Atmosfear. He cracked a grin. “Overloaded his big brain with too many senses and fried it like a computer.”

“More or less,” said Humantis. He gestured at Max’s Avatar Killers. “You see, Max’s gauntlets are not merely designed to harm Avatars. They are also designed to trigger hyper-realistic sensations into the brain of whichever Avatar is unfortunate enough to be on the receiving end of one of his devastating punches. Multiple hyper-realistic sensations, enough to overload the brains of most people after a few good hits.”

“But Johnson took multiple hits without dying,” I said. “Didn’t he?”

“He turned out to be much stronger than we anticipated,” Max admitted. I felt his grip on my shoulders tighten. “But not strong enough.”

“As I said, the Avatar Killers would kill most people in a few good hits,” said Humantis. “But Satoshi Johnson has a stronger mind than most, hence why he was able to survive as long as he did. But of course, even he has his limits. You saw that when Max delivered the finishing blow.”

“So you mean when Medusa stabbed him, for example, he felt that for real?” I said in horror.

“Bingo,” said Medusa. She wiped the blood off her dagger before sheathing it at her side. “Bastard felt every drop of blood he lost.”

“Exactly,” said Humantis. “Thus, when Max finally took him out, Johnson died in the real world the same time he died in the game. Or if he didn’t die immediately in the real world, he is most certainly about to die. Even if they manage to get him to the ER, it would take the greatest brain surgeon in the world to save him. And I am currently not offering my services to pompous government bureaucrats like him.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I had just helped murder an innocent man. Yes, Johnson might have been the one to give the orders to the agents who killed Busker, but I hadn’t realized that I had been tricked into helping murder him. But then I remembered that Max had told me the Hackers wanted to assassinate Johnson when I first joined the group. I hadn’t realized at the time just how serious Max had been about doing that or that he even had a way to kill Johnson in-game at all.

My feelings of triumph after seeing Johnson get defeated were quickly replaced with feelings of terror as I realized—fully realized—just how much I had been played.

“Aw, look at his face,” said Atmosfear as he stood up. “Poor little Winter realizes exactly how much he effed up. Too bad he will never get a chance to fix that mistake. But don’t feel so bad, donut. You had no idea you were being used this entire time. You were just fooled like the stupid pig you are.”

“What about Chuck?” I said, my body trembling with barely suppressed anger. “Charles Omar. Was he terminated, too?”

“No,” said Humantis, shaking his head. “At least, I don’t think so. The Deletion Bomb does just that: Deletes a character. We debated whether we should have designed them to be Termination Bombs, but knowing how unstable Deletion Bombs are, we decided to limit their power. It would have really sucked to accidentally drop a Termination Bomb and kill ourselves in the process, after all. Only Max’s Avatar Killers can actually cause termination.”

I suddenly felt even less safe than I did before. After all, Max’s hands—which were equipped with the Avatar Killers—were currently holding very tightly onto my shoulders. Max could easily terminate me here and now if he wanted and there was nothing I could do about it. That revelation made me feel even more helpless than I already was.

“But it don’t matter,” said Atmosfear, putting his hands on his hips. “Getting your character deleted is still a huge setback. Probably won’t be seeing ol’ Chucky for quite a while, meaning we have the run of this place for now, unless other Department agents show up, although I doubt they will.”

“Why?” I said. “Why do all of … all of this? Why design a weapon that can actually kill people? Why trick me into helping you? Why do you want to get into the Facility at all? What is your game, Atmosfear?”

Atmosfear stroked his chin in thought. “You ask too many questions, but I suppose I can answer them for you. The reason I wanted to get into the Facility had nothing to wanting to ‘expose’ the Department’s secrets to the world. That was just the cover story I had the Hackers give you to make them seem more noble than they really are.”

“If you don’t want to expose the government’s secrets to the world, then what do you want to do?” I asked.

Atmosfear chuckled. “I’m looking for something. For someone, specifically. You might know them as the Test Subject.”

I tilted my head to the side. “I remember Johnson and Chuck talking about some ‘Test Subject’ they wanted to check on, but they never elaborated on what they meant by that. Do you know who they were talking about?”

“Nope,” said Atmosfear, shaking his head. “And even if I did, I wouldn’t be likely to tell you, now would I? No, I need to find out who this Test Subject is and free them from their imprisonment.”

“Why?” I said. “If you don’t know who they are, why would you want to free them?”

“Someone told me to,” said Atmosfear vaguely. “And this is someone who I can’t simply flip the bird off at and tell ‘em to go bless themselves. Not unless I want to get terminated myself, anyway.”

“Are you referring to the person who put you in Capes Online in the first place?” I said. “You’re still in contact with them?”

“I’ve said too much already,” said Atmosfear. He stepped away from me. “Now that the coast is clear, Giggles and I are going to go search for the Test Subject. Humantis, do you know where it is?”

“Of course,” said Humantis. His eyes lost focus for a second and he started tapping on an invisible keyboard only he could see. “There. I just sent you the coordinates now, downloaded from the Facility’s Data Room, of course.”

Atmosfear also stopped and looked at something I couldn’t see, a big, ugly grin on his face. “Yes, yes, this is perfect. Gonna head down there right away and see if I can get ‘em out of here ASAP.”

“What about me?” I said. “What are you going to do with me and Cy? Kill us?”

Atmosfear looked over his shoulder at me. “Kill you? Nah, Winter. You still have a role to play, according to those in the know. We’re not supposed to delete you until you’ve done what you need to do. But that doesn’t mean we can’t have a little fun with you.”

Atmosfear looked at the Hackers. “You guys know what to do. Giggles and I will be back very shortly, hopefully with a new friend we can all get to know. Bye.”

With that, Atmosfear and Giggles walked away until they melted into the shadows again, leaving me all alone with the Hackers, none of whom had tried to follow him. If anything, they seemed a bit relieved that Atmosfear was gone, perhaps because none of them actually liked him.

But I felt far from safe. I looked up at Max and said, “What did Atmosfear mean when he said to you guys ‘You guys know what to do’?”

I suddenly felt something sharp cut into my stomach. I gasped for breath and looked down to see Medusa’s knife in my stomach. Looking up, I saw Medusa kneeling before me, her beautiful face turned into a harsh, unyielding expression that sent shivers down my spine.

“We’re going to torture you until you lose consciousness,” said Medusa. She leaned in close enough to my ear that I could practically feel her lips. “And enjoy every minute of it.”


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

 

Medusa ripped her dagger out of my stomach. I cried out in pain and fell flat on my chest as I got this notification:

Debuff added: Stab Wound. -1 HP/3 seconds. Duration: 3 minutes.

Great. First I got my arms broken and then I get my stomach ripped open. What next?

“Why … are … you … doing this?” I asked, barely able to spit out the words due to how much pain I was in.

Medusa stood up and twirled her dagger. “Because we know how much trouble you can be when you’re at full Health. Since we can’t kill you without pissing off Atmosfear or his boss, we’re just going to make sure you aren’t in any shape to get away from us.”

“This … isn’t … right …” I breathed.

“I am sorry, Winter, but this must be done,” said Max. “We can’t afford to stay in here very much longer. Although we might have killed Johnson, the Department of VR itself is still active. Not to mention the Glitch Elimination Task Force will probably show up eventually to deal with us. If we can knock you out, then it will be easier to move you out of here.”

I grunted. I was lying in a pool of my own blood now, a pool that was getting bigger and bigger with each passing second. I could feel my blood soak into my Costume, staining it a deep crimson color. The pain in my broken arms and stomach was almost enough to overwhelm me entirely. I just wanted to lose consciousness, but my stubborn will kept me wide awake. I had no intention of falling into unconsciousness and giving these jerks what they wanted. If they wanted to stop me, then they needed to kill me.

But my iron will was still not enough to move my body. I couldn’t even crawl like a baby thanks to my broken arms. The best I could do was wriggle awkwardly, but all that did was make my body hurt even more than it already did. I just wanted to die so I wouldn’t have to feel the pain anymore.

That was when a powerful golden aura suddenly washed over me. I felt my bones snap into place, my broken arms fixing themselves, and the wound in my stomach close up as the warm, friendly golden aura washed over me. The pain in my body rapidly faded away, leaving my whole body feeling warm and cozy, but I didn’t understand what had happened until I got this notification:

[Hero Recover] used Full Heal+! All debuffs lifted and Health restored 100%!

Buff added: Temporary invincibility. You will not take damage from any attacks for at least 10 seconds. Duration: 10 seconds.

My mouth fell open when I read that notification. At the same time, I also heard Max above me say, “What in the blazes is this?”

“I don’t know,” said Medusa, staring at me in bewilderment. “It just came out of nowhere.”

“Just like this!” said Cy.

Without warning, Cy jumped to his feet and thrust out his hands at Max and Medusa. Twin gusts of air blasted out of his hands and struck both of them. The attacked merely knocked Max over, but it sent the much-lighter Medusa flying. The other Hackers were also knocked down by the gusts, although from what I could tell the attacks did little actual damage to them. Even so, Cy’s surprise attack gave me an opportunity to jump to my feet, but before I could do anything, I heard a familiar female voice shout, “Winter, over here!”

I looked over toward the entrance to the Facility and was shocked to see not just Recover, but the entirety of Team Winter standing there. That’s right, the whole Team was here. Recover, Dillo, Funky, Gears, Cross Step, Boom and Zoom, and of course their Sidekicks. Gears was even in her Steamcruncher mecha, although I wondered how she could have possibly gotten that thing in here without drawing attention to herself.

But I ignored that little detail in order to focus on the fact that my Teammates—all of my Teammates—were here. And based on their facial expressions and body language, I could tell that each and every one of them was ready to kick some serious ass.

Running over to my Teammates, I said, “How did you guys get here? I didn’t even tell anyone that I was going to be here tonight.”

“Cy sent out a group private message to everyone on the Team asking for help,” said Funky, nodding at Cy. “He sent us all a message with your location so we could find you more quickly than usual. We all got here as fast as we could.”

“You mean you were all online at the same time?” I said, looking around at my Teammates in shock.

“Not exactly,” said Recover, shaking her head. She gestured at the twins. “Boom and Zoom weren’t online at first, at least until Gears sent them a message promising them a boatload of credits if we completed a very rare mission together.”

“She didn’t use the word ‘boatload,’ dear,” said Zoom as he adjusted the hood of his Costume. “She said we would become Capes Online millionaires if we completed this mission. That certainly got our attention, did it not, dear brother?”

“Indeed it did, brother Zoom,” said Boom with a nod. “And she said Winter would pay for it.”

My mouth fell open and I glared at Gears. Gears, of course, simply stood there with an innocent expression on her face that told me she knew exactly what she had done and she wasn’t even remotely guilty about it. I made a mental note to talk to her later about volunteering someone else’s money without their permission.

For now, however, I was just relieved to see the whole Team was here. “Well, it’s good to see you all here anyway. I thought I was a goner tonight, but with you guys here, I think we have a chance.”

“What exactly is going on here, anyway?” asked Recover, looking around the Facility with a puzzled expression on her face. “The map calls this place the ‘Facility,’ but it doesn’t say who owns this building or what even goes on in here.”

“And with luck, you never will know that,” said Max.

We all looked back toward the Hackers. The Hackers were standing upright again, forming a loose but deadly-looking wall of Heroes and Villains that made up for in strength what they lacked in numbers. Max stood at the head of the group, a troubled frown on his lips as he faced us, while Medusa stood by his side, her beautiful brunette hair far messier now thanks to Cy’s Gust attack.

“Max,” I said, turning to face him. “You didn’t have to side with Atmosfear. You still have a chance at redemption.”

Max shook his head. “I don’t need it. However much I may dislike Atmosfear, I despise the Department of VR even more. And because I murdered Director Johnson myself, there is no chance in hell of me ever getting ‘redeemed.’ You can take your redemption and shove it.”

“Are you kidding me?” I said. “Max, you don’t know what Atmosfear is trying to do. If he gets his hands on this ‘Test Subject,’ whatever that is, then do you think he’s going to use it for good?”

“I know he is going to bring about a change in the world,” said Max. “Perhaps not a good change, but a change nonetheless. So long as I can keep my money, my power, and my woman, I don’t care what Atmosfear does to the rest of the world.”

“You’re a coward,” I said. “Despite calling yourself a Hero, you sure don’t act like one.”

Max sighed. “This is just a game, Winter. That you take the Alignment System so seriously is another area where we disagree.”

“Well, if you don’t care about Atmosfear, then I take it you won’t mind if we go after him,” I said. “Right?”

Max, however, took a step forward. “That, I am afraid, is something I cannot allow.”

“What?” I said. “Why not?”

“Because if you defeat Atmosfear, that will destroy everything we have been working toward for the past few weeks,” said Max. He gestured at himself and the other Hackers. “Our only chance at gaining our freedom is by making sure Atmosfear can do what he needs to do. If we allow you or anyone else to stop him, then our lives will be irreparably ruined. You must understand this.”

“I see,” I said. “As usual with you, Max, you’re acting not out of the goodness of your heart, but only for your own benefit. Right?”

Max shrugged. “And what is so wrong with that? I still don’t like Atmosfear personally, but that doesn’t mean I am going to throw away my life to try to stop him, which no one can do at this point.”

Before I could ask Max what meant by that, Dillo said to me, “What’s the plan? Are we going to fight them?”

My hands balled into fists. “Yes. But be very careful. These guys have Equipment and weapons which can permanently kill players in real life.”

“What?” said Dillo, looking at me again, this time with fear in his eyes. “You’re joking, right?”

I shook my head. “Nope. I saw their weapons for myself. Even if they don’t kill you in real life, though, they can still delete your character. We need to approach these guys very carefully, but if any of you guys want to leave now, I will understand. I don’t want you guys to risk your lives for something you might not entirely understand.”

I said this while looking at my Teammates. I could tell that each and every one of them was disturbed by my revelation about the power these guys wielded. I couldn’t blame them. This was supposed to be just a game, after all. For everyone else except for me, this was just something they did in their spare time. No one ever risked their life over a video game, after all, so I fully expected half—or more than half—of my Teammates to log off here and now, rather than risk their very lives for something they might not entirely understand.

Then, to my surprise, every one of my Teammates stepped forward. Even Cross Step, as frightened and timid as he looked, stepped forward with the rest. His knees were knocking and he looked like he wished he was anywhere else, but at the same time, I could sense that beneath his timid appearance was a man who was willing to fight for what was right even if it meant risking his own life.

“We’re with you, Winter,” said Recover. She gestured at everyone else. “All of us are.”

“Really?” I said, trying to hide the emotion that was welling up inside of me. “But you guys could literally die.”

“So what?” said Dillo. He smiled. “We could have died during the Blackout, too, but we survived that. We may not entirely understand what is going on here, but if Atmosfear is here, then that means we need to be here, too.”

“Plus, you never turn down a chance to earn a million credits,” Zoom added. “Right, brother?”

“Spot on, brother,” said Boom. “These blokes don’t look so tough anyway.”

“My mecha should make very short work of these losers,” said Gears, glancing at the Hackers with a smirk on her face. “It is, after all, my greatest creation.”

Funky put one hand on my shoulder. “We’re a Team, Winter. After all we’ve been through, we’re not going to just abandon you in your time of need. We’re all in this. Together.”

I could feel myself about to cry from how happy I was, but I kept my emotions in check and said, “All right, then. Let’s do this.”


CHAPTER FIFTY

 

TEAM VS TEAM BATTLE ALERT! Begin the battle now!

Team Winter has engaged the Hackers in combat! All members of Team Winter are treated as combatants in battle! Experience and loot will be evenly divided among Teammates in the event of a win. In the event of a loss, all Teammates will die and respawn back in their respective Bases minus all accumulated EXP up to this point.

May the best Team win!

It had been a while since I last saw that Team Battle alert, but I soon forgot about it our two Teams rushed toward each other as fast as we could. We met in the middle of the atrium, right next to the remains of the fountain, and then both Teams smashed into each other. Soon both sides devolved into a mess of limbs, weapons, and Powers as the battle began.

As I expected, Cy and I ended up fighting Max and Medusa. While Cy distracted Medusa with his speedy attacks, forcing her on the defense, I summoned my Ice Daggers and went straight for Max. Max seemed to understand the same thing I did because he went straight for me as well.

Although Max was bigger and stronger than me, he was also a good deal slower. His punches came fast and furious, but not nearly fast enough to hit me. But I was still putting everything I had into dodging Max’s blows. Probably the only reason I was able to avoid Max’s attacks was thanks to Dodge leveling up earlier. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been nearly fast enough to keep myself safe from his Avatar Killers.

When one of Max’s punches went too wide, I stepped in and slashed him across the chest with one of my Ice Daggers. Max grunted when my Ice Dagger cut across his chest, but I had to jump back quickly to avoid getting caught in his grasp. I remembered well how crushing his grip was and I was in no mood to get caught again.

My slash had created a wound in his chest, but it was a pretty shallow wound and it had probably only taken a handful of points off of Max’s HP. It did nothing to slow down Max, who came at me harder and faster than before, perhaps enraged from getting wounded. I Dodged as much as I could and managed to avoid most of his blows, but then I accidentally slipped on some water on the floor left over from the fountain and lost my balance.

One of Max’s Avatar Killers slammed into my face and knocked me flat off my feet. The blow didn’t just take off a good portion of my Health, however. It sent an intense pain through my body that made me scream in agony. It felt like my entire body was on fire and every nerve in my body was screaming from the sheer pain I was experiencing.

That was when I got this notification:

WARNING! Pain receptors are close to overloading. Please log off immediately and see your doctor right away.

ERROR! Unable to log off. Send troubleshooting report to Capes Online Technical Support? Y/N

Oh. That must have been the Avatar Killers’ work. No wonder Johnson screamed when he got killed. Unlike normal attacks, the Avatar Killers struck at your very brain. I wasn’t sure why it hurt me that way when my mind had been uploaded to Capes Online without my brain, but it was a good reminder that if I wasn’t careful, I would likely suffer the same fate as Johnson.

All of that went through my head in less than a second. One of Max’s boots was coming down toward my face. I rolled out of the way at the last second and hopped up to my feet, holding my Ice Daggers before me as Max looked over at me with disapproval in his eyes.

“How did that feel, Winter?” asked Max, cracking his knuckles as he turned to face me. “Not like other attacks, did it?”

Panting, I said, “I don’t understand how it hurt me when I don’t even have a physical brain that could be affected by it.”

Max smiled grimly. “The Avatar Killers were designed to kill Project Second Life participants as well. They were meant, of course, to kill Avatars, but Avatars and Project Second Life participants like you and me have similar coding. Once your Health hits zero, that will be game over for you … permanently.”

Uh oh. I should have seen that coming. It made sense, too. After all, the Hackers had clearly not intended to let me live much longer after they were done with me. They were probably planning to eliminate me as soon as Atmosfear found the Test Subject. I knew they claimed they had ‘orders’ to spare me, but I trusted the Hackers as about as far as I could collectively throw them now. The fact that Max wasn’t holding back now was a clear indication to me that they had been lying about sparing me.

Regardless, I needed to change tactics. Going toe-to-toe with Max was just asking for trouble. I needed to keep him a good distance from me. Which meant ranged attacks.

I threw my Ice Daggers at Max, which he dodged easily, but I then followed it up by raising my Energy Cannon and firing several Energy Shots at him. Max, displaying either amazing Evasion or a high-leveled Dodge, avoided most of them, but one of the Energy Shots hit him in the chest and caused him to stumble. But he recovered quickly and dashed toward me with surprising speed.

Lowering my Energy Cannon, I activated Ice Slide, but rather than slide forward, I went around Max. Max skidded to a stop to avoid slipping onto the ice I was making, but I didn’t stop. I just slid in a circle around Max, forming a circle of frozen floor around him. Max looked around, trying to follow my movements, but I moved too fast on the ice for Max to keep up. That meant it was time to try something new.

Ice Slide normally required me to use two hands. I could also only use one Power at a time, but I didn’t get this far by playing by the rules. Taking a huge risk, I moved one hand away from the Ice Slide I was forming under my feet and pointed it at Max’s feet, activating Ice Beam at the same time. The cold energy that normally would have gone to the slide under my feet instead focused on the ground around Max. Ice rapidly began to form around Max before his startled eyes until, just a few seconds after I started pouring my ice around him, Max was covered from head to foot in a thick ice igloo. He didn’t even get a chance to say anything before he disappeared inside the impromptu igloo I made.

As soon as I was confident the igloo was finished, I stopped using Ice Slide and came to a stop. Breathless and panting, I looked at the thick igloo surrounding Max. The ice was so thick that I couldn’t even see Max anymore. All I could see was the domed ice building I had made around him. And if he was talking, I couldn’t hear him, although I had no idea if the igloo was soundproof or not.

Regardless, I was distracted by this notification that appeared before me:

New Skill Unlocked: Double Power [Level 1]. This Skill allows you to use two Powers at once, but at half of their normal strength each and twice the Energy requirements for both Powers, with a 25% chance of Power Failure. Level up this Skill further in order to reach new heights!

Huh. I hadn’t expected to get a new Skill out of that, though when I thought about it, it made perfect sense. Unlike Powers, Skills could only be learned by actually doing things. As far as I knew, there was no list of all known Skills Capes Online had to offer and the requirements for attaining said Skills varied considerably. Double Power seemed like it could be a useful Skill, but I was a little worried about the 25% chance of ‘Power Failure,’ whatever that was. It sounded quite painful.

I also wasn’t a big fan of the fact that it meant both Powers were half as strong as they normally were but had double the Energy requirements. It meant that I had depleted more than half of my Energy in one go. My Energy would naturally refill over time—at the rate of about 2 Energy every 3 seconds—but that wasn’t very reassuring. Perhaps the cost would go double as I used that Skill more often, although given the downside of using Double Power, I had a hard time imagining myself using it as often as some of my other Skills or Powers.

Still, I had managed to trap Max, at least. Keeping him out of the fight was good because Max was the strongest Hacker and those God Punchers were probably the most dangerous weapon that the Hackers had—

One of Max’s Avatar Killers smashed directly through the igloo I had trapped him inside. This was followed by the second Avatar Killer and then both arms swept to the side, smashing through the igloo entirely and revealing Max, who now stood up to his waist in the igloo. He looked completely unharmed by my attack, although based on his pissed-off expression, I could guess he wasn’t entirely happy about getting almost frozen to death.

“Neat trick, Winter,” said Max. He slammed his gauntlets together. “But perhaps it’s time I showed you a few tricks of my own.”

Max smashed his way out of the igloo, but instead of rushing over to attack me, he raised both of his fists above his head. His fists suddenly began glowing with brown energy, crackling and sparkling with electricity, and before I could figure out what Max was doing, he brought both of his fists down onto the floor.

The entire floor of the Facility shook underneath our feet. It caused me to stumble and almost fall onto my behind. It had also affected my Teammates and even the other Hackers, everyone struggling to maintain their balance after Max’s unexpected area of effect attack. My whole world tipped back and forth in my eyes, but somehow I was still able to read the following notification just fine:

Debuff added: Dizziness. -50% Agility, Evasion, and Accuracy. Dodge is 10% less effective. Duration: 2 minutes.

I had just enough time to register my surprise at a debuff that negatively affected one of my Skills when another notification quickly replaced that one:

Area Effect: Uneven floor. -10% Agility and Evasion.

Uh oh. It looked like Max’s attack had done more than just negatively affect us. It had also made the floor itself uneven. Even in my dizziness, I noticed that the smooth concrete floor of the Facility was now cracked and uneven in several spots. I almost tripped over one such jutting spot before regaining my balance, although just barely.

Max, of course, was completely unaffected by his own area of effect attack. He slammed his fists together again and rushed toward me. I tried to Dodge, but my feet awkwardly tripped over themselves and I ended up almost falling over myself before Max punched me in the gut hard enough to knock me off my feet again.

Hitting the floor hard, I noticed my Health was now flashing dangerously in the red zone. If I didn’t do something quick, one more blow from Max like that would end me for sure.

Just as that thought passed through my head, however, a golden aura suddenly flooded over me and my Health bar shot back up to full. A prompt soon appeared to explain what was going on:

[Hero Recover] used Heal on you! +100% Health.

I had just enough time to smile before Max grabbed me by the collar of my Costume and threw me away. Although shocked at first by this, I nonetheless activated Flight and flew back toward Max as fast as I could. Unfortunately, the Dizziness debuff was still in effect, so my flight was very awkward as I struggled to maintain balance. I had forgotten that Heal only restored Health. It didn’t lift any debuffs you had, unfortunately.

Which was probably why I crashed headfirst into the floor when I thought for sure I was at least ten feet above it. But I rolled to my feet and desperately fired two Ice Beams in Max’s general direction.

But my Ice Beams missed Max completely, who once again effortlessly dodged my attacks. He slammed his fists together again, this time creating some kind of shockwave that rushed toward me. I jumped out of the way at the last minute, however, and hit the floor, narrowly avoiding the shockwave and feeling the hairs on my head stand up when the shockwave passed me.

When I hit the floor, I got this helpful notification:

Debuff lifted: Dizziness. Agility, Evasion, and Accuracy back to 100%. Dodge is now back to full power.

That should have made me feel better, but it didn’t. Although I had managed to get a few good hits on Max, he was still essentially at full power and had all sorts of tricks up his sleeve that I didn’t have. I needed to find some way to finish him off fast, but the longer the fight went on, the more tired I became. I also had no idea how well the battle was going for us, but given how I hadn’t seen any notifications announcing anyone’s death, at least we hadn’t taken any casualties yet.

If I was going to beat Max, I was going to need the big guns.

Scrambling to my feet, I reached into my item inventory and drew out the Darkbane. The shadow sword appeared in my hands, the blade cold to even my own touch. The sword gave off an evil aura that made me want to drop it, especially after I got this notification:

Debuff added: Corrupting Influence. +1% to Villain Alignment every 1 second.

My eyes widened briefly when I read that notification. I hadn’t realized that the Darkbane actually made you more evil the more you used it. I almost wanted to throw it away immediately, but when I remembered our current situation, I just redoubled my grip on the Darkbane and activated Shadow Clone.

Three silhouettes shaped just like me rose out of three pools of shadow around me. My three Clones were mindless and weak, but the surprised look on Max’s face was exactly the reaction I had been hoping from him.

“Attack!” I shouted, pointing the Darkbane at Max.

My Shadow Clones immediately rushed toward Max. They moved even faster than me, their feet making no sounds as they ran across the uneven concrete floor. It was kind of scary to watch, even knowing that the Shadow Clones were completely under my control. Max began punching at the Shadow Clones whenever they got too close, but my Clones must have been smarter than I thought because they kept jumping out of his reach and reacting with shadow-laced ice attacks. The attacks did little to damage Max’s Health, but the point was to distract Max long enough for me to take him down.

Activating Flight, I took off into the air until I was flying directly above Max, who was now so distracted by the Shadow Clones that he wasn’t paying any attention to me or anything else. Redoubling the grip of the Darkbane in my hands, I raised it above my head and came flying down straight toward Max, the Darkbane aimed directly at his skull.

Right before the Darkbane could pierce his skull, however, Max raised a hand and actually caught the Darkbane in one hand. His grip on it was so strong that it caused me to stop immediately in midair. Shock spread across my face as I realized exactly how powerful he was.

Max looked up at me with an amused look in his eyes. “Clever trick, Winter, but you’ll have to try a bit harder than that to kill me.”

Then it was my turn to smile. “No, I think I tried just hard enough.”

With that, I activated Freezing Touch. Ice exploded down the hilt and blade of the Darkbane directly onto Max’s hand. Max had just enough time to stare at me in shock before the freezing energy completely covered him from head to toe.

In seconds, Max was frozen solid. His eyes were frozen in sheer surprise, but his mouth was twisted in a scowl as if he realized exactly how much I had played him.
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Letting go of the Darkbane, I fell to the floor, landing on my feet. The impact was slightly jarring, but I soon stood up back to my full height, dusting off my Costume as this notification appeared before me:

Debuff added: Frozen. [Hero Maximilian]’s Agility and Evasion -100%. Duration: 5 minutes.

I half-expected Max to break out of his Frozen status, but to my relief, he just stood there like an ice statue. Although he didn’t say anything, I could still sense his anger and hatred at getting caught like this.

Not that I cared, however. Freezing Max might not permanently stop him, but hey, at least he was out of the battle for now. It sucked that I had to give up the Darkbane to pull that trick off, though, and it sucked even more knowing that Max’s Frozen status was only going to last less than five minutes. Then again, five minutes was plenty of time for a battle to change. It was my turn to look around at how the rest of my Teammates were doing.

The battle was still surprisingly even. On the other side of the broken fountain I saw Boom and Zoom tag-teaming Humantis. One of them would rush up and punch him, only to pull away at the last second before Humantis could respond, only for the other one to zip in, punch or kick Humantis, and leave. It was kind of funny to watch, especially since Humantis was having no luck in hitting them back. Only reason Humantis was still alive was apparently because his armor was glowing red, which I assumed had to be some sort of buff he was applying to himself.

Meanwhile, Dillo and Gears, along with Gears’ Sidekick Monkey Wrench, were fighting Armore and Tankman. Unlike Boom and Zoom’s battle with Humantis, this fight was a fair bit more even. Gears’ steam mecha had suffered a lot of blows already, even missing an arm. That did nothing to stop her mecha from going toe-to-toe with Tankman, however, using her one remaining arm to hold back the tank-like Sidekick, while Monkey Wrench worked frantically to repair whatever parts of her mecha that he could. Dillo, meanwhile, was pinned down by Armore, who, thanks to her flight capabilities, was able to stay out of his reach while shooting him with lasers from a distance, although Dillo didn’t take too much damage thanks to his incredibly high Defense.

And finally, Funky and Cross Step were taking on Gray Crusader and Squire. Cross Step kept using Teleport to appear and reappear in random places, usually to get in a surprise attack on Squire, who was looking increasingly annoyed at not being able to keep up with Cross Step’s Powers. Funky and Gray Crusader, on the other hand, were locked in combat. Gray Crusader was swinging a sword he had gotten from nowhere, which glowed silver, while Funky blocked his attacks with arm shields that popped out of the greaves of his gauntlets. I had no idea Funky had collapsible arm shields like that. Lennox flew overhead, clearly trying to find an opening in which to strike, but Funky and Gray Crusader were so close together that his Fire Breath was as liable to hit Funky as it was to hit Gray Crusader.

That left Recover, Hop, and Miss Manners, Boom and Zoom’s Sidekick. The three ladies stayed on the outside of the battle, using their healing Powers to occasionally heal Teammates who got injured. Brawn stood with them, acting as their bodyguard from what I could tell. That made a lot of sense to me. Healers were not exactly known for their high Defense or Health and were also prime targets from the opposing Team. Protecting the Healers was always a smart move, one I had learned the hard way during the Blackout.

As I thought, it looked like our Team was doing well, but not well enough. The longer it took us to defeat the Hackers, the more time Atmosfear had to find the Test Subject, whoever that was. Therefore, we needed to end this battle quickly so we could stop him before he succeeded in his plan.

I glanced at the Frozen timer for Max in the corner of my vision. Three minutes left. That was more than enough time for me to smash his Frozen form into a million little pieces and take him out of the battle for good. One of the neat things about the Frozen debuff was how defenseless and fragile it left you. Even the mightiest Hero or deadliest Villain was no match for a well-placed punch from even the weakest Hero.

Turning around to face Max, I reared my fist back, aiming for his stomach, which looked like a likely weak point to me. But before I could smash my fist through Max’s stomach, I heard Cy scream, “Boss, help!”

Startled, I looked to the left and saw that Cy’s battle with Medusa—which I had somehow failed to notice—was not going well at all. Cy was bleeding profusely from several different spots. He was still able to move and dodge her attacks, but it was obvious to me that he was running on fumes. He was on the defensive rather than the offensive now and it showed in the fact that Medusa did not appear to have any wounds or injuries whatsoever.

Medusa was viciously stabbing and slashing at Cy with her knife. I knew that knife could terminate human players, but I had no idea what it would do to any NPCs it killed. Cy would probably respawn upon death, but I didn’t want to risk it. Even if he did respawn, that would still be a loss for my Team no matter how you cut it.

So I turned and ran toward the Sidekick fight. Luckily for me, they weren’t fighting very far away and Medusa was so focused on attacking Cy that she did not seem to notice me. I summoned two Ice Daggers in my hands and brought them down on Medusa’s back, intending to stab her as deeply as I could.

But to my surprise, Medusa whirled around and blocked both of my Daggers with her knife. Although I was clearly bigger and stronger than her, Medusa nonetheless managed to hold back my attack. She smirked when she saw the surprise on her face and then, with a twist of her knife, sent both of my Ice Daggers flying out of my hands despite my best efforts to hold onto them.

As soon as my Ice Daggers flew out of my hands, this notification appeared in my vision:

[SIDEKICK MEDUSA] used Disarm! Disarm successful! You are now unarmed.

Before I could figure out if Disarm was a Skill or a Power, Medusa thrust forward and stabbed me in the chest with her knife.

Pain exploded in my chest as Medusa’s Avatar-killing knife cut through my skin and bone. My Health dropped from nearly full to less than half in less than a second, the reason for that being another one of Medusa’s Powers:

[Sidekick Medusa] used Critical Strike! +50% damage to direct hits!

[Sidekick Medusa] successfully followed up Disarm with Critical Strike, creating the Combo ‘Lethal Strike’! +100% to normal damage!

Debuff added: Bleeding. Lose -1 HP/3 seconds. Duration: Until healed.

Before I could register what Medusa had done, she ripped her knife out of my chest and kicked me. The blow sent me staggering backward, clutching my bleeding wound as I desperately tried to staunch the bleeding. Unfortunately, the wound was too deep and painful for me to completely stop and I knew I would be screwed unless one of the Healers got me.

“That didn’t kill you?” said Medusa, twirling her dagger with a disappointed look on her face. “You must be tougher than you look. Very few Heroes are capable of surviving my Lethal Strike Combo. Or perhaps you’re just very lucky.”

I bit my lower lip. “You’re the lucky one here, Medusa because Max isn’t around to save you.”

“I don’t need Max to save me,” said Medusa with a soft sigh. “But I think you need the help of your Healers in order to survive.”

I was about to ask her what she meant when I heard another cry, this one coming from the Healers. Despite knowing how precarious my current situation was, I looked over to the sidelines and felt my heart fall into my stomach.

Brawn was currently wrestling with some kind of large robot. The robot was white and shiny, shaped somewhat like a human/spider hybrid. The upper half was humanoid, with a torso, arms, and head, while the lower half were the legs of a spider. The robot had Brawn in a headlock, while the Healers were running away to put some distance between themselves and the robot.

Instinctively, I Scanned the robot to find out just what the heck that thing was:

Security Drone

LEVEL: 35

ALIGNMENT: Unaligned

CLASS: Robot

RARITY: Common

WEAK POINT: Joints

WEAKNESS: Fire

Security Drones are one of the more popular choices for providing security for Heroes and Villains alike in the world of Capes Online. Despite their generic appearance, the Synth Group Security Drone (TM) is the optimal security robot for any Hero or Villain seeking a guardian for their Base or Hideout. They can be customized with an endless variety of different parts, colors, and designs, making Synth Group Security Drones (TM) the perfect guardian for nearly any Base, Hideout, or Facility. Available now at your favorite Base/Hideout security system retailer.

Did Scan just show me Synth Group’s advertisement for their Security Drone? That was new. I wondered if you could pay for product placement in Scans and, if so, how much SI Games was charging for that perk. They had to be making bank.

But I pushed that thought out of my mind for now in order to focus on the current situation. That Security Drone must have been the same one that Humantis, Cy, Butterfly, and I avoided earlier, only it was a lot bigger than I expected it to be. Given how the Security Drone worked for the Department, I could only guess it was attacking Brawn because he was the closest one, although I had no doubt that it would come after the rest of us, Team Winter and Hacker alike, soon enough.

But there was nothing I could do for Brawn at the moment. His fight with the Security Drone left the Healers defenseless, which must have been why the Healers were running away. That meant none of us would be able to rely on the Healers’ aid for now, which was definitely problematic, especially given the wounds Medusa had managed to inflict on me.

Turning to face Medusa, I said, “So what if our Healers are distracted? I still got my … Health … Drinks …”

I had put my hand into my pocket when I said that, expecting to draw a Health Drink from my inventory. But when my hand failed to find any Health Drinks, I opened my inventory and saw that I had run out of Health Drinks already. But that didn’t make any sense. How did I run out of Health Drinks when I had maybe drunk only one or two since entering the Facility? I must have used more than I thought.

Nonetheless, I had no intention of letting Medusa beat me. I raised my Energy Cannon and fired it at her, but Medusa simply leaped out of the way. She then lashed out with a kick that hit me in the stomach, forcing me to double over from the pain, although her attack only took a few points of Health off my bar. Given how low my Health was at the moment, though, that meant more than it otherwise would.

But I wasn’t about to give up just yet. Medusa’s knife came down to my face, but I Dodged out of the way at the last second. Surprised by my fast moves, Medusa nearly fell over, but I caught her arm and twisted it, causing Medusa to cry out in pain and drop her knife. I then headbutted her so hard that she instantly collapsed onto the floor. A notification popped up informing me that she had the Unconscious debuff now, which made me smile when I read it.

But my smile vanished when I heard a sickening cracking sound behind me. Looking over my shoulder, I saw cracks appearing in the surface of Max’s Frozen body. A quick glance at the timer showed me that Max still had a minute left, so what—

Without warning, the ice surrounding Max exploded. At the same time, this notification appeared in my view:

[Hero Maximilian] used Heroic Rage to free himself from your Frozen debuff early! [Hero Maximilian] +10% Strength, Agility, and Dexterity, -10% Intelligence!

My eyes widened when I read that notification, but not before Max roared and rushed toward me. He grabbed me by the neck with both hands and lifted me up, his grip like iron as he slowly choked the life out of me.

The fire in Max’s eyes was scary. His eyes were a blazing red. In fact, his whole body glowed crimson, perhaps a physical symptom of his Heroic Rage Power or Skill or whatever it was. I felt like I was looking into the eyes of a monster, rather than a human being, and given how dangerous Max could be, ‘monster’ might not be such a bad word to describe him.

“This is for Medusa,” said Max, his voice distorted by the rage flowing through him. “I am done playing. Once you touch Medusa … you die.”
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I instinctively tried to use Freezing Touch on Max’s hands, but when I touched his arms, a hot burning sensation—like touching a burning stovetop—shot through my fingertips and I instantly pulled my hands back. Max’s Heroic Rage must have somehow been heating up his body to the point where I couldn’t touch it long enough to use Freezing Touch again. It made me wonder why his hands weren’t as hot, but that was a mystery for later. For now, my Health was dropping fast and darkness was clawing at the corners of my vision as my life slowly but surely started to leak away …

But then fire suddenly came down on Max’s head. Max screamed in pain and let me go. I fell on my back and gasped in pain for a second, although it was also nice to be able to breathe again for once. I looked up to see Max staggering backward, his head on fire as he tried to beat out the flames on his head. His Health dropped rapidly as the fire ate away at his skin, although he had enough Health that I thought he was probably going to survive that attack.

“Fire … ?” said Max through the flames shrouding his head like a turban. “What the—”

That was when Funky came out of nowhere and slammed into Max’s gut with his shoulder. Max gasped and staggered backward again, but not before earning another kick from Funky. Funky’s golden football helmet was glowing now, which made him look even stranger and more dangerous than ever. I could only guess that his football helmet was giving him some kind of stat boost or something.

“Funky?” I said as I sat up. “What are you doing here? I thought you were fighting Gray Crusader with Cross Step.”

Funky jumped back several feet to avoid Max’s swinging fists. “Cross Step has him covered. Thought you could use a little help.”

I smiled but then noticed my Health was back in the danger zone again. But before it could go any lower, a golden aura went over me and my Health filled up and the Bleeding debuff went away. A notification popped up in front of me that said that Recover had cast Heal again, causing me to look over in the direction from which I saw the Healers.

The Healers had stopped running now and were once again focused on providing support to the rest of the Team. Brawn was still wrestling with the Security Drone, but he seemed to be winning, based on how damaged the robot looked. Still, the Security Drone was at least not attacking our Healers, which was fine by me.

Rising to my feet, I summoned both of my Ice Daggers and was about to rush to help Funky when Funky suddenly said, “Winter, you need to go after Atmosfear!”

Coming to a stop, I said, “But don’t you need my help against Max?”

Funky ducked to avoid one of Max’s fists and then headbutted him. Max went staggering backward again, only to get bathed in Lennox’s fire once more, causing him to scream in pain as the fire washed over him like a shower.

Looking over at me, Funky said, “We’ll be fine up here. You just need to go down after Atmosfear and Giggles. Stop them before they get the Test Subject.”

“Do you know who the Test Subject is?” I asked Funky in bewilderment.

“Doesn’t matter,” said Funky, turning away from me just as Max swiped at Lennox, forcing the dragon to cut off his fire and fly away before he could get hit. “Way I see it, if Atmosfear wants the Test Subject, it can’t be for anything good. You’re the only one who can stop him at this point. We’ll keep his friends busy. Go!”

I bit my lower lip but realized Funky was right. Atmosfear had deliberately left his Teammates here to distract us. While I would love nothing more than to beat Max’s stupidly handsome face into paste for betraying me, Atmosfear was the real threat here. If I didn’t stop him, there was no telling what would happen.

So I nodded and said, “All right, Funky. Cy and I will go after Atmosfear and Giggles. We’ll be back as soon as we can.”

Without waiting for Funky’s answer, I turned and ran into the shadows in the direction that Atmosfear had gone, though not before quickly retrieving the Darkbane that Max had dropped when he broke free of his ice and putting it in my inventory. Cy—who must have also been healed by Recover, because all of the wounds he received from Medusa were gone—joined me immediately and soon we were running away, hearing the sounds of battle raging behind us as we sought Atmosfear, wherever he was.

-

Finding out where Atmosfear went was not as difficult as I thought it was going to be. Because as it turned out, Atmosfear wasn’t exactly good at covering his tracks.

Cy and I spotted an open door at the end of the hallway which looked like it had been forced open, based on the way it barely hung onto its hinges. Above the door, written in white, block letters, was the word ‘BASEMENT,’ which was probably where the Test Subject was being kept. Although I still had no idea who the ‘Test Subject’ was, the two of us did not hesitate to enter the entrance to the basement, heedless of whatever dangers awaited us.

We soon found ourselves running down a spiral staircase that went deep into the earth. Due to how much the staircase spiraled, we were forced to go slower than usual, although part of that was also because we didn’t want to get ambushed by Atmosfear and Giggles. I doubted Atmosfear had left any traps—that would assume he thought that there was a chance someone would follow him—but we walked cautiously anyway just to be safe. But at the same time, we walked as quickly as we could as well. We had no idea how close Atmosfear was to finding the Test Subject and so we had no time to waste in searching for him.

Luckily, we didn’t run into any traps on our way down, nor did we run into any guards or security systems. The reason for the latter became obvious when we reached the bottom of the stairs and found an entire hallway full of dead NPC guards.

It was a disturbing transition. One moment we were walking down a narrow, empty spiral staircase. When we turned a corner, we found ourselves standing in yet another hallway, this one slightly narrower than the ones above, with the corpses of NPC guards scattered everywhere. Some of them lay across the width of the hallway, while others were slumped against the wall and others still were curled into little balls as if trying to fend off some dangerous attacker. Most of them had no visible wounds or injuries, although I noticed a handful of the closer ones had bleeding throats, likely the work of Giggles.

“Oh my god,” said Cy, looking at the dead guards with wide eyes. “What happened to these guys?”

“Atmosfear must have killed them,” I said grimly. “Probably used Void to make them suffocate. The ones he couldn’t suffocate were clearly finished off by Giggles. You can see where he slashed their throats.”

Cy put a hand on this throat and winced. “Ugh. What a terrible way to go. Suffocation and getting your throat slit. Atmosfear and Giggles are even worse than I thought.”

“That’s why we need to stop them,” I said. “We can worry about the bodies later. For now, we have to catch up with them. They can’t be that far away now.”

With that, Cy and I ran down the hallway. We had to go slowly at first to make it past the bodies, but once we got past the last of the corpses, we ran full speed ahead down to the very end of the hallway. Similar to the entrance to the basement, we found another metal door, this one much heavier and thicker than the last, but like the last one, it had clearly been ripped off its hinges by Atmosfear. I had to admit it was kind of impressive. I doubted my own Super Strength was high enough for me to pull off something like that, yet Atmosfear apparently did it with ease. It was easy to forget sometimes that Atmosfear was a player, too, and so could level up his Skills and Powers just like me.

In any case, Cy and I did not hesitate to rush through the open doorway into the next room. When we did, we came to a stop and stared in awe at what stood before us.

The chamber into which we had emerged was huge and dome-shaped. Metal panels covered the walls, ceiling, and floor, illuminated by fluorescent lights which shone down from above. The room was full of desks, computers, and various scientific equipment like test tubes, beakers, and more. It looked like a laboratory to me. It also smelled vaguely of antiseptic and acid, although the scent was very soft and barely noticeable.

But my eyes were really drawn to the large object in the center of the room. It resembled a VR GamePod, except twice as big as actual GamePods. And, while GamePods could be purchased in a variety of different colors, this pod was totally silver from top to bottom. The only colors to break up the monotone were a few colored lights running along the side. The colors were green, yellow, and red, but currently only the green light was flashing. The other two were not, although I suspected the different colored lights were some kind of status indicator, perhaps to help scientists know the status of whatever was inside that pod.

Even stranger, however, was the complete absence of both Atmosfear and Giggles. Although the lab was huge, there were very few places for a person to hide. I suppose they could have been hiding behind the huge silver pod in the center of the lab—which was also connected to the ceiling with multiple thick wires—but somehow I doubted it.

“Whoa,” said Cy, looking around with his eyes as wide as ever. “This looks like an evil laboratory, but I don’t see any Mad Scientists. Or any scientists at all, for that matter. Wonder where they are.”

“Probably back at home,” I said, my eyes darting back and forth as I searched for any potential traps. “Remember, we specifically chose to attack at this time of night because there would be fewer people here. The scientists who work here are probably all at their homes getting a good night’s sleep.”

Cy sighed. “A good night’s sleep sounds pretty good right about now if you ask me. I would love to be back in my cozy, warm bed back in our Base, rather than running around trying to stop a bunch of crazy Villains from doing … whatever it is they’re doing. We still don’t know that, do we?”

“We don’t,” I said curtly. I summoned my Ice Daggers and held them up. “But don’t let your guard down. Just because we can’t see those two doesn’t mean they aren’t here. Remember, Giggles is an Assassin and Assassins are known for their high Stealth.”

“Right, right, boss,” said Cy, nodding. His eyes fixed on the pod in the center of the room. “What do you think that is?”

“Probably where the Test Subject is being kept,” I said. “But the only way to find out is to go forward. But carefully, because again, remember Atmosfear and Giggles.”

I led Cy down toward the large metal pod in the center of the lab. We were both on high alert, keeping our eyes and ears open for any unusual or dangerous sounds, but the lab was as silent as a graveyard. Even my Hero Sense wasn’t picking anything up. That, of course, meant nothing. I knew from experience that Hero Sense didn’t pick up all Villains. A Villain with a high enough level could avoid being detected by Hero Sense quite easily. It made me a little nervous because now I was wondering exactly how high Atmosfear’s current Level was. I always assumed he was close to me in Level, but I didn’t know for sure. For all I knew, he might have done some level-grinding since the Z-Virus incident and made himself stronger. Of course, it was also possible that he had some kind of Equipment that allowed him to mask his presence even from Hero Sense.

In any case, we needed to keep our guard up. The last thing we needed was to get taken by surprise right when we were about to stop Atmosfear.

On our way to the pod, we checked the different desks we passed, but of course we didn’t find any hint of Atmosfear or Giggles. In fact, the room seemed so devoid of the two that I wondered if perhaps this entire room was some kind of decoy. Perhaps the Test Subject was actually in one of the other rooms dotting the hallway outside and Atmosfear had only torn the door off of this room in order to throw off potential pursuers. It seemed possible, but not likely because while Atmosfear might have been smarter than he looked, that seemed too smart even for him.

“Do you think maybe they got the Test Subject already and vamoosed?” said Cy as we approached the huge pod in the middle of the lab. “I mean, we spent a lot of time fighting the Hackers. Plenty of time for Atmosfear and Giggles to find the Test Subject and get him or her out of here.”

“Doubt it,” I said, shaking my head. “I feel like we would know if Atmosfear had managed to find the Test Subject. The Hackers likely would have beat a hasty retreat so they wouldn’t have to risk getting captured. No, I think Atmosfear is still around here somewhere, as is the Test Subject.”

“You’re probably right,” said Cy as we stopped a few feet from the pod. “Look, the pod doesn’t even look like anyone has touched it in a long time.”

Cy was right. Up close, the smooth, shiny surface of the pod was obvious. What was even more obvious was that it did not look like it had been opened in a very long time. I wasn’t even sure how to open it. It did not have an opening or handle of any sort. Heck, I didn’t even see a button to press. The complete lack of some kind of opening mechanism made me doubt it held anything at all. Given the way the wires connected to the ceiling, perhaps it was actually some kind of power generator or something.

But then my Perception kicked in and I noticed something blue glowing at about waist height on the pod.

“Wait, I see something,” I said. “Let me take a look.”

I knelt down on one knee and looked more closely at the glowing blue object. It took me a moment to find it, but I realized it was a retina scanner of some sort. Retina scanners had been used back in the police headquarters I worked at back in the real world. Usually, we used them to lock up evidence that we didn’t want to fall into the wrong hands.

As soon as I looked into the scanner, a small blue light shot out and quickly scanned my right eyeball. Startled, I stood back up, but not before the retina scanner suddenly showed this message:

RETINA APPROVED. OPENING GENESIS POD NOW. WELCOME, NYLE MAXWELL.
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“What happened?” asked Cy as I stood up and backed away from the Genesis Pod, blinking my eyes rapidly. “Did the retina scanner hurt you or something?”

Rubbing my eyes, I said, “No, nothing like that. My eyes just—”

I was interrupted by a loud hissing noise, like air being let out of a tire. Then the Genesis Pod started to vibrate, causing Cy and I to take several steps backward just in case it exploded or something.

But the Genesis Pod did not explode. Instead, after vibrating for a few seconds, it suddenly stopped. Then a dark outline began to appear around the middle of it and more hissing noises followed as the lid of the Pod lifted slowly but surely up. Steam billowed out in rolls out of the Pod, covering the floor and our feet and raising the temperature of the lab somewhat, but we didn’t pay any attention to that. Our attention was on the second, smaller pod that rose up from within the Genesis Pod itself.

Well, technically it was more like a glass and metal canister. It appeared to be made out of the same metal as the Genesis Pod itself. The glass lid was transparent, but unfortunately for us, it was also very dark inside, making it impossible to tell what was inside the canister. I could tell it was a person, however, based on the dark silhouette that could be vaguely seen within.

The canister slowly rose up out of the Genesis Pod until it stood at its full height. Then it came to a stop and became still, steam billowing off it, although less than before.

“So … cool,” said Cy in awe. “What is that?”

“Don’t know,” I said. “Whatever it is, keep your distance. Let me Scan it to see if we can find out what it is.”

I Scanned the canister, only to get this information:

ERROR! Unable to Scan unknown object. Please send a troubleshooting report to Capes Online Technical Support for more information.

“Uh oh,” I said. “I can’t Scan it.”

“You can’t Scan it?” said Cy, whipping his head toward me in alarm. “That’s not good.”

“That’s putting it mildly,” I said. I gripped my Ice Daggers more tightly. “Whatever it is, I think we should leave it and go back up to the surface. Atmosfear and Giggles are clearly not here and I don’t want to even touch that thing until we can get the rest of the Team down here for backup.”

“Backup?” said a smooth Southern voice behind us. “Why would you need that?”

Cy and I whirled around to see Atmosfear and Giggles standing at the entrance to the lab. Atmosfear stood with his arms folded in front of his chest, a wicked smile crossing his lips, while Giggles merely stood next to Atmosfear, his hood hiding his face, although he looked ready to fight.

“Atmosfear,” I said, not even bothering to hide the disgust in my voice. “Where have you been and why didn’t my Hero Sense pick you up?”

“Waiting for you,” said Atmosfear casually. “As for why your Hero Sense didn’t work, it must be broken or something. Have you tried turning it off and then turning it on again? I hear that works sometimes.”

I gritted my teeth. “I’m not in the mood for jokes, Atmosfear. I’m going to teach you and Giggles a lesson you’ll never forget.”

“You sound like my eighth grade English teacher,” said Atmosfear with a sneer. “Except you’re not nearly as hot as she was. Even if you were, it wouldn’t matter, because you did exactly what I wanted you to do.”

“I did?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “What do you mean?”

Atmosfear gestured over my head. “You opened the Genesis Pod for me, which contains the Test subject’s canister. That’s awfully kind of you and I didn’t even have to ask you to do it.”

I glanced over my shoulder quickly at the unknown canister before looking back at Atmosfear, who thankfully had not moved an inch from his current position. “You mean you couldn’t open it yourself?”

“No way,” said Atmosfear, shaking his head. “See, that ol’ Genesis Pod there is protected by a strong retina scanner. Neither of my beautiful eyeballs are recorded in the scanner, so I had to wait until someone whose eyes were recorded came down and opened it for me.”

I blinked. “Why would my eyes be recorded in the Genesis’ Pod’s retina scanner? I’ve never been here before. Hell, I didn’t even know the Genesis Pod existed until I came down here. I’ve never used it before.”

Atmosfear grinned. “Are you so sure about that, Nyle? ‘Cause it’s awfully suspicious that the government would make your eyes necessary to open the Genesis Pod if you’ve supposedly never been here before.”

“But I haven’t,” I insisted. “If I did, I would remember.”

“Would you?” asked Atmosfear. He unfolded his hands and scratched his chin. “You know, I think we’ve taken what the government has told us at face value one too many times. They say they uploaded our minds to Capes Online to save them, but who is to say they didn’t mess with us a little beforehand and wiped our memories clean so we wouldn’t remember what they did to us?”

“Is that even possible?” I said. “I could see them being able to do that to NPCs, but we’re not NPCs.”

“We’re still data, though,” Atmosfear pointed out. “And, honestly, my memory has been pretty fuzzy ever since I first woke up in this dumb video game. I still remember the real world and the people who live there, but it seems to get harder and harder to do every day. Do you feel the same way?”

Atmosfear asked me that question with such sincerity that I was thrown off-guard. It occurred to me that Atmosfear—as evil and vile as he might be—was still just a person like me. He was dealing with most of the same issues as me, maybe even worse given how he didn’t have anyone to talk to. It almost made me feel some kind of connection to him … almost.

“I still remember what the real world was like, “ I replied. “Perhaps it’s because I had friends and family who I loved and cared about, while you didn’t.”

Atmosfear shrugged. “Friends are useless and family is a burden. Personally, I think you do suffer memory issues. You just don’t remember it. Otherwise, why would your eye be able to unlock the retina scanner for the Genesis Pod?”

My hands shook. Although I was sure Atmosfear was wrong, I had to admit that a lot of my early memories of Capes Online were pretty fuzzy. I remembered dying in the car crash that took both of our lives and then the next thing I remembered was waking up in the Waiting Room with Chuck, who then went on to explain what happened to me while my mind finished uploading to Capes Online. That meant there was a gap in my memory between the time I was almost dead and the time my brain was hooked up to Capes Online and my mind uploaded there. I always assumed the gap existed because I was unconscious at the time, but now I wondered if there was a bit more to it than that. Chuck hadn’t mentioned anything, but given how secretive the Department of VR was, perhaps that shouldn’t have surprised me.

“I don’t know why,” I said slowly, “but I can guess that’s the reason you wanted the Hackers to spare me.”

“Bingo,” said Atmosfear, nodding. “My friend in the Department informed me that you were one of the few people with the ability to open the Genesis Pod. He told me to make sure you got here so you could open the Genesis Pod with one of your eyes.”

“Why did you leave me back up there with the Hackers, then?” I said, gesturing at the ceiling. “Max almost killed me several times himself during our fight.”

“I thought my friend in the Department was full of shit and was messin’ with me,” Atmosfear replied. “Turns out he was right. Giggles and I tried to open the Genesis Pod ourselves, but we just couldn’t do it. Even using my Super Strength barely left a dent in that thing. That thing is made out of sterner stuff, that’s for sure.”

“So your friend in the Department is still in contact with you?” I said. “And it’s not Johnson, right?”

“Of course not,” said Atmosfear with a laugh. He wagged a finger at me. “But don’t assume I’m just going to go and tell you who it is, now. Still gotta keep some secrets to myself, after all.”

“I’m getting a little tired of people keeping secrets from me, to be frank,” I said. “I would like it if someone was honest with me for once.”

“I’m always honest with you, boss,” Cy said in a chipper voice. “For example, I think your Costume would look cooler if it was black and white instead of blue and white. I mean, I know your Costume is supposed to represent your Ice Powers and all that, but—”

Atmosfear chuckled. “It isn’t that easy, donut. Keeping secrets from people is one of life’s greatest joys. If you want to find out the truth, then you’ve gotta demand the truth from others. Otherwise, you’ll remain in the dark all your life, and there ain’t nothing fun about that, even for a card-carrying Villain such as myself.”

“Fine, then,” I said. “I’ll take your advice and demand you tell me why you want the Test Subject.”

“I can’t tell you that, mostly because my Department friend wouldn’t be very happy if I did,” said Atmosfear. “All you need to know is that the Test Subject is very important to both of our plans for Capes Online, plans you and your friends will definitely live long enough to see … assuming, of course, you don’t step aside right this very instant and let me at the Genesis Pod.”

I tensed. “That’s not good enough, Atmosfear, and if you think I’m just going to move out of the way just because you asked, then you’re even more delusional than I thought.”

“I didn’t expect you to move,” said Atmosfear with a shrug. “Not really. Which is why I am going to make you move.”

Before either Cy or I could react, I felt something sharp strike my neck, like a wasp sting. I slammed my hand over the spot of my neck that hurt and felt some kind of dart embedded in my skin, but then my hands became numb, followed quickly by my whole body, and I fell over onto the floor with a loud thunk. Cy also fell over next to me, a stunned look on his face.

Before I could say anything, this notification appeared before me:

Debuff added: Paralysis. -100% Agility, Evasion, and Dexterity. Duration: 15 minutes.

“Fifteen minutes?” I repeated in shock. “I’ve never seen a debuff last that long before.”

“You aren’t the only one who has been leveling up, Winter,” said a giggling voice above me. “Atmosfear and I have also been getting stronger.”

Giggles suddenly appeared out of nowhere above me. Though his hood hid most of his face, I could see his mouth, which was twisted in a savage grin. He held a small blowgun in his right hand, which must have been what he used to shoot the paralyzing darts at us.

“You look so stupid lying on the floor like that,” said Giggles with another giggle. “Certainly nothing like the brave Hero who has been such a pain in the pass for so long.”

“Good job, Giggles,” said Atmosfear, who was walking toward us, clapping his hands all the while. “Snuck up on those Hero bastards and took ‘em out before they even realized they weren’t feeling so well. Guess you’re not nearly as useless as I thought.”

Giggles beamed when Atmosfear said that. “Yes, Atmosfear, sir. I sneaked up on them just like you told me to.”

Atmosfear stopped before me and knelt down. His vicious grin appeared plastered to his face, giving him the appearance of a wolf that was about to pounce on its helpless prey.

“You should have spent less time talkin’ and more time fightin’,” said Atmosfear, flicking a finger against my forehead. “But you didn’t and now you can’t do shit except watch me succeed.”

Then Atmosfear held out his hand toward Giggles. Giggles put a long, deadly-looking knife in his hand, which Atmosfear took without so much as a thank you. He held the knife before his eyes, turning the long, white blade over in his hands with a terrible grin on his face.

“I was wrong when I said you can’t do anything now except watch me succeed.” Atmosfear looked down at me and raised the knife above his head. “Because I’m going to end your pathetic life here and now, but don’t worry. Soon, you and everyone in Capes Online will know what I am about to do. And it will be glorious.”
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This was it. I couldn’t Dodge or evade Atmosfear’s knife. No matter how many times I told my body to move, it just wouldn’t respond to any of my mental commands. It was like trying to turn on a broken-down truck. No matter how many times I turned the key, nothing would happen except me feeling even more frustrated than I did before.

Cy was just as helpless as me. I could see the fear and panic in his eyes as he realized that we were going to die. I knew that we weren’t really going to die—we would respawn in our Base—but still, dying at the hands of Atmosfear would be a huge failure on our part. Even if it was, the fact was that our deaths would pave the way for Atmosfear to get his hands on the Test Subject, and with it, all the stuff he needed to pull off his ‘plans,’ whatever those were.

But there was nothing I could do. I just watched as Atmosfear raised the knife above his head and then brought it straight down toward my face.

Then, without warning, the knife stopped less than an inch away from my forehead. I would have cringed if my body had been able to move. As it was, all I could do was stare at the blade, my breathing harsh and shallow as I wondered why Atmosfear had stopped.

“Sir?” said Giggles, who seemed just as confused as I was over this. “Is there something wrong?”

Atmosfear was frozen. He seemed to be staring into space at something none of us could see, his mouth slowly curling into a frown. “Yep. Looks like I got a message from Paradox.”

Although I couldn’t see much of Giggles’ skin, what little I could see went paler than snow. “Paradox? Why is he contacting you now?”

“Don’t know,” said Atmosfear casually. “Let me see.”

Atmosfear tapped an invisible screen only he could see. He then went still again, his eyes moving back and forth as he read whatever message he had received. Although I was curious about the identity of this ‘Paradox’ guy, I had to admit I was glad he had picked this time to send Atmosfear a message. Although I still had about fourteen and a half minutes left for Paralysis, every little bit helped.

Then Atmosfear’s frown turned into a scowl and he muttered under his breath, “For God’s sakes, man … fine.”

Atmosfear tapped the air again, perhaps sending a reply of his own, before pulling his knife away from my forehead and standing up.

“It’s your lucky day, Nyle,” said Atmosfear as he tossed his knife back to Giggles, who just barely managed to catch it without stabbing himself accidentally. “Paradox says there’s a shit ton of Department agents getting ready to enter Capes Online in about twenty minutes. Biggest single group of Avatars ever sent to deal with a problem at once, according to him. So I’ve got to get the Test Subject now, which means I can’t waste any time killing you.”

My eyebrows rose in surprise. I wasn’t sure whether to be happy that the Department was sending in backup or dread, because as far as the Department knew I was still working with the Hackers. If they showed up soon, then they might just go and kill not just the Hackers, but all of my Teammates. That made it more important than ever that I caught Atmosfear. If I handed Atmosfear over to the Department, they might be willing to spare me and my friends.

“Let’s get to it, then,” said Atmosfear. He walked over me like I was dog droppings on the street and made his way over to the Genesis Pod, Giggles following closely by his side.

I struggled to make my body move and stop him, but again, it wouldn’t listen to any of my commands. All I could do was watch as Atmosfear and Giggles climbed onto the Genesis Pod and walked around the canister.

“How are we supposed to move it?” asked Giggles. “We’re not going to haul it out by ourselves, are we?”

Atmosfear slapped Giggles on the back of his head. “Don’t be an idiot. We’re going to move it out with one of these portals. See?”

Atmosfear pulled out something small and disk-like from his pockets. He carefully placed it on the ground behind the Test Subject and then stepped back. Once he was a safe enough distance away from the object, he then snapped his fingers.

A portal about the size of a door sprung into existence. The portal was shaped somewhat like the entrance to a tunnel. It glowed a bright blue, the texture of the interior looking fuzzy and unreal. I found it hard to state at, feeling sick just looking at it. I couldn’t see anything on the other side, but I knew it had to lead to Atmosfear’s Hideout or at least someplace where no one would be able to find the Test Subject.

“There we go,” said Atmosfear, putting his hands on his hips. “Simple as opening a door. Now let’s get this Test Subject moved through there. No time to lose.”

Then Atmosfear snapped at Giggles, “What are you waiting for, idiot? Get to work. Push that canister through. Now.”

Giggles did not hesitate to start pushing against the canister. Although Giggles was short and appeared to lack muscle definition, I noticed he managed to make some headway in pushing the Test Subject’s canister closer to the portal. Meanwhile, Atmosfear stood there with his hands on his hips, a triumphant grin stuck on his face like today was his birthday or something.

I wanted to get up and stop him, but I couldn’t. The Paralysis debuff had about thirteen and a half minutes left, and it certainly wasn’t ticking away any faster. Every nerve in my body refused to act. It was like I was watching a movie I couldn’t stop, rewind, or go forward through. Even if Atmosfear didn’t kill me—which was doubtful—I couldn’t let him get away with the Test Subject. I might not have known why he wanted the Test Subject, but I knew it couldn’t be for a good reason.

Yet I was unable to lift the debuff myself, nor was Cy in any better situation to do so. The two of us were equally stuck to the floor. All we could do was lie there and watch as Giggles pushed the canister closer and closer to the portal. In moments, the canister would go through and it would be lost forever. We had failed.

That was when I felt something … odd go through me. It felt like a hand had been stuck through my chest. But it was not pain that I now felt. No, it was relief. A sense of relief washed over me as if I had just taken a nice shower, causing me to get this notification:

Debuff lifted: Paralysis. You are no longer paralyzed.

I was stunned when I read that notification. No longer paralyzed? My muscles felt relaxed and smooth again. I twitched the tips of my fingers and found that my body was once again responsive to my mind’s commands. Based on the way Cy was looking at his hands in shock, I could guess he must have also had the debuff lifted somehow.

That was when a soft feminine voice in my ear whispered, “Don’t move. Atmosfear doesn’t know that you aren’t paralyzed anymore yet.”

Startled, I looked to the left and at first saw nothing but empty air. Then a hooded figure wielding a scythe slowly materialized into my vision. She didn’t materialize entirely, retaining a half-physical, half-translucent appearance as if she stood in two different realities at once, but I had no trouble recognizing her.

“Spiritus?” I whispered, unable to believe my eyes. “Is that really you?”

Spiritus, my brother’s former Sidekick, nodded. “Yes, it’s me. Sorry I disappeared for a while back there. I had some things to do on Busker’s orders, although I’ve been watching you for a while.”

A million questions shot through my head when she said that, but the first one was, “Did you lift that Paralysis debuff off of me and Cy?”

“Yes,” said Spiritus in a very low whisper. “Once I saw you and Cy in such dire straits, I felt like I had to intervene. But we must still be patient.”

“Patient?” I whispered. “What for?”

“Atmosfear has yet to notice us,” Spiritus pointed out. “Right now, he thinks the Paralysis debuff is still in effect for you and Cyclone. Once he realizes it is not, he will undoubtedly fight—and try to kill—you. As it is, we have the element of surprise on our side at the moment.”

“I understand,” I said, speaking as quietly as she was, “but if Busker is dead, how are you still here? I thought Sidekicks became Civilians again after their Heroes were deleted.”

“There’s no time to explain that,” Spiritus said, shaking her head. “What we need to do is stop Atmosfear before he can get the Test Subject through the portal. If we don’t, terrible, terrible things will happen, not just in Capes Online, but even in the real world.”

I was stunned when Spiritus said that. Sidekicks and NPCs in general never talked about the real world. To them, Capes Online was their world. Oh, sure, they were aware of how we players seemed to come from ‘somewhere else,’ but I wasn’t sure how many of them understood what we said. That Spiritus apparently did was a shocking revelation in itself.

“Therefore, we need to make a plan,” said Spiritus. She nodded at Atmosfear, who still stood with his arms folded behind his back watching his Sidekick move the canister closer and closer to the portal. “While I distract him, you and Cy can take him down. If we can kill Atmosfear in one hit, then we can make sure the Test Subject doesn’t fall into the hands of his boss, which would be very bad.”

I bit my lower lip. “I can’t kill him in one hit. Even if I take him by surprise and get a critical hit, he’ll probably still survive.”

“Use the Darkbane,” Spiritus said quickly. “It’s your most powerful weapon. It was designed specifically to kill digital beings like you, Atmosfear, and Dark Kosmos. It should make you strong enough to kill Atmosfear in one blow.”

I hesitated. “But the Darkbane corrupts Heroes and turns them into Villains.”

“So?” Spiritus whispered. “You won’t use it for long. Just long enough to kill Atmosfear. And trust me, this is what your brother would have wanted. What he does want.”

“Wants?” I said. “You’re talking about Busker like he’s still alive.”

Spiritus suddenly looked away. “His current status is … complicated. But I don’t have the time to go into that right now. We need to stop Atmosfear now.”

Spiritus’ vague explanation made me curious to find out exactly what she meant about my brother. Still, as curious as I was to learn more about what happened to my brother, I had to admit that she had a point. We needed to stop Atmosfear. And we didn’t have much time left in which to do it.

“Okay,” I said under my breath, “I’ll attack as soon as you say the word.”

Spiritus nodded. “Good. I will distract them. As soon as they’re distracted, I need you to jump up there and kill Atmosfear. I fear I won’t be able to keep him distracted for very long, but hopefully long enough for you to kill him for good.”

With that, Spirits faded out of existence. At the same time, I felt a soft breeze pass over me, which I assumed was Spiritus making her way up to the Genesis Pod where Atmosfear and Giggles stood. Atmosfear still had his back to us, while Giggles was so focused on moving the canister that he was probably not paying attention to anything else.

So I pulled the Darkbane out of my inventory. I sent Cy a quick message telling him not to move until I said so. I could tell Cy was eager to get up and fight Atmosfear and Giggles, but luckily for me, he was willing to wait a little bit longer if it meant stopping Atmosfear for good. As annoying as Cy could sometimes be, he did know how to get serious when the time was right.

I didn’t have to wait very long, however, because at that moment, Spiritus appeared between the canister and the portal and said, “Boo!”

That seemed to scare Giggles, because he screamed suddenly and jumped back, letting go of the canister, which somehow still stood up straight despite the lack of anyone supporting it. Atmosfear, however, just lowered his arms and snapped, “The hell are you? The Grim Reaper?”

Spiritus, however, didn’t respond. Her hooded face looked past Atmosfear to me. And even though she didn’t utter a word, I knew this was my moment.

Jumping to my feet, I activated Flight, drew the Darkbane from my inventory, and flew toward Atmosfear, the Darkbane leveled at his heart. Atmosfear had just enough time to whirl around and see me coming, but he didn’t have enough time to dodge.

The Darkbane slammed into and through Atmosfear’s heart. Blood exploded out of Atmosfear’s back as the Darkbane tore through his flesh. His Health dropped to zero in an instant, but somehow he still clung to life just long enough to stare at me with a mixture of disbelief and shock in his face.

“Game over, Atmosfear,” I said in a harsh whisper of a voice. “I. Win.”

I yanked the Darkbane out of Atmosfear’s chest. Atmosfear immediately collapsed onto the floor in heap, his own blood slowly but surely making a puddle of deep red blood around him.

I expected him to curse me, to start calling me names, even to crack a final bad joke just to try to make me mad.

Instead, however, Atmosfear smiled … and then his expression froze in that way as he finally died.
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TEAM BATTLE ALERT: Hacker Team Leader [Villain Atmosfear] has died! -50% Morale for Hackers, +50% Morale for all members of Team Winter!

Hackers remaining: 3/5.

I had forgotten about the fact that we were technically still in the middle of a Team Battle. I had been so focused on stopping Atmosfear that I had almost completely forgot about the battle raging in the Facility above between my Teammates and his. Based on the number of remaining members left, it looked like the Hackers must have lost someone else other than Atmosfear at some point. I hoped and prayed that it was Max. That traitor deserved it.

Another notification also appeared afterward:

Due to your continued use of the Darkbane, -10% Hero Alignment and +10% Villain Alignment.

Current Alignment status: 80% Hero, 20% Villain. Check your character page for more details on your current Alignment.

I frowned. I didn’t like seeing that my Alignment was now even closer to Villain than it was before. Still, at least I managed to defeat Atmosfear. And hey, I could always complete a few Hero missions later to fix my Alignment if necessary.

Still, I put away the now-bloody Darkbane anyway. Holding it felt a bit more natural now, but at the same time, I didn’t want to get too used to wielding it. I knew the Alignment System was just another game mechanic and that plenty of Villain players were good people in the real world, but after seeing how insane Atmosfear was, I didn’t want anything to become a Villain if I could avoid it.

My thoughts were interrupted by Giggles screaming, “Master Atmosfear! No!”

Giggles stood a few feet away from me, looking with horror at Atmosfear’s body. I had also almost completely forgotten about Giggles, but luckily, I didn’t need to do anything else, because Cy flipped through the air just then like an acrobat, landed behind Giggles, and kicked him in the back of the head. That blow knocked out Giggles instantly, making him fall to the floor with an unceremonious thunk.

“And that’s what you get for waking up in Vegas,” said Cy, standing up and dusting off his hands.

“What?” I said.

“Oh, it’s just a reference to a song,” said Cy with a wave of his hand. “An old classic that was before your time.”

“You’re younger than me,” I pointed out. “That song is probably from before your time, too.”

Cy opened his mouth to argue the point with me, but then Spiritus flew up to us just then and said, “Thank you for your help, Winter, Cyclone. I had been a bit worried there that Atmosfear might somehow survive, but it looks like I was correct to believe that the Darkbane would kill him in one hit.”

I nodded. “Yeah, but my Alignment took a hit like I thought. Which doesn’t make a whole lot of sense, seeing as I killed a Villain, but whatever. This game doesn’t make sense most of the time.”

“Regardless, at least the Test Subject is safe,” said Spiritus, looking at the canister again. “Busker will be pleased to hear this.”

“Will be pleased to hear this?” I said. “Spiritus, you keep talking about Busker like he’s still alive, even though we know he’s dead. I saw the footage of the Department agents killing him. Do you know something we don’t?”

Spiritus looked at me again and, although I could not see her eyes, I thought she was smiling. “The same could be said about you, Winter. Your body died in the real world, yet here you are. Why do you find it so hard to believe the same about your brother?”

I almost choked when she said that. “You mean my brother … Busker … Joseph … is still here in Capes Online?”

“As I said, his situation is … complicated,” said Spiritus, “but—”

Harsh laughter suddenly echoed through the laboratory. It seemed to come from everywhere at once, but even more disturbing, it sounded almost exactly like Atmosfear’s own laughter.

“What is going on?” asked Cy, looking around in alarm. “Where is that laughter coming from? Who’s laughing?”

“I am, greeny,” said a voice that could be heard among the laughter, a voice that was clearly Atmosfear’s. “And I’m laughing at the greatest joke ever … namely, my death.”

Suddenly, Atmosfear’s body vanished, turning into some kind of strange smoke before the smoke shot away from us. The smoke grabbed Giggles and pulled him away from Cy, who started when the smoke got too close. The smoke went over to the other side of the room before depositing Giggles onto the floor. Then the smoke hovered over Giggles for a second before it began to glow red, casting a red light over Giggles’ body. Dark energy began to rise from Giggles’ body up to the smoke cloud, making the cloud darker and darker until it was almost pitch black. At the same time, Giggles’ own body became paler and paler, and not just his skin, but his whole body.

In seconds, Giggles was white as snow while the smoke cloud hovering above him was as black as night. Then the cloud began to take shape. Two strong legs shot out from underneath the cloud, while two arms burst out of either side and then the cloud itself began to form a body. A familiar head took shape on the body’s neck, but it wasn’t until the silhouette was fully formed that color, detail, and texture began to spread across the silhouette. I nearly lost my breath when I saw the results.

Atmosfear now stood over Giggles’ body, looking no worse the wear despite the fact that I had just stabbed him in the chest. He looked good as new, his Health bar not just full, but now a thick black for some reason. He had his hands on his hips, a cruel grin crossing his hateful features.

“Well, that was fun,” said Atmosfear as if he had just taken a nice walk. “Painful, but fun.”

A notification suddenly appeared before me:

[Villain Atmosfear] has successfully used Resurrection!

TEAM BATTLE ALERT: Hacker Team Leader [Villain Atmosfear] has returned from the dead! +100% Morale for Hackers, -50% Morale for all Team Winter members!

Remaining Hackers: 4/5.

“What is this?” said Spiritus. She sounded genuinely afraid now, clutching her scythe like it was a security blanket. “How did you come back from the dead? The Darkbane should have killed you.”

Atmosfear smirked. “So sorry for disappointing you. You sound just like my mother. She never understood my brilliance. She always called me a disappointment. Which is why I killed her, by the way. I didn’t need that negativity in my life.”

“Explain yourself, Atmosfear,” I said. “How did you do that?”

Atmosfear smirk just grew bigger. “You ask too many questions, but fair enough. See, I recently got my hands on one of those Omega Crystals. Ever heard of those?”

I stiffened. “An Omega Crystal? You don’t mean to say—”

“Yep.” Atmosfear spread his arms wide. “I have an Ultimate Power. The Ultimate Power, if you ask me. It’s called Resurrection. Ever heard of it?”

Cy gasped. “Resurrection? But that’s the rarest Ultimate Power in the entire world. It’s so rare that it is said that only one Hero or Villain gets it every generation, and even then, it’s been known to skip generations. How in the world did you get it?”

“The perks of having a friend in the Department,” said Atmosfear, scratching his chin. “Gave me an Omega Crystal made just for me. With Resurrection, I can now always come back to life … at the expense of my Sidekick’s life, of course.”

I looked at Giggles’ unmoving form on the floor at Atmosfear’s feet and grimaced. “That’s an awful cost to pay for a second chance at life.”

“So?” said Atmosfear. “Giggles knew what he was getting into when he started working for me. Besides, I’m a Villain. Using others as stepping stones to greater personal power is what we do. Not that you Heroes would ever understand that, of course.”

I grimaced, but said, “Your Resurrection changes nothing. You’re still outnumbered even more so than you were before. If you hadn’t sacrificed Giggles, you might have been able to survive. But by yourself against the three of us … let’s just say I don’t like those odds for you.”

Atmosfear chuckled. “I guess I forgot to mention Resurrection’s other benefits, aside from getting to come back to life and not respawn back in your Base. Let me show them to you.”

Atmosfear raised his hands. Red energy began swirling in the air above him and I had no idea what he was about to do until I got this notification:

[Villain Atmosfear] is charging Empty Air!

“Winter!” Atmosfear yelled, raising his voice to be heard above the crackling red energy above him. “I remember that Combo Power of yours! You know, the one you used to beat me the first time we fought back during the Blackout? And I thought, you know what, I want one of those Combo Powers for myself! So I went ahead and got one with Giggles.”

My eyes widened in shock. “How can you use a Combo Power without your Sidekick? Giggles is dead.”

Atmosfear shook his head. “Another benefit of Resurrection. Not only do I get my Sidekick’s life, but I also get access to most of their Powers. Including, of course, our Combo Power. ‘Course, I can only use it once, but I think one time ought to be more than enough to destroy you and your whole Team.”

With that, Atmosfear spread his hands open wide. The red energy exploded from his hands and went everywhere. In an instant, the red energy expanded throughout the entire room. I suspected it also went up to the rest of the Facility, but I had no time to wonder about that because in the next instant I suddenly couldn’t breathe.

I gasped for air, trying to get even just a little air, but I couldn’t. I could, however, breathe in some kind of toxic fumes that made me hack and cough. Clutching my throat, I fell to my hands and knees as these notifications appeared before me:

[Villain Atmosfear] has used Empty Air! All air in a 500-foot radius in every direction has been eliminated!

Debuff added: Suffocation. -5 HP/1 second. -5 Intelligence/1 second. Duration: 5 minutes.

Debuff added: Poisoned. -1 HP/2 seconds. Duration: 5 minutes.

All Teammates affected by [Villain Atmosfear]’s Empty Air! Suffocation and Poisoned debuffs added to all Teammates.

No, no, no. If my entire Team was suffering from Suffocation and Poison, then that meant we were all going to die and we were going to lose. Atmosfear himself looked entirely unharmed by his own attack, which made sense because it was his attack. I tried to get up and run over to him, but the Suffocation was making it hard to focus and even harder to think.

Cy and Spiritus weren’t doing much better. Cy was on his hands and knees gasping for breath, while Spiritus just lay on the ground as still as a rock. Neither of them were dead yet, thankfully, but given how much lower their HP was compared to mine, I knew it was only a matter of time before they died.

Desperate, I fired an Ice Beam at Atmosfear, but he dodged the attack easily and laughed.

“Ha!” said Atmosfear, looking at me with a smug expression on his face. “Nice try, but I’m not stupid. I know that as long as I stay back here, you can’t touch me. I just need to wait for all those neat debuffs to do their job and take away all your Health. Once you and your Sidekicks are dead, I’ll grab the Test Subject and get out of here.”

Atmosfear was right. All he needed to do was wait until the debuffs killed us, which wouldn’t be long now. I was losing six HP a second. Suffocation made it impossible for me to reach into my bag and get an Antidote. And frankly, I suspected a basic Antidote wouldn’t help against such a powerful debuff. I also suspected that if I could stop Atmosfear, I could end Empty Air, but I had no way to take him out in one hit very easily.

Unless …no, that would be too risky. I’d never used that Power before and I had no idea what might happen if I did. But at this point, what choice did I have? It was either use my new Power—and accept whatever risks came along with it—or die and let Atmosfear get away with his evil plans.

Closing my eyes, I activated my Ultimate Power, Ice Giant.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

 

Using a Power was normally a simple process. I simply thought about the Power I wanted to use and then it would be used, assuming, of course, I had enough Energy to meet the activation cost. Typically, I would feel the Energy drain from me, which was somewhat like letting water down a drain. It was a little difficult to get used to at first, but eventually, you got used it. In fact, I was so used to using my Powers that I barely noticed how the Energy drain unless my Energy reserves were very low.

But when I activated Ice Giant, I was totally unprepared for the sensation that followed. It felt somewhat similar to using a Combo Power, but even that wasn’t a good description. Blizzard, like Ice Giant, used up all of my available Energy in one go, but I think the process was somewhat blunted by the fact that Combo Powers also drew upon the Energy reserves of Cy as well.

This time, though, I took the brunt of the draining process myself. It felt like someone had attached a vacuum to my mouth and sucked out all of the Energy in my body and then some. It was almost painful, but at the same time, it was also quite a relief as a peaceful emptiness replaced the void left by my lack of Energy.

A second later, however, the pain returned. But it didn’t come from my Energy. It came from an explosion of ice energy that went through my body. I screamed despite the lack of air. Ice exploded from my body, covering my entire body head to toe. I felt myself grow larger and taller as ice legs formed over my normal legs. My arms became lankier and thinner, but also stronger and bigger. My body grew in size, but the transformation process was so painful that I was barely aware of what was going on. I closed my eyes, hoping to make the pain go away if I lost consciousness.

But, of course, it wasn’t that easy. The pain continued on and on for what felt like an eternity until, without warning, the pain vanished. All that was left now was a deep, cold sensation that ran from the top of my head to the bottom of my feet. But it was a comforting sensation as if I was right where I belonged. Whatever doubts, worries, and concerns I might have had about my place in the world faded, replaced with a comforting knowledge that I was exactly where I needed to be.

Opening my eyes, I wondered how Atmosfear, Cy, and Spiritus had gotten so small all of a sudden. That was when I realized that they hadn’t gotten any smaller. Instead, I had actually gotten bigger.

My head now almost brushed against the ceiling of the lab. I looked down at my body and saw that, rather than wearing my usual Ice Man Costume, my body was replaced with a large ice replica. But it was hard to see my body without a mirror, so I looked at the 3D model of myself in the character screen to see exactly what kind of changes had overcome me.

Wow. I didn’t even look like me anymore. My character sheet displayed a twenty-foot-tall vaguely humanoid monstrosity made entirely out of ice. My head was shaped like some kind of bear, with thick teeth that had to be the size of my normal self. My arms were longer, lankier, and topped with wickedly sharp claws, while my feet were monkey-like. My torso was also longer and less well-defined, although it had to be at least ten feet thick. And right in the center of my body was my actual body, frozen in ice. It was kind of weird to see my normal body and my Ice Giant body together, but at the same time, it was nice to see it. If this Ice Giant body was my new body, I would have been really upset.

A notification appeared in my view just then:

Congratulations! You used your Ultimate Power, Ice Giant, for the first time! You are closer and closer to becoming the Hero you need to be every day.

+50% Strength, Defense, Stamina, and Health!

Class changed to: Ice Giant. While using Ice Giant, your Class has changed to reflect your new appearance. Please check your character sheet for more information on your new, temporary Class. Duration: 1 minute.

All debuffs lifted! Ice Giants cannot be poisoned or suffocated.

Interesting. When I first got Ice Giant, the description hadn’t mentioned that Class changing was one of the side effects, even if it was just a temporary change. I knew that changing your Class in Capes Online was generally impossible unless you either deleted your character and started over or if you completed certain missions where a Class change was the reward.

But I would worry about that later. Evidently, I only had a minute—less, actually—before my new form fell apart. Best to act before that happened.

Luckily for me, Atmosfear was looking up at me with a shocked look on his face. He seemed too shocked to move or even attack, but I knew that even if he did hit me with his most powerful attacks, they wouldn’t even take off one point of my newly-increased Health.

I strode over to Atmosfear, crossing the distance between us in two simple steps thanks to my longer legs. I raised one fist above my head, aiming straight for Atmosfear, who now looked like he was about to run away.

“What the hell?” said Atmosfear, taking a step backward. “What the hell happened to you, Frosty? You look like a—”

I never got to find out what looked like, because I chose that moment to slam my fist down on Atmosfear. Hard.

Atmosfear stood no chance. My fist crushed him as easily as if he was a fly. The second I crushed him, I got this notification:

Empty Air has been lifted! All air has returned to the Facility and the Suffocation debuff has been lifted from all affected Teammates.

I grinned a monstrous grin when I read that notification. If Empty Air was no longer in effect, then that meant that I had finally killed Atmosfear. Odd how I didn’t get a notification announcing his death, but …

I removed my fist from Atmosfear’s body, fully expecting to see it crushed flat like a pancake and Atmosfear’s Health bar dropped to zero. That was why I was shocked to see that Atmosfear had the tiniest sliver of Health left on his bar. In fact, I would say he probably only had one HP left out of however much HP he had.

Of course, Atmosfear didn’t really look alive. My fist had crushed him, albeit not as flat as a pancake. Even so, his armor was broken and shattered in several places, his legs were twisted in extremely uncomfortable and unnatural-looking positions, and his face was covered in blood. Additionally, my fist must have had some sort of Frozen effect because half of his body was covered in ice.

A part of me was angry that Atmosfear had somehow survived my attack and urged me to finish him off now. Get the revenge I’d been lusting after for a long time now. Another fist smash and Atmosfear would definitely die.

But I had to restrain myself. As nice as it would be to kill the bastard, I told myself that it would be useless. Atmosfear would just respawn in his Hideout and we’d never see him again. It was actually better that he had survived and was horribly crippled with all sorts of punishing debuffs. It would make it easier to hand him over to the Department of VR. I still hated those guys, but right now I hated Atmosfear all the more and felt like he deserved to be subject to whatever the Department planned to do with him.

Besides, my decision was made for me when my ice form suddenly developed thick cracks all along its surface. Before I knew it, the ice shattered into a million pieces, causing me to fall toward the floor below. Luckily, I managed to land on a soft pile of snow that had appeared seemingly out of nowhere, although I was sure that the snow was part of the Ice Giant’s un-transformation sequence. Most likely, Ice Giant summoned a pile of snow every time my transformation ended. That way, when I fell, I wouldn’t die or get horribly injured from the fall.

Breathing hard, I slowly rose to my feet. Although I was uninjured and my Health was still at one hundred percent, the sudden transformation and then return back to normal made me woozy. I suppose it was probably due to the fact that I had never used an Ultimate Power before. I probably just needed to practice using it a bit more, although I wouldn’t get another chance to use it for at least another week, based on its one-week cooldown limit.

Sighing, my thoughts were interrupted by yet another notification:

Congratulations! For using your Ultimate Power to defeat a Combo Power, you get +1 UP! Consult your character sheet to see how many UPs you need until your Ultimate Power levels up!

Huh. That was an unexpected bonus. I thought I would only get UPs from completing missions or leveling up, but hey, I wasn’t complaining. Although Ice Giant was powerful as is, I felt like it could be better. For example, a duration longer than one measly minute would be nice. I wondered if its duration would increase each time I leveled it up. If so, then I needed to level it up fast.

My thoughts were interrupted yet again when I heard Cy behind me shout, “Boss! Are you okay?”

I looked over my shoulder and saw Cy and Spiritus standing up again. The two of them looked tired and worn out from Atmosfear’s Combo Power, but Cy was smiling and waving at me as usual, while Spiritus floated calmly by his side. But I could tell that Spiritus was at least as happy about my victory as Cy was, even if she didn’t express it the same way.

I gave Cy the thumbs up. “No problem. Atmosfear is down for the count and ain’t going anywhere. Now that just leaves—”

I was interrupted by several notifications in a row:

[Hero Gray Crusader] and [Sidekick Squire] have been killed!

Remaining Hackers: 4/5.

[Villain Humantis] has been killed!

Remaining Hackers: 3/5.

[Hero Armore] and [Sidekick Tankman] have been killed!

Remaining Hackers: 2/5.

[Hero Maximilian] and [Sidekick Medusa] have left the Team and abandoned the Team Battle!

Remaining Hackers: 1/5.

[Villain Atmosfear] has been disabled and is unable to fight!

Remaining Hackers: 0/5.

Because all Hackers have been defeated, the Hackers lose.

Team Winter Wins! +5,000 EXP for all Teammates!

ERROR: Level-Locked. You do not gain any EXP from battle. Please contact Capes Online Technical Support to have your level lock lifted so you can level up again.

It was disappointing to see that I didn’t get any of that EXP from the battle, but I smiled anyway. It looked like my Teammates had been really busy, despite the debuffs they took and the huge loss in Morale they suffered earlier. My guess was that Ice Giant dispelling Empty Air must have given my Teammates a second wind.

The only problem was that Max and Medusa had retreated. I bet those two had gone right back to the Twin Nights Club, although given how the Department was now aware of their treachery, I wasn’t sure how much longer they were going to get to enjoy their ‘freedom.’ Not for long, I hope, and not just because I knew the Department was going to send their agents after them, either.

“Cool!” said Cy, who must have seen the same notifications I did. “We won! We defeated the Hackers! This calls for a party! Party at our Base!”

For once, I didn’t disagree with Cy. After the events of tonight, I felt like our Team deserved some sort of celebration and a party would be the best way to celebrate this victory.

“Yes, this is indeed a great victory,” said Spiritus, putting her bony hands together again. “I believe a great crisis has just been averted thanks to your efforts, Winter.”

“No problem,” I said as I walked over to them, not paying any attention to Atmosfear, who I knew wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. “Just doing my job.”

“But what was that Ice Giant thing?” asked Cy in a curious voice. “One moment you were choking to death like the rest of us but then in the next moment you transformed into this awesome giant monkey ice giant thing! It was so cool. Could you always do that or was that something you just figured out how to do recently? And I wonder if I could turn into a Wind Giant or something like that. That would be very cool, but—”

I held up a hand. “I’ll explain the Ice Giant later. For now, let everyone know we won. I know everyone saw the same notifications we did, but I think they would feel better if they heard it from me.”

“Okay,” said Cy brightly. “And I’ll make sure to mention to everyone that they are all invited to the party later today.”

“Tomorrow,” I corrected. “We’ll party tomorrow after everyone gets a good night sleep and we all recover from this.”

Cy frowned but nodded. “Okay, fine. But the best parties are always held right away, you know. In fact, I think we could hold a party down here. I mean, sure, secret underground government laboratories aren’t exactly known for being party hotspots, but—”

“Just send the message already,” I said.

Cy nodded again. “Sure thing, boss!”

While Cy sent the message to the rest of the Team, I turned to face the canister containing the Test Subject. The foggy glass lid still made it impossible to tell who was in there. The law-abiding part of me—the part that always respected authority—told me to put the Test Subject back to where it was supposed to go. After all, the government was clearly using the Test Subject for something and I was not authorized to mess with it.

But then another part of me—the more rebellious part, the part I hadn’t thought much about since my teenage years—spoke up. It pointed out how the Department of VR had constantly screwed me over. It pointed out how everyone seemed to be determined to keep me in the dark about what was actually happening here. It told me that I had been a good little boy for too long and that I would never get the answers I wanted if I just sat back and did the ‘right’ thing all the time. And it told me how the Department had murdered my brother for no good reason other than he dared to talk to me.

This voice sounded an awful lot like Atmosfear, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was that this voice was right. For too long, I had been kept in the dark about what the Department was actually doing and what Project Second Life was truly all about. And I had a feeling that the answers to my questions—to all of my questions—were inside this canister, perhaps even within the brain of the Test Subject, whoever it was.

It took me only a moment to find what I was looking for: A red button on the side that appeared to be the button that opened the canister.

Spiritus must have noticed me looking for it, because she said, “What are you looking for, Winter?”

My hand paused over the button and I looked at her. “Answers, Spiritus. Answers that the Test Subject must have.”

“You don’t mean you’re going to open the canister and talk to the Test Subject within, are you?” asked Spiritus in a worried voice.

I nodded. “I am. Why? Is that a problem?”

I spoke harshly, perhaps more harshly than I intended, but I didn’t care. I was tired of being nice and not understanding what was going on. One way or another, I was going to get my answers, even if I had to break the law to do it.

“It’s just …” Spiritus’ sentence trailed off. “You might not like what you find within.”

“And what does that mean?” I snapped. “And what about Busker? You still haven’t told me if he’s alive or not.”

“His status is complicated like I aid,” said Spiritus in a voice that was clearly meant to be diplomatic, but only served to infuriate me further. “He wouldn’t want you to do this because—”

“I don’t care,” I said. “I am going to open this canister and see just who the Test Subject really is. No more questions. No more mysteries. Just answers.”

With that, I turned back and slammed my hand as hard against the button as I possibly could. Lights along the top of the canister suddenly turned on. A low humming sound, like the engine of a car, could be heard coming from the canister, and then the lid began to slowly but surely open up. I took a few steps back to get out of the way of the opening canister, waiting for the steam to finish billowing out.

The outline of the figure became clearer and clearer. It was clearly a woman of some sort, based on her figure, but I still couldn’t tell who it was just yet. I leaned in eagerly, wanting to get my first glimpse of the Test Subject and whoever she was.

Then I saw her dark hair. Her olive skin. Her round face.

My breath caught in my lungs. I recognized it. All of it. I had not seen that face in a while, but there was no mistaking it for the face of any other woman:

The Test Subject was my real life girlfriend and former fiancee, Sally DeLeon.
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