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CHAPTER ONE

 

One year ago …

 

I knocked on the door to my Dad’s house and waited. I put my hands in my pockets and felt the soft felt box containing the expensive wedding ring I just bought. It was a tiny thing, even smaller than my wallet, but the wedding ring within it had the potential to change my life … if I could just gather the courage to ask Sally to marry me, that is.

But right now, I needed to talk to Dad. I could have done that over the phone or over a video call or even through simple text message and email. But when we were talking about matters as important and life-changing as this, I felt that face-to-face interaction was the best. ‘Course, I could already guess what my old man was going to tell me about just asking her, but I still valued his input.

I didn’t have to wait long. I heard the door lock click and a moment later the door opened. My Dad—Nyle Maxwell I, who I was also named after—stood in the doorway. He wore a simple blue button-down shirt and tan slacks, his way of dressing ‘casual.’ Of course, as a very famous and prominent judge in Central Texas, my Dad was usually decked out in dark black robes sitting up on a bench bringing judgment upon sinners and ensuring justice was served.

But to me, he would always be Dad.

Dad smiled when he saw me, although he looked a little tired as well. “Nyle! So good to see you. I didn’t expect to see you today. Normally, you text me ahead of time to let me know you’re coming over.”

I smiled back, despite my nerves. “Sorry, Dad. This was kind of a last minute thing. I was driving back from Sally’s house and decided to take a detour through the neighborhood. Hope I’m not dropping in on anything important.”

Dad shook his head. “No, no, you’re never a distraction. Your mom is at the woman’s Bible study at church and won’t be back for at least another hour. I’ve just been sitting around reading legal briefs.”

I frowned. “From work? Don’t you ever stop working?”

Dad chuckled. “I know, but I’m as passionate about the law as you are about your coming police work. By the way, I got a call from your teacher in the academy. Said she was very pleased with your process and wanted to let me know she thought you would make an excellent cop someday.”

“Good to hear,” I said. I hesitated. “So, um, can I come in now? There’s something I want to discuss with you, but it’s private.”

Dad’s kind expression turned serious when I said that. “Sure. Come in and make yourself at home. You know you never need to knock when you’re coming home. I’ll get the tea.”

Dad turned and went back into the house. I followed him in, closing the old wooden door behind me, and walked down the hallway past the family pictures on the walls. I stopped for a moment to look at the most recent family photo, which had been taken at my high school graduation some years back. It showed all four of us—me, Mom, Dad, and my younger brother Joseph—standing in the Cane High School football field, smiling together as whoever held the camera took the picture. Although I didn’t miss high school—despite what the media would have you believe, it’s no more fun to be a jock than a nerd—I smiled anyway before I resumed walking into the living room and took a seat on the old but still good blue sofa that I had spent many a weekend playing video games on.

Dad’s holo-TV was on and it was on one of the big news channels. The news anchor—a pretty blonde woman apparently named Sherry—was reporting on something involving SI Games. She stood by herself in a recording studio, the SI Games logo floating beside her.

“… SI Games has not commented on this matter,” Sherry was saying. “They have assured all Capes Online players that their Glitch Elimination Task Force is working on eliminating the glitch which has recently caused hundreds of affected players to lose control of their characters and receive instant bans from CO staff. SI Games’ spokesperson, Dina Mallory, has—”

I turned the holo-TV off and sat back. Although I used to play the original Capes Online game all the time when I was a kid, I hadn’t tried out the new VR edition that had come out a few years ago and took the world by storm yet. I knew my younger brother, Joseph, played it all the time, but frankly I just never had time for games anymore. Between the police academy, working my day job at the local grocery store, and spending time with Sally, I rarely had time for games. The VR aspect was supposedly hyper-realistic, but I knew I would probably never get a chance to play it, which was fine by me. The real world was far more interesting, in my opinion.

My thoughts were interrupted when Dad entered the living room with two cups of sweet tea. He handed me mine before taking a seat in his old brown recliner, which squeaked slightly under his weight but held nonetheless. He didn’t seem to notice it, however. He simply sipped his tea and then looked at me with a questioning look in his eyes.

“So, what did you want to talk about, Nyle?” asked Dad. “It sounded very important from what you told me.”

I hesitated. Normally I was decisive. I rarely hesitated to act or speak when I knew what to do. Heck, sometimes I even acted when I didn’t know what to do.

But when it came to asking Sally to marry me … I wasn’t sure. I felt nervous. Indecisive. I put it off. It sounded like an excuse, and it was, but it was also the truth. Still, I felt like I could always tell Dad the truth, which was why I was here.

“I want to marry Sally,” I said, without meeting my Dad’s gaze. “I want to ask her to marry me.”

Dad said nothing, causing me to look up and see him looking at me with a puzzled expression on his face. “Well, what are you doing here, then? I’m not Sally, in case you didn’t notice.”

I couldn’t help but smile, starting to feel a little relaxed now. Dad’s humor could be a little, er, ‘cringeworthy,’ as my younger brother might say, but I found it was often exactly what I needed to hear most of the time. “Because I wanted to know how you and Mom did it. You’ve been married for thirty years, haven’t you?”

“Thirty-one years as of last month,” said Dad with a smile. He sipped his tea again. “As for how I did it, that’s easy. When I decided I wanted to marry your mom, I just asked her. Okay, I took her to the park where we went on our first date and then asked her, but I didn’t waste any time. Never saw any reason to.”

“Really?” I said. “It was that simple?”

“Pretty much,” said Dad. “Of course, I was nervous as hell, but when has that stopped me from doing anything? It’s never stopped you from doing anything, either, or any other man in the Maxwell family. Certainly never stopped me from sneaking out at night to go see girls when I was in high school. Your grandfather can tell you all of that.”

I smiled when Dad said that, knowing just how rebellious he had been in his youth. Of course, the Dad I always knew was a prim and proper lawyer and judge who was well-known for his strict interpretation of the law, but I’d seen pictures of him in his teens and twenties. At times I found it hard to believe that such a rebellious teenager could ever be the same person as my law and order father, but occasionally I would catch a glimpse of that same rebellious teenager in my Dad’s eyes and now was one such moment.

“So you think I should just ask her,” I said slowly.

Dad nodded without hesitation. “Of course. You’ve been dating her for a year now. She’s probably just waiting for you to ask.”

“How do you know that?” I said.

“I know women,” Dad replied. He sipped his tea again. “And women always think men should propose faster than men want to. At least, women who still want to get married, anyway. Not too many women like that nowadays from what I’ve seen of your generation.”

I sometimes forgot that Dad had a very, er, ‘traditional’ view of life. Even among people from his generation, he was fairly conservative. I had to admit to leaning that way myself sometimes, but Dad was far more blunt about the differences between men and women. I understood this got him some heat from the media at times, but he didn’t seem to care. That was another thing I always liked about Dad. He did and said what he wanted and never apologized for any of it.

“You’re right,” I admitted. “Still, it seems like such a big thing. Marriage, that is. I just want to make sure I’m making the right choice.”

Dad lowered his tea and looked at me in disbelief. “What other choice is there to make? I’ve seen how you and Sally act around each other. She doesn’t have eyes for any other man but you and you clearly don’t even give other women the time of day. You have to ask her to marry you.”

Dad’s bluntness caught me off-guard. “Oh, you really think so?”

“Yes,” said Dad seriously. “Plus, I bet your mom fifty bucks that you would ask her to marry you this year. I love your mom more than any other woman in the world, but you know how she gets when she wins bets.”

I should have been surprised to hear that my own parents were betting on when I would ask my girlfriend to marry me, but somehow I wasn’t. My family could be kind of weird at times. “I assume Joseph is in on it as well.”

Dad chuckled. “You’re right. Joseph thinks you won’t get married until next year, though. Says he knows you too well to assume otherwise.”

I glanced up at the ceiling. “Is Joseph here, too? Or is he also out?”

“He’s with his girlfriend,” said Dad. “You know, Sarah? The goth one?”

Although Dad didn’t say it, I could tell he didn’t think very highly of Joseph dating a ‘goth’ girl. I had met Sarah once before and she was indeed what you would call ‘goth,’ but I didn’t think much of it. It did seem odd to me that Joseph would date a girl like that, but he insisted that goth girls were the best and that I just didn’t understand. I had no idea what that meant, but I also knew better than to question my little brother’s brain, which seemed to run on a completely separate track from my own at times that sometimes made me wonder how we could possibly be brothers.

“I remember her,” I said. I took another sip of tea, but the sweet liquid hardly registered on my mind. “But we’re getting off-topic. I want to marry Sally. I want to spend the rest of my life with her. I even want to have kids with her. But …”

“If you want all of that, then I see no reason to delay,” said Dad. “Go and get her, soldier.”

I shook my head. “You’re right, but I still worry that I might not be able to provide for her. Or that I won’t be a good father or—”

“You worry too much,” said Dad, shaking his head. “Understandable. I had a lot of the same worries as you when I first asked your mom to marry me. But you worry even more than me. Not surprising. You got that from your mother, who is also a big worrier.”

“I know,” I said. “And normally I would just ask her, but—”

“Then go and do it,” said Dad. He leaned forward on his recliner, locking eyes with me. “I know you can do it. Even better, I know you will be a good husband to Sally and a good father to any children you have with her.”

“Really?” I said. “Why?”

Dad’s serious expression broke into a grin. “Because I raised you, obviously. You had no choice but to turn out to be a good man. Unlike me, who turned out good despite my best attempts not to be.”

I groaned and rubbed my forehead. “Why am I not surprised to hear that?”

Dad chuckled. “Because you know me too well, that’s why. But seriously, I believe in you, Nyle. Always have and always will. And I am one hundred and ten percent behind whatever you choose to do.”

I smiled again. “Thanks, Dad, I really appreciate it.”

“So I take it you have decided to ask her, then?” said Dad as he reclined again.

“Yes,” I said firmly. “I’ll take her out on a date to the first place we went out and then ask her there. I’ve already got the ring. It’s just a matter of timing now.”

“Excellent idea, son,” said Dad. “I’ll be more than happy to hear it. Your mom will be, too, although I think I’ll have to sleep on the couch for a month when I ask her for the money she bet against you.”

“Right, Dad,” I said. I lowered my sweet tea and glanced at the clock on the wall. “It’s getting late. I should probably be heading back home now. Got a big day at the academy ahead of me tomorrow and I don’t want to be groggy for it.”

“Sure, but before you leave, I have one last thing to tell you,” said Dad. “One last piece of fatherly wisdom that you need to know.”

Curious, I said, “And what would that be, Dad?”

Dad’s face broke out into an even bigger grin. “Whatever you do, don’t ask Sally to marry you when you’re standing on a rickety old bridge above a pond. When she says yes—and she will, trust me on this—she’ll probably get really excited and hug you. The old bridge won’t be able to handle all that love, though, and the two of you might end up getting very wet before all’s said and done. So ask her to marry you on solid ground. Trust me, your clothes will thank you for it.”

I just laughed. “Okay, Dad. Sure.”


CHAPTER TWO

 

One year later …

 

Tonight had been one of the busiest nights of my life, at least since I had been uploaded to Capes Online via Project Second Life. I had broken into a top-secret government facility, fought off invincible government agents, fought against a team of dangerous hackers who I thought were my friends, and then ended it by transforming into a giant ice monster and doing battle with the most dangerous player in Capes Online. By any measure, tonight had been a tough one for me, tough one for any player who played the game.

But all of that paled in comparison to the identity of the woman lying inside the canister I had found inside the Genesis Pod. Before opening the canister, I had known the mysterious woman only as the ‘Test Subject,’ a woman who had been experimented upon by the Department of Virtual Reality for unknown reasons. Atmosfear, my archenemy, had been after this woman, seeking to use her for his own reasons, reasons I still didn’t entirely understand but which I knew weren’t good.

In fact, the only reason I opened the canister at all was because I was tired of secrets being kept from me. Ever since I started ‘playing’ Capes Online, it seemed like everyone and their dog had been keeping secrets from me for some reason or another. I was tired of everyone keeping secrets from me, so I decided to get the answers I wanted by force.

But I wasn’t anywhere near ready for the revelation of the Test Subject’s identity. The dark-haired, olive-skinned woman lying in the canister, her eyes closed and her arms crossed in front of her chest, was none other than Sally DeLeon, my girlfriend and fiancee from the real world, the woman who I thought for sure I would never see again for the rest of my digital life.

Sally looked just as beautiful in-game as she did in real life. Indeed, her entire body was an almost exact replica of how she looked back in reality. She wore a black t-shirt and jeans, with small golden earrings on both of her ears. She was as still as a rock, but I could tell she was still alive.

Instinctively, I Scanned her only to get this warning:

ERROR! Target unable to be Scanned. Send a troubleshooting report to Capes Online Technical Support? Y/N

Ah. That made sense. While Scan allowed me to find out information on practically every character and item in Capes Online, I found that it didn’t always work on certain people and things. The last time I got an error like this was during the Blackout when I confronted Dark Kosmos and tried to Scan him. Dark Kosmos’ excuse back then had been that he was an unfinished NPC who the Capes Online developers had yet to add information for Scan to find. I wasn’t sure what Sally’s excuse was.

Actually, now that I looked, I could tell Sally didn’t even have a nametag. That was another odd thing about her. Every single character in Capes Online—player and NPC alike—had a nametag. You could hide or change the nametag with certain Powers, like Secret Identity, but only temporarily. I didn’t understand how Sally lacked one. Maybe she really wasn’t active?

But that was all irrelevant in comparison to the revelation itself: That Sally was in Capes Online.

Up until this moment, I had assumed that Sally was still in the real world. I didn’t even know she played video games. Actually, as a matter of fact, I knew that she didn’t play video games. She didn’t hate gaming, per se, but Sally never identified as a gamer. She was always more interested in things like politics and stuff like that. The only game I ever really saw her play regularly was this simple app game on her phone about taking care of sheep. Even then, she only really played it when she was bored and had a few minutes to kill. I doubt she ever took it as seriously as actual gamers did.

Yet here she was, sleeping inside a canister located beneath a top-secret government facility that most players had no idea existed. Yet how did she even get here in the first place? Was she hooked up to a GamePod somewhere in the real world? And if she was here, then how come no one had told me? Was this yet another secret the Department had been keeping from me?

“Whoa,” said Cy, who I had almost forgotten about in the aftermath of this revelation. “Who is that? She’s kind of plain.”

Snapped out of my thoughts, I said, “That’s Sally. Sally DeLeon. You know, my former fiancee? The one I told you about?”

Cy suddenly started. “Oh, that’s Sally? Did I say she was plain? I meant she was stunning and beautiful and gorgeous. Stunningly, beautifully gorgeous. Gorgeously, beautifully stunning. Like a literal goddess.”

I could tell Cy was trying to make up for insulting Sally’s look in front of me. Under ordinary circumstances, I would have probably slapped him in the face or even beat him up. I never took well to anyone insulting Sally, even if they were my own friends.

But my mind was still too busy processing the fact that Sally was here and that I was looking directly at her. She was just a few feet away from me. I could literally reach out and touch her face. Her beautiful round face, a face I thought for sure I would never see again.

I reached out, but before I could touch her, Spiritus said, “Don’t.”

I stopped and looked at Spiritus. The grim reaper-like Sidekick—who was the Sidekick of my brother, Joseph, or as he called himself in-game, Busker Burn—was looking at me warningly. Her scythe was in her hands, but I couldn’t tell if she was going to use it against me or if she was just holding it to warn me away from Sally.

“Why?” I said. I gestured at Sally. “It’s her, isn’t it?”

“That is why I came here,” said Spiritus. “Why I warned you not to open the canister. I knew you would find Sally in there and—”

“You knew Sally was here the entire time?” I snapped. I lowered my hand and turned to face Spiritus. “Did Busker know, too? Did everyone and their dog know that Sally was here? Everyone except me?”

Spiritus, to her credit, didn’t seem afraid of me, even though as a Hero, I was far stronger than her. Not that I intended to attack her, although I was pretty much pissed off at everyone right now. She simply floated silently above the floor and said, “Busker knew, but he didn’t want you to know. I knew it was a risk to send you here, knowing what you might find, but I felt like I had to do it anyway.”

“You still haven’t answered why,” I said. “Why is Sally here?”

Spiritus held up a hand. “I don’t know why. I just knew she was here. And don’t ask me how long she’s been here, either. That’s knowledge Busker never shared with me.”

My hands twitched, but before I could do anything, I heard screaming, followed by a blast of energy from the hallway. Looking over my shoulder, I saw the entirety of Team Winter burst out from the hallway outside the lab. All seven of my Teammates rushed through the doors, but I caught a glimpse of what looked like futuristic soldiers carrying laser guns marching down the hallway after them.

When my Teammates made it through the doorway, Brawn and Gears—whose Steamcrusher mecha looked badly damaged—worked together to close the large metal doors. It appeared to take quite a bit of effort due to the fact that the doors had been blown almost straight off their hinges, but the two of them successfully managed to close the doors, though not before a few purple laser shots got through the gap in the doors. One such laser struck the shoulder of Gears’ Steamcrusher and left a smoking hole in it.

Nonetheless, the two of them managed to slam the doors shut. As soon as they did, Lennox—the pet dragon of FunkyFresh94, another member of my Team—shot into the air toward the door. Lennox spewed hot flame onto the door, the intense heat from his flames melting the door shut. Lennox even melted the hinges together into the wall, thus essentially turning the doors themselves into another part of the wall. Still, I could hear the sounds of lasers striking metal as the mysterious soldiers tried their hardest to break into the lab.

Sally briefly forgotten, I walked over to the edge of the Genesis Pod and yelled, “Funky! What the hell is going on? What were those things?”

FunkyFresh94—who we called ‘Funky’ for short—looked over his shoulder at me through the visor of his golden football helmet. He thrust a thumb over his shoulder at the door. “Trouble, courtesy of the Department of VR.”

“What the—” I suddenly remembered Atmosfear telling me about the Department sending more agents in response to the attack on the Facility. “How many are there?”

“About a dozen last I saw,” said Funky as Lennox landed on his shoulders. “And they’re tough as hell, but I think the doors should hold ‘em.”

Just as Funky said that, a portal suddenly opened in the room right in front of him. Funky had just enough time to turn to face the portal as one of the futuristic soldiers stepped out.

Now that I could actually see the soldier better, I realized it was actually some kind of robot, possibly a cyborg. Humanoid in appearance, its face was replaced with a single glowing red light. It held in its hands some type of laser rifle, while its sleek black and white armor reflected the ceiling lights quite well. It was about a foot taller than Funky, which was saying something because Funky was a pretty tall guy. A nametag, [SOLDIER DRONE 42019], hovered over its head before it pointed its gun at Funky’s head and fired.

A blast of hot laser energy struck Funky’s face and knocked him flat off his feet. It didn’t kill him, but it seemed to knock him out. The other members of the Team quickly scattered, although Lennox launched itself off Funky’s shoulders to attack the Soldier Drone, clawing and snapping at its metallic skin, but the Soldier Drone just grabbed Lennox by the neck and hurled him away. Lennox crashed into one of the lab computers, smashing through the desk and causing the computer monitor to fall on top of it.

The Soldier Drone then pointed its gun at Funky, probably to finish him off, but I wasn’t about to let it get away with attacking my Teammates. I jumped into the air and use Flight, soaring toward the Soldier Drone, which didn’t notice me until I kicked it in the head and sent the machine staggering backward.

Landing lightly on my feet, I Scanned the Soldier Drone to find out exactly what it was:

Soldier Drone 42019

LEVEL: 50

ALIGNMENT: Unaligned

CLASS: Robot

RARITY: Uncommon

WEAK POINT: Head

WEAKNESS: Fire, Ice

Soldier Drones™ are yet another Synth Group product, released under the Security Robot line of advanced security systems. Although humanoid in appearance, Soldier Drones are superior to human guards thanks to their high Defense, not needing rest or food, and total willingness to obey the orders of their superiors without question or hesitation. It is probably not fun to be on the business end of one of their laser rifles, however.

NOTE: This Soldier Drone unit has been upgraded with a Built-In Portal System™. It can now open dimensional portals, thus making it easier to capture dangerous enemies even across vast distances.

Crap. I was only Level 30, as were the rest of my Teammates. Even worse, the portal behind it was still open. If all of these Soldier Drones were that strong, then we needed to kill this one fast before its friends got here. The fact that it had a Portal System just made it even more dangerous.

I summoned my twin Ice Daggers and slashed at the Soldier Drone. My attacks landed, taking off a few points of Health, but its high Defense was no joke. The Soldier Drone slammed its rifle into me, making me stagger from the impact. I almost dropped my Ice Daggers, but instead, I threw them both at the Soldier Drone, one at its head and the other at its chest.

The Soldier Drone, however, dodged both Ice Daggers easily and fired its laser rifle at me. I Dodged forward, rolling underneath its energy blast. Rolling to my feet, I put both hands on the Soldier’s arm and activated Freezing Touch.

A sheet of ice washed over the Soldier Drone, completely covering it from head to toe in an instant. Without hesitation, I slammed my face into and through the Soldier Drone’s chest, feeling its metallic shell and wiring shatter under my strength.

A grin of triumph crossed my face until I noticed its red optic blinking rapidly. I didn’t have any time to react before the Soldier Drone suddenly exploded in a massive blast of heat and flame.

The explosion sent me flying backward head over heels. I would have crashed into the floor and probably split my skull straight open if Dillo didn’t catch me with his large arms at the last possible second.

“You okay, Winter?” said Dillo, looking at me with a mixture of alarm and confusion on his face.

Shaking my head, I suddenly saw a whole host of notifications:

[SOLDIER DRONE 42019] used Self-Destruct! -20 HP for you!

Debuff added: Burn. -2 HP/2 seconds. Duration: 3 minutes.

A sudden burning sensation in my chest made me look down. My chest was burned, just like the notification informed me. It hadn’t quite burned through my Ice Man Costume entirely—certainly not enough to destroy the Power Crystal within—but it did leave me with a critical injury that was going to take a while to heal.

But then Recover ran up to me and waved her hands. One Full Heal later and my Health was full and the debuff was lifted, although the explosion still left me a little rattled.

Still, I could walk on my own at least, so I hopped out of Dillo’s arms and looked over where the Soldier Drone had stood. There was just a small smoking crater where the Soldier Drone had once stood, but luckily for us, the portal had vanished with it. That meant we were safe.

But not for long. The sounds of the other Soldier Drones trying to break down the doors on the other side was growing louder and louder. Although Lennox had done a good job at welding the door shut, I had no doubt that the rest of the Soldier Drones would be here soon enough.

“What are we going to do, Winter?” asked Dillo as the pounding on the doors grew louder and louder. “We can’t take those guys, not after our fight with the Hackers.”

I was about to tell Dillo to stop being so doubtful when I looked around at my Teammates. He was more right than I wanted to admit. Nearly everyone looked tired and exhausted. Although their Health bars were full or close to it thanks to the healing efforts of Recover, Hop Scotch, and Big Mama, our collective Stamina was likely low. Our Team Morale was high, but I knew from experience that pushing people past the breaking could be detrimental to our victory. Plus, I had to admit I wasn’t in any mood to fight a horde of bloodthirsty robots, either. Especially if they were all as high level as the one that self-destructed was.

“Everyone!” I shouted, drawing the attention of the others toward me. “We’re going to retreat.”

“Retreat?” asked Boom. He and Zoom were helping Funky to his feet, who thankfully did not look as badly wounded as I feared. “Where, oh fearless leader? There are no exits in this lab, in case you haven’t noticed.”

Boom was right. Although I hadn’t noticed when I entered, the lab had no exits or entrances aside from the one which we had blocked off. It seemed like a glaring design flaw to me—how was anyone supposed to get out of here in case of an emergency?—but there was no point in worrying about that. We seemed to be trapped until my eyes fell on the portal behind Sally’s canister, the portal which Atmosfear had summoned in order to take Sally to who-knows-where. I had no idea where the portal lead, but it had to be somewhere better than this.

I pointed at the portal. “Everyone, go through that portal! It’s our best shot at getting out of here alive. Everyone, line up and go through that portal NOW!”

Luckily, my Teammates did not even try to argue the point. Everyone rushed to the Genesis Pod, climbing on top and making their way through the portal. A few glanced at Sally in the canister, but most didn’t pay her very much attention. Everyone just wanted to get the hell out of Dodge, and I couldn’t blame them. Cy once again proved himself more helpful than I first thought, organizing the Team so everyone went in pairs with their respective Sidekicks.

But even as my Teammates made their way through the portal, the banging and pounding on the doors grew louder and louder until a robotic fist smashed through one of the doors. It grabbed at empty air, clearly trying to grab at us, but since no one was near the doors, it withdrew its arm, but not before I slammed a fist over the hole and activated Freezing Touch, creating a thick sheet of ice over the fist-sized hole. It wouldn’t hold forever, but it would have to work for now.

“Winter!” Recover shouted. “Are you coming or not?”

I looked back toward the Genesis Pod. Nearly everyone had made it through the portal now. Only Cy, Recover, Brawn, and Funky had yet to pass through the portal. Brawn looked like he was ready to cross the portal already, while Cy was jumping up and down nervously. Funky, however, was looking at Sally with a curious expression in his eyes. He almost seemed to recognize her, although that didn’t make sense because Funky had never met Sally before.

“Coming!” I shouted. “Just hang on a minute!”

I ran back toward the Genesis Pod, ignoring the sounds of the Soldier Drones tearing their way through the doors. That is, until I ran past a large pile of ice and snow and came to an abrupt halt when I remembered who was still in there.

Coming to a stop, I looked at the pile of ice and snow and saw Atmosfear—who was unconscious but not dead—lying within. His body was buried up to his waist, making it impossible for me to see his legs, but I could they were broken. After smashing him with my Ice Giant form, I was pretty sure I had crippled Atmosfear for life. Or at least until he got a Healer to look at his wounds, which would hopefully not be for a very long time.

“What are you doing, boss?” Cy shouted in confusion. “Get over here! We don’t know how much longer this portal will stay open.”

I gestured at Atmosfear. “But I need to take Atmosfear with us. He’s still alive and—”

“Who cares?” Recover shouted. “Leave Atmosfear to the robots. Unless you want to rot in prison with him, that is.”

I hesitated. One of my main goals in Capes Online was to capture Atmosfear and bring him to justice. But Atmosfear always slipped out of my grasp at the last possible second. Atmosfear was currently the most helpless I had ever seen him. If I got him now, then we could put an end to his terror for good.

But my decision was made for me when the doors exploded open. I looked over my shoulder just in time to see the other Soldier Drones pouring into the lab, lasers firing in every direction as they sought us out.

My hands balled into fists, I activated Flight and flew back toward the Genesis Pod. Landing in front of Sally’s canister, I said to Cy, Funky, and Brawn, “Come on! Help me get this canister through the portal!”

“Why?” asked Funky. He looked at Sally curiously. “Do you know this woman?”

“Yes, I do, but it’s a long story,” I said. “The most important thing is making sure we get her to safety. Now move!”

Luckily, Funky didn’t argue the point, although I could see questioning in his eyes. The four of us grabbed the canister and forced it through the portal. The canister was surprisingly light, much lighter than I expected, which made it easy to get it through the portal with little difficulty.

The last thing I saw as we went through the portal was the Soldier Drones rushing toward us. Then the portal closed and everything went dark.


CHAPTER THREE

 

Traveling through the portal was a … unique experience. In some respects, it reminded me of the mind-to-game upload process I had experienced when I first entered Capes Online, but even that didn’t quite describe what was happening. It felt like we were walking in a dark tunnel, but at the same time, the ground beneath our feet was not nearly as ‘solid’ as you would believe. I felt kind of like I was walking on clear jello, but when I looked down, I didn’t see anything except endless darkness. I could hear Cy, Funky, and Brawn grunting around me as we carried the canister containing Sally. Feeling the weight of the canister in my hands was comforting because it was a reminder that we were still physical beings, a fear I had for some reason.

In the next moment, however, I saw a light up ahead, which I assumed was the exit. I didn’t know much about how portals in this game worked, but I assumed they all had to lead somewhere. Atmosfear might have been evil and crazy, but he wasn’t stupid. His portal had to connect somewhere safe. The only question was, where?

Wherever it led, it had to be better than where we just left. Right?

We soon found the answer to that question when the four of us—still lugging Sally’s canister between us—stepped through the light and into a new place I did not immediately recognize. And despite the transition from absolute darkness to bright light, I could see just fine and my eyes didn’t need to adjust at all.

We had emerged into what appeared to be an underground tunnel of some sort. Thick concrete walls, studded with shining white lights, stood on either side of us. The ceiling was a good ten feet above us, but it still felt claustrophobic, especially with the stink that seemed to be permeating from everywhere. The air was cold and biting, which didn’t bother me too much, although I could tell that the rest of my Teammates were shivering.

The tunnel stretched on, seemingly endlessly, before us and behind us. A quick glance over my shoulder showed that the portal had indeed closed behind us, which was good because the last thing we needed was for the Soldier Drones to pursue us down here.

All of my Teammates seemed to have made it safely through the portal. I did a quick head count and saw that everyone was here, Hero and Sidekick alike. But they were definitely tired, with everyone sitting on the ground or leaning against the walls for support. Even Recover, Hop, and Miss Manners, the Healers, looked exhausted. Not surprising. We’d just been through an intense battle for our lives against a dangerous group of Villains and we just barely avoided getting gunned down by a bunch of killer robots. Frankly, I think we deserved a break.

But then I looked at Sally, whose canister the four of us gently lay on the ground. She was still asleep, despite the fact that her canister was open. I wondered if it was even possible to wake her up.

“Whew,” said Cy, wiping sweat off his brow. “That was a close one, boss. Those robots looked like they meant business!”

“Definitely,” said Funky, rubbing his back. He looked around, a puzzled expression on his face. “But I wonder where Atmosfear’s portal led us. This place looks vaguely familiar for some reason …”

“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “We can figure that out later. Is everyone okay?”

“We’re fine, ice man,” said Zoom, who sat next to Boom on the ground. The super speed twins had the fewest injuries out of all of my Teammates, but they still looked quite tired. “Just wondering what in the bloody hell we got ourselves into. Right, brother?”

“Of course,” said Boom. He ran a hand through his hair. “I must say, when I signed up for Team Winter, I certainly didn’t expect us to get involved in government conspiracies. Especially American government conspiracies. Makes me feel like I am in those American telly programs dear old Dad loves to watch.”

I ignored those two in order to look at Sally. Now that all of my Teammates were accounted for, I felt like it was time to focus on Sally. I looked over her canister once, trying to see if I could figure out how to wake her up, but it wasn’t like there was a button labeled ‘WAKE UP’ or anything like that.

Then again, maybe I was overthinking this. Maybe waking up Sally was as simple as touching her.

I reached out again, albeit with some hesitation. Although I loved Sally and wanted nothing more than to hold her in my arms again, I was a bit hesitant about actually touching her. I had dreamed about touching Sally again, but now that I was actually about to do it, it felt surreal. Yet I did it anyway. Whether it woke her up or not, I just wanted to feel her soft skin again after being apart from her for so long.

When my fingers brushed against Sally’s right cheek, multiple things happened at once.

A jolt of electricity shot through the fingers touching Sally’s face into my body, but I didn’t jump back or let go of her. In my mind’s eye, I suddenly saw all of my memories with Sally play out. I saw the first time we met, the first time I asked her out, our first date, and, of course, our first kiss. Memories I hadn’t thought about in a long time flashed through my mind one after another in rapid succession, like a clip show. Only I could still feel every lingering sensation, every time my skin touched hers, even the flavor of her lips when we kissed for the first time. The memories played out in real time, but at the same time went as fast as if I was fast forwarding through them.

It got even weirder, though, when I suddenly began to see 1s and 0s. Binary code flowed into my mind, overlapping my pleasant memories with Sally and making it hard to see her face. I felt like I had just run into some kind of major glitch, but there was nothing I could do but wait for the binary code and memories to end. I thought I heard a voice in the back of my head vainly trying to talk to me, but it was too indistinct and far away for me to make out with any accuracy.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity of standing there, my vision snapped back into focus and I found myself in the underground tunnel again staring at Sally in her canister. My heart rate was up and I was sweating bullets in my Costume, despite the cold.

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

“I-I’m fine, Cy,” I said, my voice slightly out of breath. “Just fine. When I touched Sally, I saw—”

I never got to finish my sentence, however, because at that moment, Sally’s eyes snapped open. A sleepy expression appeared on her face for a moment, only to be quickly replaced by a look of shock and surprise. She yelled and fell forward into my arms. Although Sally was not very heavy, her suddenly falling into my arms nonetheless nearly knocked me over.

But I managed to maintain my balance, holding her tightly in my arms. But she held me even more tightly. Her grip was tight as steel and she clung to my body as if for dear life. She was breathing hard and fast like she had just run a marathon and she was looking around in bewilderment.

“What …” Sally’s voice came in harsh breaths. “What … where am I? How did I get here?”

Despite Sally’s fear and terror, I couldn’t help but smile. She felt just like … well, Sally. Her lightweight body against mine brought back even more pleasant memories of us sitting on the couch together watching movies or walking together hand-in-hand at the park. She even smelled like Sally, like coconut and raspberries, which was the scent of her favorite shampoo. Even though I had been in Capes Online for about a month now, I still found myself amazed by how utterly realistic it was.

“It’s okay, Sally,” I said, holding her in what I hoped was a comforting way. “You don’t have to worry or be afraid. You’re safe with me. The government doesn’t have you anymore. They can’t hurt you, not as long as I have any say in it.”

Sally suddenly looked up at me. I expected her to recognize me and smile that same smile I fell in love with what felt like a lifetime ago now. After all, I had no trouble recognizing her. She was still the same Sally I had grown to know and love.

But when I looked into her green eyes—really looked into them—I saw no sign of recognition. No sign she knew who I was. No sign she even suspected my identity.

And when she spoke this next sentence, my heart shattered into a million pieces:

“Who are you?”


CHAPTER FOUR

 

When Sally asked that question, it felt like the floor had fallen out beneath my feet. I felt like I was falling now, falling into a bottomless pit. It was like every horrible nightmare I had experienced at once, with an added dollop of raw primal pain on top of it.

But I didn’t let my emotions overwhelm me. Instead, I just smiled nervously and said, “Nice joke, Sal, but it’s me. You know who I am.”

Sally blinked several times. “No, I genuinely don’t know who you are. I’ve never seen you before in my life. Ever.”

That last word—ever—stabbed my heart like a knife. I wanted to let her go and run away and never look at her face again. The finality in her tone was somehow even worse than the words she used. It felt like my whole world had been destroyed. I hadn’t felt like this since Chuck told me I was in Capes Online and wouldn’t be able to talk to anyone outside of the game ever again.

Only this was much, much worse because Sally was my fiancee. She was the love of my life. The woman I had intended to spend the rest of my life with. And now, I was a complete stranger to her.

There was no way hell could be any worse than this.

“Winter?” said Sally, squinting her eyes. “Are you there? Hello?”

Snapped out of my thoughts, I looked at Sally in bewilderment. “How do you know my name? I haven’t told you it.”

Sally frowned and pointed above my head. “It’s floating above your head. Everyone can see it.”

I looked up. The familiar nametag that every player and NPC in Capes Online had still floated over my head. I had forgotten that everyone could see it. “Oh. Yeah. That.”

I looked at Sally again. “But my name isn’t Winter. Not really. That’s just a codename. My real name is Nyle, Nyle Maxwell. Do you remember it?”

A troubled frown crossed Sally’s features, her brow furrowed as she tried to remember who I was. She still looked as cute as ever when she was thinking, but I found it hard to focus on her attractiveness when I was feeling such awful dread.

And true, you technically weren’t supposed to reveal your Secret Identity to other players and NPCs. Back when I first started Capes Online, Cy had explained to me that Heroes needed to keep their identities secret from other players, especially Villains. Supposedly, it gave Stat boosts to Villains and attracted ‘all kinds of trouble’ to me. Given how Atmosfear’s knowledge of my real identity had been the cause of a good chunk of my grief so far in-game, perhaps Cy was correct about that.

But I didn’t care. Sally wasn’t a Villain. She was the woman I loved above every other woman in the world. If I couldn’t tell her my Secret Identity, then who could I?

“Nyle Maxwell …” Sally repeated the name as if she had heard it somewhere before. Then her eyes lit up. “Oh, isn’t that the name of Supreme Court Justice Maxwell? He was appointed to the court by President Nelson recently. But … you don’t look old enough to be Justice Maxwell.”

My heart seemed to sink even further into the pit of my stomach. She was referring to my Dad, Nyle Maxwell I, a Texas judge who had indeed recently been appointed to the Supreme Court of the United States. I was named after my Dad, which technically made me Nyle Maxwell II, but it didn’t matter. Hearing Sally mistake me for my Dad was the final confirmation that she really didn’t know who I was.

Either she saw the expression on my face or she felt it, because Sally said, “Are you okay? You seem a little troubled.”

I shook my head quickly and said, in a forced calm voice, “No, Sally, I’m fine. I just … I’m fine.”

Even Sally, despite her amnesia, could clearly tell I was far from fine, but before she could say anything, Cy suddenly appeared between us and said, “Hi!”

Startled, Sally pushed herself out of my arms and staggered backward. She nearly tripped over her own feet but managed to lean on her former canister for support. I wanted to hold her again, but didn’t, because I didn’t know if she even wanted it anymore now that she didn’t know who I was.

“Oh, did I spook you?” asked Cy apologetically. “Sorry. I am just so excited to meet the boss’ girlfriend that I just had to introduce myself.”

Sally looked at Cy with confusion. “Boss’ girlfriend …? Who are you talking about?”

Cy giggled. “And you even have a sense of humor, too! Wish boss did, but I guess it’s like they say, opposites attract and all that. You’re a beautiful goddess of a woman while boss is kind of a plain Jane, only he’s a guy, so obviously his name isn’t Jane, but I’m sure you get my point. I’m not always a great communicator but I try my best to clearly communicate my thoughts. Anyway, I just realized I haven’t introduced myself properly. My name is Cyclone but everyone calls me Cy for short. You can call me that, too, if you want, but you can also call me Cyclone. Doesn’t matter either way. Anyway, what’s your favorite color and when is the wedding?”

Even in my emotionally shattered state, I couldn’t help but feel sorry for Sally. She was looking at Cy like he had just shot a million bullets at her, which wasn’t far from the truth. I remember feeling overwhelmed when I first met Cy as well. Luckily, I had learned early on that you needed to cut him off quickly. Otherwise, Cy would probably talk forever and ever and you’d never get a word in edgewise.

“Um … hi, Cyclone,” said Sally slowly. “You talk a lot.”

Cy smiled and gave her the thumbs up. “Funny! Boss told me the exact same thing when we first met. I can now see why you two would make an awesome couple. Wish I had a girlfriend as a pretty as you, but girls don’t seem to like me much for some reason, which I don’t really get—”

“Cy,” I said, resting a hand on Cy’s shoulder. “Sally’s still disoriented from waking up. She’s probably not in the mood to talk.”

“Sure, thing, boss,” said Cy, giving me the thumbs up as well. “You know me. I can be as quiet as a mouse when I want to be. So I’ll shut up and let you do all the talking.”

I sighed, but took my hand off Cy’s shoulder and said to Sally, “Sorry about that. Cy has a tendency to talk. A lot.”

“I noticed,” said Sally. She looked around the tunnel again, a deep frown on her face. “But I still don’t know where I am. Or who you people are. Or even what the heck is going on. And is that a dragon?”

Sally said that last sentence while pointing at Funky and Lennox. Funky, who had apparently just been watching our conversation with Sally play out, suddenly started when she pointed at him. Lennox growled when Sally pointed at Funky but otherwise did not move from his perch on Funky’s shoulders.

“Uh, yeah,” said Funky, scratching Lennox’s chin. “Lennox is definitely a dragon.”

Sally’s face broke into the biggest grin I’d seen on her face since she woke up. “So cool. I love dragons. What kind of dragon is he? Does he have a name?”

“His name’s Lennox,” said Funky. “And he’s a Miniature Dragon, although he can transform into a much larger dragon when I need him to.”

“That is awesome,” said Sally. She then tilted her head to the side. “So are you a football player or—?”

“I’m a Hero just like everyone else,” said Funky. He folded his arms in front of his chest. “Do you know where you are?”

Leave it to Funky to ask the important questions while the rest of us were confused. Although I still had a lot of questions about Funky’s true identity, I had to admit I always appreciated his cool, level-headed approach to things. He was probably one of the least flappable people I know, even less flappable than me.

Sally blinked several times. “I don’t know.”

“What do you last remember?” asked Funky, his tone calm yet friendly.

Sally furrowed her brow again. “Let’s see … I remember someone knocking on the door to my apartment. I answered the door, thinking it was the pizza deliveryman because I’d just ordered a pizza, but then they sprayed something in my face and I fell unconscious. Next thing I knew, I was here … wherever here is.”

“Did you see the person who sprayed that gas in your face?” asked Funky. “Did they identify themselves to you at all?”

Sally shook her head. “Nope. And no, I didn’t even see them. I just remember opening the door and seeing a spray nozzle in my face. Then the gas hit my eyes and it burned. Not sure what it was, but it was probably some kind of pepper spray and knockout gas combination.”

Funky and I exchanged troubled looks. We were both thinking the same thing: The Department of VR had kidnapped Sally and put her in Capes Online somehow. Why, though, was a mystery.

“Can you log off?” I asked.

“Log … off?” Sally repeated. “What do you mean by that?”

“I mean, we’re in a video game,” I said, gesturing at our surroundings. “It’s called Capes Online. Have you heard of it?”

Sally nodded. “Yeah. It’s that superhero game, isn’t it? My nephew is obsessed with it. Is that why you look like a superhero?”

“Exactly,” I said, nodding quickly. “Players can log in and out whenever they want. You should be able to pull up your character screen and see a button labeled ‘LOG OFF.’ Should be somewhere in the bottom right corner of your character screen.”

Sally frowned skeptically as if she thought I was pulling her leg, but then she focused on empty air for a second and gasped. “Oh my gosh! I can actually see my character sheet. There’s even a cute little 3D model of myself.” She suddenly frowned. “I’m not that fat, am I?”

“You’re as thin as a rake,” Cy offered.

“What Cy said,” I said quickly. “Now, can you see the log off button?”

Sally leaned forward closer, her eyes focused on seemingly the air itself, although I knew she was looking for the log off button. “Hmm … no, I don’t see it. It doesn’t look like I can log off at all.”

Learning that Sally was here in Capes Online was upsetting in itself. Hearing that she didn’t recognize me was absolutely heartbreaking.

But knowing she was stuck in Capes Online as well—potentially making her another Project Second Life participant—and that she was stuck here with me?

That was both the worst and yet the best news I had heard in a long, long time.

“Are you another member of Project Second Life?” asked Funky.

Sally looked at Funky in confusion. “Project Second Life? What is that?”

Before either of us could respond, Dillo suddenly walked up to us. He wore a grim expression on his face, which was how I knew we were in deep trouble even before he spoke.

“Winter, you need to come with me,” said Dillo. “I found out something I think you should know about. You and Funky. And you need to know it now.”


CHAPTER FIVE

 

Dillo’s uncharacteristically urgent tone made me curious, so I said, “What is it?”

“It’s hard to explain,” said Dillo. “It would be easier if I showed you.” He looked at Sally with an odd expression on his face. “In private, that is.”

Unless my eyes were playing tricks on me, I thought Dillo was looking at Sally with distrust. That was weird. I knew Dillo was a somewhat shy and timid guy who didn’t warm up to new people very quickly, but there was a difference between being shy around people you didn’t know and flat out distrusting strangers. It made me automatically like Dillo less than before, but I caught myself. Perhaps I was just misinterpreting Dillo’s expression or reading too much into his ordinary shyness. Maybe Dillo just didn’t know her and so wasn’t sure if she could be trusted with this information or not.

“All right, Dillo,” I said. “Let’s go over there and you can show Funky and me what you found.”

Dillo relaxed somewhat and nodded. Leaving Cy and Brawn with Sally for protection—Cy immediately asking Sally a million questions at once—Funky and I followed Dillo over to a spot in the tunnel dozens of yards away from where Sally stood. Here we found Recover and Hop leaning against the wall, talking to each other in low tones. It did not escape my notice that the rest of the Team was on the other side of the tunnel, where Big Mama was attending to their wounds. The four of us—Funky, Dillo, Recover, and I—were the founding members of the Team, which meant that whatever Dillo had discovered he considered too important to share with the new members yet.

“Hey, guys,” said Recover, waving at us as we approached. I noticed her eyes dart toward Sally, who was doing her best to keep up with Cy’s barrage of questions. “Who is the new girl?”

“Sally DeLeon,” said Funky before I could answer. He patted me on the shoulder. “Winter’s fiancee and girlfriend from the real world.”

Recover’s eyes widened in shock when Funky said that. “Sally? But I thought she didn’t play Capes Online. How did she get here and why was she in that canister in the Facility?”

“Don’t look at us,” I said, holding up my hands. “Far as we can tell, the Department of VR kidnapped Sally right from her apartment and put her in here. They also messed with her memory somehow, because she said she doesn’t remember who … who I am.”

I tried to say the last sentence as calmly as possible, but I was unable to truly hide the emotional harm in my voice. Just thinking about how Sally didn’t recognize me—me, the man she loved—was another stab to the heart. I wished I didn’t have to say that at all, but obviously I did if I was going to make sure Recover understood Sally’s situation.

“That is weird,” said Recover. She shook her head. “And here I thought Capes Online was just a game. Between this and all of the other crazy stuff we’ve gotten up to since we joined your Team, I’m starting to rethink that.”

“All of us are,” said Dillo grimly, “but we can focus on that later. Right now, I need to let you guys know what I found out. I know where we are.”

“You do?” I said in relief. “Awesome. How did you find out?”

Dillo patted his armor. “It’s a new Power I unlocked recently called Location. It allows my armor to sync with nearby satellites in orbit and figure out where I am. It takes a few minutes to work, though, especially if you are underground.”

“Underground …?” I said. “Do you mean we’re not on the surface?”

Dillo nodded. “Exactly.”

“The Sewers?” I questioned. “Explains the smell.”

Dillo shook his head. “No, not even the Sewers. We’re actually below the Sewers, if you can believe it.”

“Below the Sewers?” Recover repeated in confusion. “But I thought the Sewers were the deepest part of Adventure City. What do you mean we’re below them?”

“Let me show you on my map,” said Dillo.

Dillo held up his hand. A holographic map suddenly appeared on the palm of his hand, showing a complete 3D map of Adventure City. He tapped the map a couple of times, causing it to zoom in on a tiny red dot that I could only assume was Dillo. He zoomed in several times, first putting us on street level, then going into the Sewers, and then finally going below the Sewers into a pitch-black area. A text box appeared on his map that read ‘LOCATION UNKNOWN.’

“See that red dot?” said Dillo, pointing at the tiny red dot underneath the Sewers. “That’s me. As you can tell, it is underneath the Sewers.”

“Are you sure about that?” asked Recover worriedly. “Maybe it’s just a glitch on your map.”

Dillo shook his head again. “No, not possible. I checked the Capes Online Wiki and it says that that is how Location displays players who are either out of bounders entirely or simply in a new location no one else has discovered before.”

“So either Atmosfear’s portal took us out of the known bounds of the game or it took us to a new location no one has ever been to yet,” I said. I looked around suddenly, an ominous feeling rising up my spine. “You don’t think this is Atmosfear’s Hideout, do you?”

“Doubt it,” said Funky. “If this was his Hideout, we’d all be suffering debuffs and Stat decreases. Remember, Heroes cannot enter Villain Hideouts without suffering debuffs and vice versa.”

“Good point,” I said. “But why would Atmosfear open a portal to someplace other than his Hideout? It makes no sense.”

“Maybe he didn’t want someone to follow him through the portal and find his Hideout,” Recover said. “The government still hasn’t found his Hideout, right? Perhaps he chose this place because of how obscure it is.”

“That’s possible, but I’m still not sure,” I said. “I got the feeling that Atmosfear was trying to get the canister back to his Hideout ASAP. Not sure why he would set the portal to send him to somewhere other than his Hideout, which is the safest place for him to be in Capes Online.”

“Do you think he was going to meet someone here?” asked Dillo, looking around the tunnel again. “We know he was working with the Hackers and that he has been recruiting Villain players. Perhaps Atmosfear was going to meet up with a friend or ally, who would take the canister and move it elsewhere.”

“But I don’t see anyone,” I said, also looking around. “Well, no one other than us, anyway.”

“Just because you can’t see anyone doesn’t mean they’re not here,” Funky pointed out. “It’s equally possible that Atmosfear’s allies left once they realized Atmosfear wasn’t coming.”

“If that’s the case, then we’ll still have to be careful,” I said. “If there are any enemies down here, we’ll need to keep our guard up, at least until we can get back to the surface.”

“If we can get back to the surface, that is,” said Dillo. He looked at his map again, rotating it a few times for good measure. “Because right now, I don’t see any exits or entrances on this map.”

“How could this possibly be an undiscovered place?” I said, folding my arms in front of my chest. “Capes Online didn’t just come out yesterday. With over a billion players worldwide, I would think every location in the game would have been discovered by now.”

“Capes Online is a huge world, in case you haven’t noticed yet,” Funky said. “Not to mention the developers are always adding new content or expanding old areas. Plus, Capes Online isn’t the kind of game that rewards exploration. Fighting other players and NPCs is what the game rewards more than other types of gameplay, even though Capes Online is versatile enough to support a multitude of gameplay styles.”

“Meaning we can’t just go onto the Capes Online Wiki or Forum and find out how to get out of here,” I said. “Right?”

“Right,” said Dillo. “But it’s really not that bad. As players, we can just log off and return to our Bases.”

“Is that how it works?” I said. “I thought when you log off and log back in, you end up where you logged off.”

“That’s one way it can work,” said Dillo, “but there is a feature in your settings where you can set yourself and your Sidekick to respawn back in your Base when you log off. Most people don’t use that feature because they typically don’t see a need, but it’s good for when you find yourself stuck in a place you can’t get out of.”

“Yeah, that might work for you guys, but it’s not going to work for me,” I said. “Project Second Life, remember?”

“Oh, right,” said Dillo, looking embarrassed. “Sorry about that. I keep forgetting your, er, unique condition.”

I jerked a thumb over my shoulder at Sally. “And Sally can’t log off, either, as far as we can tell, meaning you guys all logged off, you’d leave me, Cy, and Sally all by ourselves down here.”

“Never thought of that,” Recover said, “but it’s true. You would be left down here by yourself if all of us logged off at the same time.”

“Exactly,” I said. “And, while I’m not afraid to play solo, I’m not exactly looking forward to it, given the circumstances. The Department of VR alone will be after me, and probably you guys as well, even though you actually helped defeat the Hackers. Doubt they’ll be after me for a while for … reasons, but I also know they aren’t going to waste time hunting down rogue players like me.”

“You have a point, but not all of us can stay logged online forever,” Recover pointed out. She gestured at the other members of the Team, who were all now talking among themselves. “All of us have lives outside of the game that we can’t simply ignore. We have jobs and other responsibilities in the real world waiting for us.”

“And it’s pretty late for most of us as well,” Dillo added. “The only reason we came online this late in the first place was to support you, but like Recover said, we can’t stay online forever. Sooner or later all of us will need to log off, and probably sooner, based on how tired everyone looks.”

I had to admit that Dillo had a good point. While I, obviously, could not log off, the rest of my Team could. I didn’t know what all of them had waiting for them in the real world, but I did know that they didn’t have all day to play games. Staying logged into Capes Online for too long was probably not good for their health anyway, especially if they did it at the expense of sleep and food.

But at the same time, I still needed their help and support. Right now, we were safe, but I was certain that the Department of VR would recover from Director Johnson’s death soon and send someone to track us down. Not only that, but there were also the unknown dangers associated with this strange location we had inadvertently transported ourselves to. Assuming Funky’s theory about Atmosfear planning to meet up with allies down here was correct, then there was the real possibility that I would have to deal with a bunch of Villains as well, Villains who had every reason to want me dead, especially if they learned that I killed their leader.

Potentially, I could allow myself and Cy to get killed, thus resulting in us respawning in my Base, but what about Sally? Sally didn’t have a Base as far as I knew. And given how she seemed very different even from other players, I had no reason to assume she would even respawn if she was killed. I mean, I hoped she did, but it was always possible she wouldn’t.

It was starting to look like our only choice was for me, Cy, and Sally to try to find our way back to the surface while everyone else logged off for the night. And given how everyone had different schedules, I wasn’t sure when they would all log back on. Even if they did log back on, they would log back on in their Bases and wouldn’t be able to find me even if they wanted to.

To me, it was starting to look like we had jumped out of the flames and into the fire.

That is, until Funky said, “I’ll stay.”

“You will?” I said, looking at Funky.

Funky nodded. “Yeah. Everyone else can log off and go back to their normal lives, but I can afford to stay online for just a little while longer.”

“But I thought you were really busy in the real world and didn’t want to stay online for too long,” I said.

Funky shrugged. “I do have a lot of stuff to do, but I also understand your current situation. I consider you a friend, Winter, and I don’t want to leave you and Cy to fend for yourselves down here, not if I can help you somehow.”

“Are you sure about that?” I said. I gestured at the tunnel around us. “Because I’m not sure how long it will take for us to find the exit.”

“I am sure,” said Funky. He scratched under Lennox’s chin. “I’ve always loved exploration in games anyway. Can’t even remember the last time I explored a new location like this. Should be fun.”

As grateful as I was for Funky’s help, I had to admit I thought there was a bit more to his motives than simple altruism. Especially the way he looked at Sally earlier, which made me think he had his own reasons for staying logged in longer than the others. Still, I wasn’t going to complain. If I had to pick just one Teammate to take with me on this impromptu mission, it would have to be Funky (although I certainly wouldn’t mind bringing along a Healer like Recover, either, but you had to take what you got).

“If you say so,” I said. “But before we make any further decisions, I think we need to talk about this with the rest of the Team, see if we can get anyone else to come with us. The more people the better, after all.”

But even as I said that I had the sinking feeling that it was going to be just me and Funky against … well, whatever awaited us deep inside here. And if some of Atmosfear’s allies were hiding down here, then things were about to get a whole lot harder for us very soon.


CHAPTER SIX

 

As it turned out, my initial hunch was correct. None of the other members of the Team wanted to stay logged on much longer. They all had their own lives to get to and didn’t want to spend more time exploring a previously unknown location, although Boom and Zoom both seemed very tempted when I mentioned the possibility of finding unique or powerful Equipment that might not be available to the general public.

The only exception was Gears, unfortunately. She said she could still stay online a little while longer because she had no plans for the weekend and had ‘already’ finished all her schoolwork until Monday. There was a manic glint in her eyes when she said she was interested in seeing what kind of ‘treasure’ we could find down here. I made a mental note to keep a close eye on this one just in case she decided to take any found loot on her own. She struck me as the type of person who was more likely to look out for her own good than for the Team’s good, but I couldn’t deny that her Gadgeteer skills could come in useful.

Unfortunately, Gears’ personal mini-mecha—the Steamcruncher—was too badly damaged from our battle against the Hackers to be any good. The damages were too extensive for her to repair it on her own. She might have been able to repair it back in her Base, where all of the necessary repair parts were located, but as it was, the Steamcruncher was essentially unusable.

When I mentioned that I didn’t want her leaving it here in case someone came along and stole it, Gears told me it was no problem. She pulled a remote control out of her pocket and, with a tap of a single button, caused the mini-mech to fold over itself until soon it was a small suitcase which Gears was able to put away into her inventory like any other item. I asked her how the hell she managed to do that, but Gears just told me it was a ‘Gadgeteer secret,’ which I interpreted as her saying ‘None of your business.’

In any case, I made sure to explain to the whole Team the danger we were all in now. I didn’t mention Project Second Life to the newbies—I didn’t want to get them into even more trouble than they already were—but I did stress that the Department of VR might come after them for being my associates and that they needed to be very careful. Luckily, the others seemed to take my warnings seriously, even Boom, Zoom, and Walker, despite those three not being Americans.

But before everyone logged off, Dillo looked at me suddenly and said, “Wait a minute. How are we going to find you when we log back on? I know this place has been added to our maps, but we don’t know how big this place is or how deep it goes into the earth. Heck, we don’t even know where the entrance is.”

I tapped my chin in thought. Although everyone was going to log off soon, I had gotten the others to agree to come back and help me as soon as they got back online. Yet Dillo had a point that they wouldn’t be able to help me if they couldn’t even find me in the first place.

That was when Gears stepped up and said, “Never fear, for I have a gadget designed for exactly that purpose.”

With a flourish, Gears pulled out a small, star-shaped device from her pockets and slammed it as hard as she could against my chest. Although Gears was shorter and weaker than me, I still staggered backward from the blow. Looking down at the device on my chest, I saw that it was a small, star-shaped device with a soft red-blinking light right in the middle.

“What the hell is this?” I said. I grabbed the device and tried to remove it, but couldn’t. “And why can’t I remove it?”

“That, fearless leader, is a Tracker,” Gears said. “Developed by yours truly, it allows other players to track your every movement. In practice, it means you will show up on their maps, which makes it easier for the others to find you. And you can’t remove it because once it’s active, you can’t get it off your body unless you actively destroy it.”

“But how are we supposed to track Winter with it?” asked Recover. She glanced at her map. “I still don’t see him.”

Gears pulled out a small device that resembled a smartphone with buttons. “Easy. I can add all of you to the Finder, the device which is synced with all of my Trackers. By adding your names to the device, your maps will sync with the Finder and it will show you all of Winter’s movements. I’ll put Winter on, too, just in case he gets lost.”

I was about to ask Gears what she meant by that when a soft ping entered my ears. Opening my map, I saw a small red dot standing in a circle of absolute blackness. The dot was labeled ‘WINTER’ and, when I stepped to the side, it also moved to the right slightly. When I stepped forward, it also moved forward.

“What’s the range of the Finder?” asked Dillo, who, based on the distant look in his eyes, appeared to be looking at his map as well.

“Oh, it only works in Adventure City’s limits at the moment,” said Gears. “That includes the Sewers and whatever is beneath the Sewers, mostly because Adventure City is the only place where I have all of my Towers set up. So it should let you find us no matter where you are in the city.”

“Wow,” I said. “That’s a pretty impressive range.”

“Oh, it’s nothing in comparison to what I could do if I was a higher level,” said Gears dismissively. “I’ve read about Gadgeteers designing Trackers capable of tracking people from the other side of the planet. Some even say it’s possible to design a Tracker that can track someone on the other side of the freaking universe, though as far as I know, no one has managed to build a Tracker that powerful. Which is why, of course, I will be the first one to do it.”

I had to admit that as irritating as Gears’ ego could be at times, she definitely knew her stuff. The Gadgeteer Class was one I knew little about, but everything I had seen about it convinced me that it had the potential to be one of the most powerful Classes in the game, given the versatility it provided the user. I kind of wish I had gotten the Gadgeteer Class when I first started Capes Online, but sadly you had no choice over your Class unless you undertook a mission that offered a Class change as a reward, which I had not.

“Well, that’s useful,” said Dillo. “Anyway, good luck, you guys. Don’t hesitate to message any of us if you guys need help, okay?”

“Sure,” I said. “See you later, then.”

Dillo nodded once and then disappeared. One by one, the others also vanished as they logged off, their Sidekicks being automatically sent back to their Bases with them. The last one to log off was Recover, who for some reason didn’t look at me when she said goodbye. She seemed to be upset about something, but I didn’t get a chance to ask her about it before she disappeared. Perhaps she was just worried about my safety or maybe even her own safety, given my earlier warnings about how the Department might come after all of us very soon.

But I couldn’t worry about that for now. Right now, I needed to focus on keeping Sally safe and getting us all out of here. I would worry about the Department later on. I was hoping the Department wouldn’t track us down soon, but then I remembered that I was still under 24/7 surveillance, which meant they could still find me, even if it took them a while.

That reminded me that I hadn’t checked my character sheet in a while. Not that there was much point. I was still Level-Locked, meaning I couldn’t level up, but I didn’t see any harm in looking over my page again. I had acquired a few new Skills during the battle at the Facility alone. Best to refresh myself on them so I would know what I could and couldn’t do.

I told Funky and Gears to check their character sheets as well because I understood they had both leveled up during the battle against the Hackers. While Funky and Gears looked at their own character sheets, I opened mine up to see what I had:

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

Available Ultimate Points: 1

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 5], Dodge [Level 5], Negotiation [Level 1], Dual-Wielding [Level 2], Blade-Throwing [Level 1], Aim [Level 1], Stealth [Level 1], Shaping [Level 1], Double Power [Level 1]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 1]

Ultimate Powers: Ice Giant [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: 11

Justice: 11

Trust: 10

Fame: 511

Willpower: 19

I scowled when I saw I was still Level-Locked, but soon I brushed that aside and focused on the single Ultimate Point I had. I had earned the Ultimate Point by using my first (and so far, only) Ultimate Power, Ice Giant, against Atmosfear approximately half an hour ago. I could add the Ultimate Point to Ice Giant and bring it closer to Level 2, which I decided to do. After all, Ice Giant was the only Ultimate Power I had and I wasn’t sure when or if I would get another one. Plus, you could actually redistribute UPs, which meant that even if I did get another Ultimate Power, I wouldn’t have to worry about not having enough UPs to level it up.

 But it was still disappointing at how I couldn’t level up. And given what happened at the Facility, I wasn’t sure I would ever be able to level up ever again. I might remain Level-Locked for the rest of my time in Capes Online, assuming the Department didn’t just go and delete me outright for my role in the Facility attack.

Apparently, my displeasure must have shown itself on my face, because Sally looked at me curiously and asked, “What’s the matter? Is something wrong?”

I sighed and looked at Sally. “I’m Level-Locked. Means I can’t level up anymore. I can’t even accumulate experience.”

“Oh?” said Sally. “How did that happen?”

“The stupid government is how it happened,” I said, folding my arms in front of my chest. “Bureaucratic idiots decided that I didn’t need to level up anymore for the dumbest reasons imaginable. And because they’re the ones who put it on me in the first place, they are also the only ones who can remove it from me in the first place.”

Sally frowned sadly. “Oh, that does suck. I wish there was some way I could help you.”

I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it. I’m still pretty strong even with my Level-Locked. I’ll be fine.”

But Sally shook her head in response. “No, you won’t. You yourself said we don’t know what is down here. What if we run into some really powerful bad guys who you can’t beat on your own? If you could level up again, you’d have a higher chance of defeating whatever dangers lurk down here.”

I couldn’t help but smile. Sally might have forgotten who I was or even how she got into this game, but it was clear as daylight to me that she was still the same argumentative Sally I knew in real life. The Sally I had come to know and fall in love with had pretty strongly-held political views, views she was more than happy to argue with just about anyone, including (unfortunately) at times, me.

“Thanks, Sally, but there’s really nothing you can do about it,” I said. “You just focus on staying close to me, where you will be safe.”

Sally, however, frowned deeper than before. “No, no, I think I can help you.”

Sally reached up and point a hand on my forehead. Before I even realized what she was doing, Sally tightened her grip on my forehead. A sharp headache shot through my brain just then, nearly making me cry out in pain before this notification suddenly appeared before me:

NOTICE: Status [Level-Locked] has been lifted. You can now gain experience and level up again!

All negated EXP now added to your total EXP! +15,300 EXP!

Total EXP to next Level: 5,889.


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Even when Sally took her hand off my forehead, I didn’t stop reading those three notifications. I was half-convinced it was just a joke, but a quick look at my character sheet revealed that my Level was no longer locked. I could now FINALLY level up again, and even better, I had received all of the EXP I accumulated over the last few days. I had thought that Level-Locked meant all of my EXP was gone, but I guess it was only held back from me. Now that I wasn’t Level-Locked anymore, however, it meant that I got all of the EXP I earned. Still wasn’t enough to level me up, but I was now much closer to reaching the next Level.

“Winter?” said Sally uncertainly. “Are you all right?”

Snapping out of my thoughts, I looked at Sally in astonishment. “How did you do that?”

“Do what?” asked Sally.

“You unlocked my Level,” I said, gesturing at my character sheet, even though only I could see it. “I can level up again now.”

“Oh, that,” said Sally. She shrugged. “I don’t know. I wanted to help you, so I did.”

Based on Sally’s expression, I could tell she was being honest about not understanding how she had helped me. As grateful as I was for her help, I had to admit that this just made me even more curious about Sally’s true nature. The only people who could have lifted my Level Lock before were the Department agents who put it on me in the first place. Sally was definitely not a Department agent, but I wondered if she was perhaps similar to them. She might even be an Avatar for all I knew.

Regardless, I hugged Sally and said, “Thank you, Sally. You don’t know just how much you helped me by doing this.”

Instead of hugging me back, however, Sally gently pushed herself out of my arms, a slightly uncomfortable expression on her face. “You’re welcome, Winter. You saved me from … wherever I was before, so it’s only fair that I help you.”

Although Sally sounded polite enough, her actions and words broke my heart even further. I had been so happy to see her again that I assumed she would have been comfortable with a hug. Back in the real world, Sally and I hugged all the time, mostly because Sally was a big hugger. Indeed, I thought Sally sometimes liked hugging more than she liked kissing.

Yet now Sally pushed me away. Gently, perhaps, but still she rejected my hug. It made me wonder just how powerful her amnesia was if she didn’t even like getting hugged by me anymore. It almost made me despair at the thought of getting her memory back. If Sally didn’t like getting hugs from me, then she not only didn’t remember who I was, but she might be a different person entirely now.

That thought scared me than all of the Villains I had faced so far combined. At the same time, however, it also filled me with a desire to find out just how Sally got here in the first place and see if I could figure out how to reverse her amnesia, if possible.

“Winter, are you ready to go?” asked Funky. He and Gears stood together, looking like quite the odd pair due to Funky towering over Gears, who was an unusually short woman. “Gears and I are done distributing our SPs and PPs.”

Snapping out of my thoughts, I looked over my character sheet one last time before closing it and saying, “Yeah, I think I’m ready to go. But which direction should we go?”

“I don’t know,” said Gears. “Aren’t you supposed to be the leader?”

My temper spiked when Gears said that, but I said, in as calm a voice as I could muster, “Yes, I am.”

“Then you decide which way we go,” said Gears. “Duh.”

Gears’ blunt attitude was starting to grate on me, even more so when I realized I might be stuck down here with her for hours. Perhaps we didn’t need to worry about getting killed by the unknown dangers that existed down here. After all, how could we be killed by a bad guy if we already killed each other?

But I needed to act like a leader and not let Gears’ tone—as disrespectful as it was—get to me. I pointed ahead and said, “We’ll just go straight. We’ll keep going straight until we find a way out.”

“What if it takes us deeper into the earth?” asked Gears bluntly.

I jerked a thumb over my shoulder. “Then we go back the other way. Simple.”

“But that could take hours,” said Gears. “We don’t know how deep beneath the surface we are, after all.”

“If you’re so concerned about how much time it will take for us to get out of here, why don’t you just log off and stop playing?” I said, trying my best to hide the irritability in my voice. “I don’t recall asking you specifically to stay.”

“And miss out on possibly finding great items or Equipment that could take my character to the next level?” Gears said. She snorted. “Yeah, right. No way am I going to let you and Funky keep all the loot to yourself.”

“We’re stuck underground who-knows-how-many miles beneath the ground, with no way of knowing where the exit is, with the federal government after us, and probably Atmosfear’s allies, and you’re worried about loot?” I asked incredulously. “Where are your priorities?”

“Right where they should be,” said Gears smartly.

I opened my mouth to continue to argue with Gears, but then Funky stepped in between us, holding up his hands. “Can you two stop bickering? I know you two don’t exactly have a good past together, but for better or for worse, we’re all on the same Team and we should act like it. At the very least, keep your bickering to a minimum until we reach the surface.”

Although I disliked Gears as much as ever, I had to admit Funky had a point. Letting Gears get under my skin like that would probably just get us all killed. I felt ashamed of myself for letting her get under my skin, but I couldn’t help it. Gears was exactly the sort of smarmy, know-it-all person I just couldn’t stand. I might have found Cy’s antics exasperating, but he didn’t bother me nearly as much as Gears, who as far as I could tell seemed to exist specifically to piss me off.

“Right,” said Gears, taking a step back from me. “My papa always told me not to waste my time arguing with fools, anyway.”

“Fools—?” I bit my tongue and took a deep breath. “You’re not too wise yourself, Gears, at least not in the right away.”

Gears glared at me, but Funky said, “Come on, guys. Why don’t we start trying to figure out how to get out of here? You guys can fight each other later after we get out of here.”

“Fine,” I said. I turned away from Gears. “Let’s just keep going. The sooner we get out of here, the better.”

-

In order to maximize our chances of survival down here, the four of us formed a triangle around Sally. Funky, being our powerhouse, walked in the front. He would occasionally send Lennox up ahead to scout for possible enemies and traps. Gears brought up the rear with her Sidekick Monkey Wrench, the two being more defensive in nature and therefore better able to defend the Team from behind if necessary. Cy and I covered the sides, with me on Sally’s right and Cy on Sally’s left.

The reason we were prioritizing Sally’s safety over all else was because she couldn’t defend herself. As far as we could tell, Sally didn’t have any Powers or Skills whatsoever, aside from her ability to lift the Level-Lock status. As helpful as that was, being able to lift the Level-Lock status wasn’t especially useful in combat. I ordered everyone to protect Sally at all costs. Any Villains we ran into down here would probably target her, seeing as she was the weakest among us and unable to defend herself in a fight.

We also moved down the tunnel cautiously. Although I wanted to get out of here as quickly as possible, I didn’t want us to rush into more danger just because I wanted to get out of here as fast as possible. We still had absolutely no idea what we might find ourselves up against down here. I still believed that Atmosfear had opened his portal here because he had some allies who were waiting for him. Even though we had yet to run into any of Atmosfear’s allies, I was in no mood to let ourselves get caught or ambushed by them, not if I could help it.

But we didn’t run into any particular dangers or threats. The walk down the tunnel was very quiet and uneventful, so I spent the time talking to Sally. I decided to take this time to ask her some questions about her time in the Department and her status as the mysterious Test Subject. She might have been suffering from a bad case of amnesia, but maybe if I asked her the right questions, it would trigger a memory in her mind that would help us understand how she got here in the first place.

“So you really don’t remember how you got here at all?” I asked as we walked down the empty tunnel, our footsteps echoing off the concrete.

Sally shook her head. “Sorry, but I don’t, aside from getting sprayed in the face in my own apartment and then waking up here. I don’t remember anything, honestly, except my name.”

Hearing that just made my heart ache, but I continued to push her. “Can you tell me the name of the man who put you in the game in the first place?”

Sally furrowed her brow, which was usually how she looked when she was trying to remember something important. “No. Well, I do remember a few things.”

“Like what?” I asked interestedly.

“Lights,” said Sally. She squinted. “Bright lights. Men in suits forcing me down. I feel like I was strapped to a table, maybe. Oh, and the scent of coconuts.”

Although my temper rose when I heard about how those men in suits—likely Department agents—manhandled her, her last sentence took me by surprise. “Wait, coconuts?”

Sally nodded. “Yeah. I’m not sure if there were actual coconuts in the room or if it was some kind of cologne, maybe shampoo. I just remember it because it seemed so out of place in the dark room I was in.”

“I love coconuts,” said Cy, causing Sally and me to look at him. He licked his lips. “Coconuts are delicious. I just wish they weren’t so hard to chew.”

“You’re not supposed to eat the shell,” I said to Cy. “You’re supposed to drink the milk or cut the shell up and put that into your food.”

A look of realization dawned on Cy’s face. “Really? You mean I’ve been eating coconuts wrong this entire time? How come my dentist never told me that?”

Sally giggled slightly when Cy said that. She looked at me and said, “I like Cy. He’s pretty funny.”

“You think he’s funny?” I said in disbelief.

“Of course I’m funny,” said Cy. “I’m practically a comedian. In fact, I even considered becoming a comedian before I became a Sidekick.”

“Cy, you told me you wanted to be a teacher before you became a Sidekick,” I pointed out.

Cy shrugged. “What can I say? I am a man of many talents. Multiple career paths were open to me when I was younger, but I simply like being a Sidekick the best.”

I doubted Cy actually had access to multiple career paths, but before I could say anything, Funky came to a stop and held up a hand. The rest of us also stopped before we walked into him and I said, “Funky, what’s the matter?”

Funky didn’t look over his shoulder at us. “Lennox still hasn’t come back.”

“Hasn’t come back?” I repeated. “Oh, right. You’ve been sending Lennox to scout ahead for us. You mean he’s missing?”

“Yes,” said Funky. “Normally, Lennox goes ahead about a hundred feet before turning around to report back on his findings. That he hasn’t come back at all is—”

A loud roar of pain came from somewhere up ahead, although it was quickly cut off by a disgusting sound like flesh being stabbed, and then the tunnel went silent again.

“What was that?” asked Cy in alarm. “Was that—”

“Lennox,” said Funky. He put a hand on his forehead. “He’s in danger.” He looked over his shoulder at us, a surprisingly serious expression on his face. “Hurry. We have no time to lose.”

With that, Funky turned and rushed down the tunnel. The rest of us ran after him, me already summoning my Ice Daggers, ready to fight whoever—or whatever—had attacked Lennox.


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Rounding a corner up ahead, my Teammates and I found ourselves in another hallway, this one identical to the last one we were in. The difference, however, was the three open entrances up ahead that seemed strangely familiar to me. I felt like I had seen the entrances somewhere else before. They were big and tall enough for all six of us to enter even if we walked side by side.

But my attention was soon drawn to the quivering mass in the center of the hall. It was Lennox, but he looked awful. An arrow was struck through one of his wings. Thick steel netting had fallen on Lennox, which was weighed down by four metal balls in the four corners. A quick Scan showed me that Lennox had far less than half of his Health left and it was dropping fast thanks to his bleeding wing. The tiny dragon was clearly struggling to free itself, but it was too weak to throw off the netting or fly away, especially with that arrow in its wing.

“Lennox!” cried Funky in a desperate, emotional voice very much unlike his normally calm voice. “No!”

Funky rushed toward Lennox and immediately bent down over him. He immediately began working at the netting, but it must have been tougher than it looked because he was having no luck breaking it.

I would have rushed over to help, but something about this situation seemed off to me. I looked around but didn’t see anyone else in this hallway aside from me and my Teammates. Yet someone else had to be here and had to have set that trap for poor Lennox. I suppose it was possible that whoever had set the trap had done it a long time ago and therefore was not around anymore, but I still didn’t want to rush into a possible trap.

That was when my Perception kicked in and I noticed a glowing blue aura on the ceiling … directly above Funky and Lennox.

“Funky!” I shouted. “Move!”

Unfortunately, my warning came too late. A steel cage materialized into existence and fell down over Funky and Lennox before the two of them could react. Funky rose halfway to his full height, but then the steel cage made a weird burring noise and then electricity shot out from the four corners of the cage and hit both Funky and Lennox. Funky went down without another word, a solid quarter of his Health knocked out in one hit. Lennox also took a good deal of damage, but not as much as Funky, who seemed to take the brunt of the damage. Even so, it was clear that both of them were out for the count.

“Funky!” I shouted again. “No!”

“Boss, watch out!” Cy cried.

I looked to the side just in time to see steel netting similar to what had ensnared Lennox fly out of nowhere and slam into me, knocking me flat off my feet and onto the ground, where I hit my head against the floor. A similar netting hit Cy, wrapping itself firmly around his body and causing him to fall over, too.

“Holy crap,” said Gears. She had drawn some kind of laser gun from her belt, but now she looked like she wanted to run away. “Where are all these traps coming from? Monkey, we need to get out of here before we—”

Gears didn’t get to finish her sentence, because as soon as she took a step forward, the floor glowed beneath her and then a cage exploded out of the floor and caught her and her Sidekick. The cage slammed into the ceiling. Gears and Monkey Wrench were not knocked out, but it was easy to tell that they wouldn’t be escaping that cage anytime soon.

That left only Sally, who had somehow avoided getting caught in any of the traps. But now she stood completely still right where she was, looking like a deer caught in headlights, her body trembling. I couldn’t blame her. She wasn’t used to the dangers of Capes Online like the rest of us. She was essentially a Civilian, which meant that she was even less capable of defending herself than we were.

“What the hell is this?” I said, struggling against the steel netting that stuck to my body like a second skin. “Did we just walk into a trap?”

“That you did, mate,” came a cold Australian voice from one of the tunnel entrances ahead. “A trap you won’t be walking out of anytime soon.”

From out of the shadows of the middle tunnel entrance emerged a man I had never seen before. He was tall and muscular, with long brown hair that went down to his shoulders. He wore a green-and-brown full spandex bodysuit, as well as a safari hat on top of his head. A rifle was slung over his right shoulder, while a backpack bulging with items hung off his back. The nametag [VILLAIN HUNTSMAN] hovered above his cruel face, a cold frown on his lips.

“Who is that?” I said under my breath to Cy. “Cy? Cy?”

I looked at Cy, but Cy wore an absolutely terrified expression on his face, his eyes locked on Huntsman’s form. I had seen Cy afraid before, but this expression was pure terror. He looked like he had seen a ghost. Although his mouth hung open, I got the feeling he couldn’t talk even if he wanted to.

Knowing that Cy was not going to be any help, I looked at Huntsman and said, “Just who the hell do you think you are? Identify yourself.”

Huntsman didn’t smile. “I think I am the best Bounty Hunter in all of Capes Online, Winter.”

“You know who I am?” I said in shock.

“Sure do,” said Huntsman. He walked out of the tunnel and stopped beside Funky’s electrified cage. “Every Villain knows the name of the Hero who defeated Dark Kosmos. Not that I cared much for that black bastard in the first place, but your defeat of him definitely made you famous in the Villain community. I must say, however, that you are much shorter than I expected.”

I scowled. “Are you working with Atmosfear? Or are you on your own?”

Huntsman shrugged. “I am working with Atmosfear at the moment, true, but only because he pays very well. Otherwise, I can’t stand the Yankee bastard. Keeps going on and on about all of the awful things he wants to do to ya once he gets his hands on you. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he has a crush on you.”

I shuddered. “So I was right. Atmosfear opened a portal here because he had allies waiting for him.”

“Bingo, mate,” said Huntsman. He looked around, a disappointed frown on his face. “But I take it that Atmosfear’s absence is evidence that the plan failed. Can’t say I am surprised. Always did think it was too risky.”

I bit my lower lip. Atmosfear’s plan had been to break into the Facility and steal the Test Subject. Clearly, Huntsman did not know that Sally was the Test Subject, otherwise I think he would have taken notice of her by now. As long as Huntsman didn’t know that, Sally would remain mostly safe.

“But hey, no skin off my bones,” said Huntsman. “Before joining Atmosfear’s little Team, I was the most Infamous and feared Bounty Hunter in Capes Online. Did you know you have a rather large bounty on your head, Winter?”

I shook my head. “No, I didn’t.”

“Well, you do,” said Huntsman. He pulled out a holographic device from his pocket and, pressing a button, caused a holographic wanted poster with my face on it to appear. “’WANTED, DEAD OR ALIVE: Hero Winter. One million credits.’”

I gaped. “One million credits? Who set that bounty? Maximilian?”

“No idea,” said Huntsman with a shrug. “It’s an anonymous bounty, which means you can’t see who set it up until you actually complete the bounty. But I don’t need to know who wants you dead in order to collect on your generous bounty, which I imagine will put me in the black for quite a while.”

Then Huntsman looked over at Funky and smiled. “And this is another one with a rather large bounty on his head. Unfortunately, I can’t quite seem to remember what it was, so let’s look it up on the ol’ Bounty Board and see what we can find …”

Huntsman pressed another button on his holographic device. The holographic image flipped through several different Wanted Posters of various other players, Hero and Villain alike, until it stopped on Funky’s bounty. I gaped when I read his bounty.

“Ten million credits?” I said in astonishment. “He’s worth ten million credits?”

“To someone out there,” said Huntsman, tapping his chin. “But can’t say I’m surprised. Lots of rumors floating around about this one. ‘Course, it might be the dragon that inflates the price a bit. Dragons are rather rare, ‘specially Tamed ones.”

I wondered what sort of ‘rumors’ were spreading about Funky. I hadn’t heard any myself, but I had to admit I could see why. Funky was the most mysterious member of Team Winter. Although I trusted him and considered him a friend, I had to admit I still didn’t know him all that well. My working theory was that Funky was some kind of Capes Online developer or programmer due to his deep knowledge of the game that seemed to exceed even Cy’s knowledge at times.

“What about me?” Gears demanded from the cage on the ceiling. She was glaring out through the gap between the bars of her cage, a scowl on her face. “What’s my bounty?”

Huntsman looked up at Gears with a puzzled expression on his face. “Who the hell are you?”

“The name is Gears,” Gears snapped. “Look it up.”

“If I haven’t heard of ya, you’re probably not on the Bounty Board,” said Huntsman. “So, unlike these two blokes, I’ll probably just kill you and your pet monkey and leave it at that. Already going to be troublesome moving these two out of here. I don’t need a third, ‘specially if it’s a mouthy woman like you.”

“Mouthy woman—?” Gears said indignantly. “I. Will. Murder. You.”

Huntsman rolled his eyes. “Whatever, love. Just stay put where you are and I will get to you shortly.”

Had to admit, it was kind of funny the way Huntsman dismissed Gears like that. I knew I shouldn’t have felt that way, but I still didn’t like Gears that much, so I could appreciate anyone who took the air out of her ego.

Of course, then I remembered that Huntsman was an ally of Atmosfear’s who was going to sell us all off to the higher bidder and I knew I needed to stop him, regardless of what he did to Gears’ ego.

Activating Freezing Touch, the chains around me froze solid. With a shrug of my shoulders, I shattered the chains before tagging Cy’s chains and freezing them, too. I then shattered them with a quick punch, but Cy didn’t get to his feet. His eyes were still locked on Huntsman as if he was staring into the face of death itself. No time to worry about Cy, though. Time to act.

Jumping to my feet, I summoned my twin Ice Daggers and rushed toward Huntsman. The Bounty Hunter looked at me in surprise, which told me I was going to get the drop on him as long as I could—

A loud woof boomed in my ears and then the world’s largest dog slammed into me. The dog and I went rolling across the floor, my Ice Daggers flying out of my hands as the dog tried to rip my face off. I caught its jaws, however, and held back the dog as much as I could, its stinky breath washing over my face and making me want to hurl. The dog was shockingly strong, forcing me to use all of my Strength just to keep it from tearing off my face.

“Good boy, Fangs!” Huntsman called. “Don’t be too rough with Winter, now. His corpse still needs to be recognizable to the Bounty Board if we’re going to collect. That way, I can buy you all the doggie food you want.”

I wasn’t sure whether Fangs heard Huntsman or not, but either way, the dog was intensely focused on trying to eat my face and it was all I could to keep myself from getting killed. A voice in the back of my mind wondered how Huntsman intended to collect on my bounty when I died, but that was nothing but an idle thought in the back of my head, my focus on trying to survive getting killed by this damn dog.

“Cy!” I shouted. “I really need your help! Cy!”

Risking a glance back, I saw Cy was still standing where I left him. His gaze was locked on Huntsman, his whole body shaking with terror, which made no sense to me whatsoever. I knew Cy had a low Courage Stat and that he wasn’t exactly the bravest Sidekick in the world to begin with, but I knew from experience that Cy could get serious when he wanted to. What was he waiting for? Did he have some sort of pathological fear of dogs or something?

Deciding that Cy was useless, I returned my focus to Fangs, which was still trying to kill me. I kicked up and struck the dog’s stomach, making it whine in pain for a moment. That broke its concentration just long enough for me to throw the massive dog off me. The dog hit the floor and rolled for a couple of feet before springing back up onto its feet and snarling at me, although it kept its distance.

Getting to my feet, I Scanned Fangs and got this information:

Hell Dog Fangs

LEVEL: 45

ALIGNMENT: Villain

CLASS: Tamed Beast

WEAK POINT: Eyes

WEAKNESS: Fire

RARITY: Rare

Hell Dogs are a unique and rare species in the world of Capes Online. Due to their rarity, they go for high prices on the black market, which is typically where you can buy them. Their violent temperament, their sharp teeth, and their general disregard for life itself has caused the species to be banned from the Adventure City limits, although Villains who murder and steal on a regular basis are unlikely to care for laws banning their preferred pets.

I didn’t like Fangs’ Level and I certainly didn’t like the fact that it was banned from Adventure City for its ‘violent temperament,’ a temperament I was now very familiar with. I could probably kill it, but I would have to be quick. And I couldn’t count on Cy or anyone else for help, either. I was all on my own.

So I fired an Ice Beam at Fangs, but the Hell Dog avoided it before barreling toward me like a cannon ball. I flew into the air, narrowly avoiding Fang’s teeth, and then, landing behind it, shot another Ice Beam at it.

This time, Ice Beam hit in the back, shaving off a few points of Health from its Health bar. But Fangs immediately turned around and lunged toward me. I stepped out of the way and avoided its fangs, but it still slammed into me, knocking me flat off my feet from the sheer force of its size and weight. Hitting the floor, I found myself briefly dazed before rolling to the side and avoiding its jaws, which snapped shut right where I had been lying just moments before.

Rolling back to my feet, I shouted back to Cy, “Cy, what the heck are you waiting for? I need your help now.”

Again, however, Cy just stood there with fear plastered all over his face. Anger rose up within me at Cy’s cowardice, but again I didn’t have time to dwell on it before Fangs lunged at me again.

This time, I activated Flight again, but Fangs must have sensed it coming because it leaped into the air and snapped its jaws closed on one of my feet.

Pain exploded from my left foot as Fangs’ jaws sank into my ankle. Crying out in pain, I was yanked out of the air by Fangs and slammed onto the floor. Fangs shook me back and forth like a rag doll, each shake sending waves of pain flying up my leg and making my Health bar drop precipitously until Fangs let me go and I went flying.

I slammed into the floor and gritted my teeth when this notification appeared:

Debuff added: Broken ankle. -50% Agility and Evasion. Duration: 5 minutes.

Debuff added: Bleeding. -1 HP/3 seconds. Duration: 3 minutes.

I gritted my teeth. I didn’t even want to look at my ankle, which was probably all kinds of messed up after what Fangs did. I did, however, try to get up, only for Fangs to slam a paw down on my neck, making me gasp for air and struggle to get up.

“Good boy, Fangs,” said Huntsman, who had apparently just been watching our fight with amusement. “Easy, now. Don’t kill him. Bringing in Bounties Alive rather than Dead results in a ten percent increase in rewards. Think of all of the puppy chow we will be able to buy with ten percent more money!”

Fangs, again, did not seem to understand Huntsman’s words, but he probably understood the tone if nothing else. I got the impression Fangs wasn’t going to finish me off, although that didn’t mean he wouldn’t maim me further if he thought he could get away with it.

Looking back toward Cy, I shouted, “Cy, what in the hell do you think you’re doing? I need your help and I need it now, damn it!”

That seemed to snap Cy out of his fear, because he said, “Uh, sorry, boss! I’ll be there right away.”

Before Cy could get any closer, Huntsman suddenly looked over at him. “Hold on a sec, that voice … it’s very familiar. I think I’ve heard it somewhere before.”

Cy’s skin went so pale when Huntsman looked at him that even his Costume appeared to lose its bright green coloration. “Who, me? Oh, no. You must be mistaking me for another devilishly handsome and incredibly hilarious Sidekick who happens to like wearing green.”

“No, no, I’ve definitely heard your voice somewhere before,” said Huntsman, stroking his chin. “Where, oh where, have I heard it before …”

“Nowhere,” said Cy, almost panicking. “This is the very first time we’ve ever met. Ever.”

Despite my pain, I wondered what Cy was so worried about. His repeated denials made it seem to me like he had met Huntsman somewhere before, but I couldn’t imagine under what circumstances Cy could have met him before. Perhaps Cy had fought him when he was the Sidekick of another Hero before me.

That was when realization dawned on Huntsman’s face and he looked at Cy again, this time with a rather frightening grin. “Now I remember. But now I am wondering how I could ever have forgotten about my very first Sidekick … Tornado, or, as you call yourself now, Cyclone.”


CHAPTER NINE

 

“Wait a minute,” I said, my voice straining under the weight of Fangs’ paw on my neck, “did you just say Cyclone was your Sidekick and he was named Tornado?”

“Don’t listen to him, boss,” said Cy quickly. “He’s a liar. I’ve never seen him before in my life. I’ve never even been to Australia, much less met a Crocodile Hunter wannabee like this guy.”

Huntsman, however, wagged a finger. “Ah, ah, ah, Cyclone. I know we didn’t exactly part on good terms the last time we met, but there’s no way I could forget your stupid voice or your even dumber jokes. Shoulda killed you when I had the chance.”

“You did,” said Cy, not meeting Huntsman’s gaze. “Multiple times. A day.”

“Right, I almost forgot about that,” said Huntsman with a chuckle. “You were so useless that you didn’t even make a good punching bag. Seriously, you are the most useless Sidekick I’ve ever had. A wonder you found another player willing to put up with your uselessness.”

Cy didn’t respond to that. He didn’t even look at Huntsman. He just stared at the floor, his hands hanging at his sides, seemingly at a loss for words. That was how I knew something was wrong with Cy. He was never at a loss for words for anything and he definitely never hesitated to offer his opinion or talk back even when it got him into trouble.

But I had to admit, I was confused by this revelation. “Were you really Huntsman’s Sidekick?”

“Course he was!” said Huntsman, looking at me like I was an idiot. “My first ever Sidekick. When I first started playing this game, Cyclone here introduced me to the world of Capes Online. Little idiot ran his mouth all the time, although he got less mouthy every time I punched him. Not that the little bastard ever learned his lesson. Right, little bastard?”

Cy cringed when Huntsman raised his voice with that last questions but didn’t respond. That was when I got this notification:

[Sidekick Cyclone] has been inflicted with Fear! -10% decrease in Courage. Duration: 30 minutes.

My eyes widened when I read that notification. I had no idea your Hero Stats could be negatively affected by status effects. And somehow, Huntsman inflicted Fear on Cyclone without even touching him. I wondered if it was some kind of Power Huntsman had or if it had to do with Huntsman and Cy’s past relationship.

“But eventually, I couldn’t put up with Cyclone’s stupidity anymore,” Huntsman continued, “so I fired him, although only after I gave the little bastard the absolute beating of a lifetime first. You remember Mr. Stick, don’t you, you little idiot?”

Cy cringed even more before nodding again. “Y-Yes.”

Another notification appeared in my view:

[Sidekick Cyclone] has been inflicted with Fear again! -20% in Courage. Effect can be stacked. Duration: 30 minutes.

Okay, now this was just ridiculous. I had never seen a status effect stack before in-game, although I suppose it made sense in a way. It certainly made Cy less likely to help. I still didn’t fully understand all of the ways your Hero Stats affected gameplay, but I did understand that a lack of Courage made it hard to fight back against even the vilest Villains.

“And here I thought I’d never see your stupid mug ever again,” said Huntsman, shaking his head. “Looks like fate had other plans for us, though. But I can’t say I am surprised you joined a Hero next. You were never a good Villain and never will be.”

Cy looked close to tears now. That wasn’t shocking, seeing as Cy had a tendency to cry all the time, but this time they were tears of fear and pain. It looked to me like Huntsman was somehow psychologically torturing Cy, although emotional torture was probably the better term for it now that I thought about it. However annoying I might have found Cy, I had to admit I hated seeing Huntsman treat Cy that way.

“Leave him alone!”

That sentence came from Sally, who I had almost completely forgotten about in the chaos since Huntsman’s appearance. She had been standing frozen in fear while Huntsman dressed down Cy, but now she stood firm, her hands on her hips, glaring at Huntsman. All of us were staring at her in surprise. Even Huntsman seemed shocked by her willingness to shout at him.

“What did you just say?” said Huntsman, his voice dangerously low.

“I said, leave Cyclone alone,” said Sally. Although she spoke bravely, I detected a trace of fear in her voice anyway. “I don’t know Cyclone very well, but I do recognize abuse when I see it. And you, sir, are the embodiment of abuse.”

I couldn’t help but smile. Sally might not have remembered who she was or even who I was, but it was clear that she was still the same outspoken and brave woman I had asked to marry her. It was one of the reasons I fell in love with her, which gave me hope that perhaps she wasn’t as different as I had feared. Cy was also looking at her with gratitude.

But Huntsman just stroked his chin. “You’re an odd one, lassie. You a Civilian or something? Don’t see a nametag above your head like all of the others.”

“I’m not a Civilian,” said Sally, scratching the back of her head. “I don’t know what I am. I just remember waking up in a canister and—”

“Sally!” I shouted. “No! Don’t tell him anything else.”

Sally looked at me in surprise, but it was too little, too late. Huntsman’s puzzled frown quickly turned into a vicious smile as he clearly put two and two together.

“Ah, I see now,” said Huntsman, nodding. He pointed at Sally. “You must be the Test Subject Atmosfear told us so much about. He said it was going to be a young woman with pale skin. I thought the Yank bastard had failed to get you, but it looks like he succeeded after all. Looks like I am going to have to pay Chemikill those fifty credits I owe him.”

“Test Subject?” Sally repeated, a confused look on her face. “What do you mean by that?”

“Doesn’t matter,” said Huntsman. He drew a long bowie knife out from his side and held it before him like a sword. “Since you’re here now, I think I am going to capture you and take you directly to the boss himself. After, of course, I collect on your friends’ Bounties and make me a killing.”

I gritted my teeth in frustration. I loved Sally to death, but I had to admit that sometimes she could get herself into trouble by talking too much. And now that Huntsman knew who she was, that just made it more important than ever that I stop him.

But I couldn’t do that with Fangs’ paw resting firmly on my neck. Fangs might have had orders from Huntsman not to kill me, but something told me that Fangs would be more than happy to violate those orders if I gave him an excuse to. I needed to figure out how to get rid of Fangs before Huntsman could get Sally.

I tried to get up, only for Fangs to press me back down with a low growl emitting from his throat. That growl alone was almost enough to make me freeze, so all I could do was watch as Huntsman slowly but surely advanced toward Sally. Sally was frozen in place with fear, staring at Huntsman like a deer in headlights.

“Sally, run!” I shouted. “Run back up the tunnel! Don’t let him get you!”

That seemed to snap Sally out of her reverie because she turned around and sprint back the way we came as fast as she could.

 Unfortunately, that wasn’t fast enough. Huntsman pulled out a set of ropes and launched them at Sally. The weighed ropes slammed into her ankles and wrapped around them, causing Sally to fall to the floor with a small eep. Huntsman, of course, kept walking toward her, his vicious grin growing larger and larger with each step.

My hands balled into fists, I said, “Cy, stop him! Protect Sally! Keep her safe.”

But despite the fact that I shouted that command as loudly as I could, Cy apparently wasn’t listening. He stood transfixed to the floor, his eyes locked on Huntsman. He looked even more afraid than Sally, his entire body shaking terribly as he looked upon his former Villain. I wanted to scream at Cy for being so cowardly, but I knew screaming at Cy wouldn’t actually help.

So I wrapped my hand around Fangs’ ankle and activated Freezing Touch. Ice quickly exploded over Fangs’ ankle, covering it in a thick block of ice, but then Fangs yelped in pain and staggered away from me, taking its paw off my neck. Without looking back, I jumped to my feet and flew toward Huntsman, who was now about halfway toward Sally.

Before I could tackle Huntsman to the floor, however, he stepped to the side and caught me with one hand. He then spun around and slammed me onto the floor so hard that I was briefly stunned, but not before he raised his long bowie knife above his head, a deep scowl on his face.

“Listen here, mate,” said Huntsman, his voice even colder than my ice. “The presence of the Test Subject means I’m not terribly interested in collecting on your Bounty anymore. Therefore, I am going to slit your throat and let you go. You’ll respawn in your Base, I suppose, but that isn’t an issue, seeing as we know where you live.”

I heard Sally screaming my name, but there was nothing I could do as Huntsman brought his knife right down on my neck.

Before the knife slammed into my neck, a soft thunk could be heard and then an arrow came out of nowhere and struck Huntsman’s hand. The knife went flying out of Huntsman’s hand as he cursed, pulling his now-bleeding hand down closer to his chest.

“Bloody hell,” said Huntsman with a grunt. “Where did that arrow come from? One of your friends?”

A quick look around the tunnel showed that Gears and Funky were still captured in their cages, while Sally was still lying on the floor with her ankles tied together and Cy still stood looking as afraid as ever. It looked like none of my Teammates had fired the arrow. Even Fangs looked confused, its massive dog head turning this way, as if it was trying to figure out where that arrow had come from.

That is, until another arrow lanced out of the darkness of one of the nearby tunnels and struck Fangs in the throat. Fangs had enough time to let out one final yelp of pain before suddenly collapsing on the floor, with this notification appearing my view:

[Tamed Beast Fangs] is dead!

“What the—?” Huntsman rose to his feet and looked into the tunnels. “Who’s there? Show ya self, you bloody wankers!”

There was no response at first, but then a hail of arrows suddenly lanced out of the darkness at Huntsman. Huntsman dived out of the way, narrowly avoiding getting hit with a dozen arrows at once. Somehow, the arrows did not hit me, but they did strike the floor around me, leaving sizzling sounds wherever they touched.

That was when a dozen cloaked figures rushed out of the shadows, making weird hissing and growling noises as they rushed toward Huntsman. Huntsman, apparently, wasn’t nearly as brave as he looked. He gave one final look to the dozen or so cloaked figures before turning around and running away as fast as he could, still clutching his wounded hand, which trailed blood behind him.

At first, I thought the cloaked figures were human, but when I saw the way they followed Huntsman’s blood trail, I realized that they were no humans. They were something else entirely. They moved half bent over, sharp claws poking out from the sleeves of their cloaks, while what appeared to be lizard trails swept out from behind them. Their feet made scratching sounds as they ran, a clear sign that they were not wearing shoes, although the length of their robes made it impossible to tell what their feet looked like.

Half of the cloaked figures rushed after Huntsman, chasing him back the way we came, while the other half ran toward me and my Teammates. Some of them went over to Cy and Sally, surrounding them but not harming them. Another couple of them made their way over to Funky’s cage, while the rest looked up at Gears’ cage as if puzzled by how she got up there.

But one of the hooded figures did approach me, walking in a way that seemed oddly familiar to me, but I couldn’t place where I might have seen someone move like that before. I scrambled to my feet and summoned two Ice Daggers, holding them before me defensively, even though I knew I was outnumbered twelve to one and I had no idea just how strong these guys were or how powerful they might be. Given how they were able to make Huntsman—hardly a low-level newb—run for the hills, I had a feeling I had jumped out of the fryer and into the fire.

“All right, monster,” I said, keeping my blades steady. “I don’t know who you are or what you and your friends expect to get from me, but I do know that if you lay even one finger on my friends, I won’t hesitate to end you.”

The cloaked figure chuckled, though without lifting its head. “Trust me, I know from personal experience just how annoying your kind can be … Hero Winter.”

Its voice was even more familiar than its body movements, yet I still couldn’t place where I might have heard it before. It had to be sometime recently, though.

“How do you know my name?” I said. “We’ve never met.”

“Oh, yes we have, Hero Winter,” said the cloaked figure. “My hood must be confusing you, however, so let me lower it so you can see my face.”

The cloaked figure raised his hands and slowly lowered his hood until soon I found myself staring into a familiar reptilian face. I almost dropped my Ice Daggers in shock.

“Zazoom?” I said. “Is that you?”

The Dweller grinned grimly. “Glad you remember me, Hero Winter, because we need your help. Now.”


CHAPTER TEN

 

Before Zazoom could elaborate on what he meant, his fellow Dwellers—who all looked similar to him with their hoods down, aside from differences in head shape and skin coloration—went to work freeing my Teammates. They got both Funky and Gears out of their cages in no time and even helped Sally and Cy to their feet. They even gave us some odd-looking Health Drinks, which was great because our own personal supplies of Health and Energy Drinks was running low. One Health Drink later and I felt like I could take on the world again.

As my Teammates all gathered closely around me, I walked up to Sally and said, “Are you okay, Sally? Did Huntsman hurt you?”

“I’m fine,” said Sally, waving off my concern, although I could tell she was touched by it. “I just fell and scraped my elbows. It wasn’t anything serious.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. Although all players in Capes Online respawned upon death, I had no idea what would happen to Sally if she died, given how different she seemed to be from players and NPCs alike. For all I knew, if she died, she might never respawn. Of course, Huntsman hadn’t been aiming to kill her. He had been aiming to capture her for his ‘boss,’ whoever that was. And for some reason, I thought that would have to be a fate worse than death.

“What about you guys?” I said, looking at my Teammates. “You all okay now?”

Funky nodded. He rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah, I think so. That electrical shock didn’t do any lasting damage. Just inflicted a Paralyzed debuff on me and took out some of my Health. Same with Lennox, who I think is going to be just fine.”

Funky was scratching under Lennox’s chin. The tiny dragon had a bandage around his wing—evidently, Health Drinks didn’t work on Tamed Beasts the same way they worked on players or NPCs—but I suspected he would make a full recovery soon enough.

“Yeah, we’re fine,” said Gears, rolling her eyes. She gestured at the ceiling cage she and Monkey Wrench had been caught in. “That ceiling cage is such a primitive trap. I can tell that Huntsman guy was no Gadgeteer or even Trapper. I could build a more effective cage, complete with death lasers, in my sleep.”

“You mean the same cage that caught you and your Sidekick and that you needed help from the Dwellers to break out of?” I asked in a slightly amused voice.

Gears glared at me. “What would you know? You’re just a Fighter. Walking muscle. And while there is certainly an advantage to being able to bend metal pokers with your bare hands, there are far more advantages to being able to solve complicated engineering problems with your brains.”

“Right,” I said. “Whatever makes you feel better.”

Then I looked at Cy. Cy had been uncharacteristically quiet since the Dwellers came to our rescue. He was looking at his feet, standing a few feet away from the rest of us, as if he thought we might forget about him if he was quiet enough. Too bad Cy sucked at being quiet. Even as I watched, I heard him humming a soft tune under his breath, a tune I couldn’t identify, but I didn’t need to.

I couldn’t help but feel angry at Cy. I wasn’t angry that he had been the Sidekick of a Villain at one point. From what I understood, Sidekicks didn’t have a choice in who they got paired with. When a new player entered Capes Online, the game’s Dynamic Environment System—AKA the D.E.S.—would usually assign a random NPC to be that player’s Sidekick. Often, the D.E.S. would reuse the same Sidekick over and over again for different players. This didn’t make the Sidekick powerful, however, because every time a Sidekick got fired, they would be reset back to Level 1 complete with appropriate stats for that level.

I was angry at how Cy had completely dropped the ball back there, letting his own fear of Huntsman from helping me. If Cy hadn’t choked, it was possible the battle would have gone completely different. We might have even been able to win. The arrival of the Dwellers was a huge stroke of luck on our part, but luck wasn’t guaranteed and I was sure that Huntsman would have killed us all—except perhaps for Sally—if the Dwellers hadn’t shown up when they did.

Before I could tell Cy that, Zazoom walked up to us. His fellow Dwellers were moving around the tunnel, sniffing the ground and looking for any other traps left behind by Huntsman. The six Dwellers that had chased Huntsman off were nowhere to be seen, so they were probably still chasing Huntsman. As for the body of Fangs, it disappeared not long after Huntsman left. I wondered if Tamed Beasts respawned or not. It was something I would have to ask Funky later after we spoke to Zazoom about whatever problem was afflicting his people.

“Hello, Zazoom,” I said, waving at him as he approached. “Thanks for saving us. We were in a tight spot back there and couldn’t have done it without your help.”

“You know that … thing?” said Gears, looking at Zazoom with disgust in her eyes. Her nose wrinkled. “He smells like the Sewers.”

“Big words coming from such a tiny human,” said Zazoom with a low snarl. “But I suspect eating you would only give me and my kind indigestion, so I will spare you for now.”

Gears just folded her arms across her chest and rolled her eyes, although I could tell she was a little afraid of the Dwellers. Not that I could blame her. The last time Cy and I had met Zazoom, he nearly killed us both right in our Base. Now Zazoom had a dozen allies, whose levels and strength were unknown, although I suspected each one of the Dwellers was powerful and skilled fighter in his own right.

“Gears does ask a good question,” said Funky, looking at me. “How did you meet the Dwellers? Very few players have ever actually met a member of this race due to how deep down beneath the City they live.”

“Long story short, Cy and I discovered a Secret Room in my Base,” I said. I nodded at Zazoom. “We found Zazoom there and, after a brief skirmish, let him go after he threatened to unleash the wrath of his people upon us. I’m surprised you know anything about the Dwellers, though.”

Funky shrugged. “I’m a big lore nerd. Always have been, always will be.”

I wanted to make a comment about how of course he had to be a lore nerd if he was a Capes Online developer, but seeing as I still didn’t have any proof of that theory, I just shrugged and looked back at Zazoom. “So, Zazoom, what brings you here? Are we close to your territory or something?”

Zazoom blinked. “Close to our territory? This is my peoples’ territory.”

“Your peoples’ territory?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “You mean the Sewers?”

“No,” said Zazoom, shaking his head. He spread his long, clawed arms as if to indicate the whole tunnel. “The Dweller Underworld, the world beneath the Sewers you humans use to process your waste.”

As soon as Zazoom said that, a new notification popped up in my view:

MAP UPDATE: Your location’s name has been updated from [???] to [Dweller Underworld]. Check your map to see how much of the mysterious [Dweller Underworld] you have explored and how much more you still have yet to see.

Congratulations! You unlocked your first Hidden Location! Hidden Locations are spots on your map which other players have yet to explore. By being the first Hero player to discover and enter the [Dweller Underworld], you have now unlocked your first Title: Adventurer! Check your new Title on your character screen for more information!

Additionally, by being the first player to discover the [Dweller Underworld], you may now have a chance to Expand your Base, which is connected to the [Dweller Underworld]. In order to Expand your Base, collect more BPs. Check your current BPs by going to your BASES tab on your pause screen.

As soon as I read those notifications, my map—which I had set in the lower right corner of my vision for quick reference—glowed. The [???] that had covered the black spot displaying my current location changed to [DWELLER UNDERWORLD]. As well, some of the darkness had gone away, revealing that my Teammates and I were currently deep below the surface, even farther than I thought. It looked like we were a couple of miles beneath the Sewers at least, although I still didn’t see a way out just yet.

“Whoa,” I said. I looked at my Teammates. “Did you guys see this?”

“Yeah,” said Gears, nodding. Her unfocused gaze told me she was looking at her own character screen. “But what’s a Title? It doesn’t seem to come with any Stat bonuses or special Powers. Is it just a cosmetic prize? If so, lame.”

“Actually, Titles are a rather important mechanic, albeit a rare one due to how difficult they are to obtain,” said Funky. “Titles can only be obtained by completing certain unique, hidden objectives that you can’t find by simply going to the Capes Online Wiki and searching for them. Out of the billion or so players who actively play Capes Online, fewer than one percent have a Title of their own.”

I whistled. “Guess that makes us pretty unique, then. Still, I agree with Gears that Titles don’t seem to have that any practical use.”

“You’re correct that Titles rarely give immediate bonuses,” said Funky. “But what Titles do is give you special opportunities in the long run. Certain Titles will appeal to certain NPCs in different ways and the kind of Titles you have will affect the outcomes of certain missions. Titles are very rare, though, and there’s a reason why less than one percent of all active Capes Online players have one.”

I stroked my chin. “That’s interesting. What kind of benefits does the Adventurer Title grant?”

“No idea,” said Funky with a shrug. “Follow the game and find out.”

I instantly scowled. Although Funky was helpful for explaining game mechanics, he could definitely be rather unhelpful at times, too. Then again, based on what Funky told me, it sounded like Titles varied considerably in their benefits, so there was a good chance he didn’t know what our newly-gained Title did. I suppose it was just another one of those things I was supposed to find out on my own.

The option to ‘Expand’ my Base sounded interesting, but I decided to put it off for now. Right now, I was more interested in finding out what Zazoom needed help with than anything. I would look into the new options for my Base later.

Closing the notifications, I said to Zazoom, “Well, thanks for saving us anyway. How did you know we were even here?”

“We did not,” said Zazoom, shaking his head. “One of our guards reported seeing human activity in this area of the Underworld. The Queen gave me orders to investigate, so I put together a hunting party and we came out here to see exactly what was going on. Once I recognized you, however, I knew we had to save you.”

“That’s nice of you,” I said, thinking about the fact that my current reputation with the Dwellers was Neutral, which was starting to seem a lot less negative than I thought it would be.

“Don’t mistake our aid for niceness, Hero Winter,” said Zazoom with a snort. “We were just as eager to kill the Hunter as we were to save you. We would have attacked the Hunter even if you had not been his prisoners.”

“You mean Huntsman?” I said, glancing over my shoulder in the direction Huntsman had left. “Has he been giving you trouble for a while?”

“Yes,” said Zazoom, nodding. “For the past few weeks, the Hunter and his allies have been picking off our people one by one. The Underworld is normally not a very safe place even for Dwellers, but with the arrival of the Hunter and his friends, it has become even more dangerous, deadly even.”

“Why have Huntsman and his allies been attacking your people?” I asked. “Do you know?”

Zazoom shook his reptilian head. “We do not. We think they might be killing us in order to sell our Pelts on the human black market—which go for a very high price—or sell us as slaves, but we are not sure. As a result, the Queen has had to order that all Dwellers stay within the limits of Underworld City and not to travel unless they receive approval from her or are armed.”

“I see,” I said, stroking my chin. I figured Atmosfear had to be one of Huntsman’s other allies Zazoom spoke of, although given how he used the word ‘allies,’ I assumed they were probably all of the ‘Hero Slayers,’ as Atmosfear had called them. “Not to be too judgmental, but it sounds to me like something you guys could deal with on your own.”

“It would be if we could find the Hunter and his allies,” said Zazoom. “Though they are far less in number than us, they are far more powerful on average. It doesn’t help that they have allied with some of our rival tribes, either. But that is why I think you can help us. We understand that humans fight against other humans all the time. If you went after the Hunter and his allies who have been hunting our own people to death, I am sure the Queen would greatly appreciate it.”

As soon as Zazoom said that, a new notification appeared before me:

TEAM MISSION: Stop Huntsman and his allies I

The Dweller known as Zazoom has explained to you the current precarious situation of the Dweller people. According to Zazoom, a group of Villain players led by Huntsman have been hunting and enslaving Dwellers, seemingly for profit.

Zazoom has asked you to intervene, although you suspect you may need to speak to the Queen of the Dwellers first before you can fully accept this mission.

ALIGNMENT: Hero

DIFFICULTY: Hard

RARITY: Unusual

SUCCESS: Defeat Huntsman and his allies

FAILURE: Fail to defeat Huntsman and his allies

REWARDS: Increased reputation with the Dwellers of the Underworld, plus other unknown benefits dependent on your performance

ACCEPT? Y/N

Hmm. It looked like I was being offered another mission chain. Not that I minded. After all, mission chains, although more difficult than single missions, often provided superior rewards that you couldn’t get elsewhere.

I was just about to hit accept before Gears grabbed my wrist and said, “Wait.”

I glared at Gears and said, “What is it now? Do you actually have something to add or are you just wasting our time?”

Gears didn’t look even remotely ashamed when she looked up at me. “I do have something to add, actually. Namely, that I don’t see any reason why we should accept this mission if we can’t get out of here.”

Gears looked at Zazoom. “You Dwellers know this Underworld place well, right? Then you should be able to show us how to get back to the surface, which is our ultimate goal.”

Zazoom grinned, displaying row upon row of sharp teeth. “We could show you humans the way out of here, but you’re assuming we want to. Now that we know you are looking for a way out, you really have no choice but to accept our mission. Otherwise, you will be doomed to wander the Underworld forever … or at least until you get killed by the dangerous and powerful beasts that call this place home. Trust me, most humans who accidentally end up down here don’t survive.”

A new notification appeared before me suddenly:

MISSION UPDATE: Zazoom has made it clear that if you refuse to accept the mission, then he and his fellow Dwellers will leave your Team to wander the Underworld, seemingly forever. On the other hand, it appears that Zazoom will show you a way back to the surface if you agree to the mission. ACCEPT? Y/N

Weird. I’d never received a mission update for a mission I hadn’t even accepted yet. It was another example of Capes Online’s advanced mechanics. It made sense. Updating a mission based on new information meant players were more likely to accept missions they might not want to be a part of.

Regardless, I didn’t really think I had a choice in the matter, as Zazoom said. If I rejected the mission, then there was a very high chance that my friends and I would be doomed to wander the Underworld forever. I didn’t know the exact size of the Underworld but based on the huge black space the map showed, we hadn’t explored even one percent of it yet and we were nowhere near the surface.

Besides, if Atmosfear’s Teammates were down here, then it was my duty to stop them. As much as I wanted to get to the surface, I didn’t want to leave Atmosfear’s friends alone down here if they were up to no good. If I could stop them from doing whatever they were trying to do—even if it was just to line their pockets with the money they earned from selling Dweller Pelts and slaves on the Capes Online Marketplace—then it would be worth it.

So I accepted the mission and said, “All right, Zazoom. You’ve got yourself a deal. We’ll clear our Huntsman and his allies in exchange for being shown the way out of here.”

Zazoom nodded. “Excellent. Now come with us. We need to introduce you to the Queen before we send you after our enemies. She will be very interested in meeting you, Hero Winter, especially after everything I told her about you.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

I tried to ask Zazoom what, exactly, he had told the Queen about me, but he brushed off my questions and told me not to worry about it. Easier said than done. I had never met the Dweller Queen before and so had no idea what kind of being she was. Given the harsh attitude and behavior of the Dweller peasants, I had no doubt that their Queen was just as harsh as them, if not more so due to being the top dog. Hopefully, she would be more inclined to treat me and my Teammates well, however, given how we were here to help her people.

Once that was decided, Zazoom and the other members of his hunting party escorted us down the middle tunnel, which apparently was the one that led to Underworld City. I asked Zazoom where the other two tunnels led, but he brushed off my question again and told me we didn’t need to know. Given how I heard what sounded like a horribly splotching sound coming down the right tunnel—like squid tentacles being dragged across the hard stone floor—I decided to accept Zazoom’s advice and put it out of my mind for now. Besides, there would always be time for exploration later.

The other members of Zazoom’s hunting party—the one who had gone after Huntsman—still had not returned, but Zazoom said not to worry about them. He had full confidence that even if his other hunters did not capture Huntsman, that they would at least come back alive and in good shape. He said they were some of the Dwellers’ best warriors and that he wasn’t concerned about them in the slightest. I was a little bit more skeptical myself, especially after seeing how Huntsman nearly took out my entire Team by himself, but I decided that Zazoom knew his own party members better than I did, so I didn’t push the point.

Zazoom and his hunting party formed a loose circle around us as we walked down the middle tunnel, which, I noticed, gradually sloped downward the closer we got to Underworld City. A part of me was nervous we might have been walking into a trap. After all, my relationship with the Dwellers was merely Neutral. The fact that Zazoom refused to show us a way out of here unless we completed this mission for them was proof enough that a Neutral relationship with someone could be almost as bad as a Hostile one. Even if Zazoom wasn’t planning to kill us himself, the Queen might, depending on how she felt toward humans.

But there was no point in worrying about that for now. The walk to Underworld City was rather long, giving us plenty of time to think. Or talk, as the case may be.

Funky walked at the front of the group, while Gears, Monkey Wrench, and Sally walked in the back. I heard Gears and Sally chatting with each other, but my focus was mostly on Cy, who walked right next to me without actually looking at me. The tension in the air between us seemed harder than usual, which made sense because Cy was probably thinking about our fight with Huntsman and how he failed to help us in that. No doubt he was expecting a stern talking to from me about his earlier behavior.

So I said, “So, about the battle back there—”

“I’m sorry,” said Cy quickly. He still didn’t meet my gaze. “It’s just that when I saw Huntsman and realized who he was, I just kind of lost my courage. It felt like I had walked into a nightmare. I know I messed up. I’m sorry.”

Cy’s bluntly apologetic demeanor almost took me off-guard, but I still said, “I know Huntsman is a Villain and all, but he couldn’t have been that bad, could he?”

Cy’s expression darkened. “Oh, he was much worse. He constantly belittled me and made fun of me. Always calling me useless and stupid. Then he would beat me half to death if I failed or messed up. Oh, and sometimes he would starve me for days on end until I died and respawned. And then he would do it again, just to show that he could. And I can’t forget about how he would use me as live bait to lure out certain players and Bounties we were trying to get, which usually resulted in me dying a horrible death.”

I bit my lower lip. “Man, that’s harsh. And here I thought Atmosfear was a dick to his own Sidekick.”

“Oh, that’s pretty normal for Villains,” said Cy. Despite his airy tone, I could sense the trauma underlying his every word. “On average, Villains tend to mistreat their Sidekicks more than Heroes. They’re not all as bad as Huntsman, but they’re still a lot worse than Heroes. It’s why I never liked being a Villain. It always meant I was in for some abuse, even if it was just emotional.”

“I see,” I said. “But I don’t understand how you got assigned to Heroes and Villains. I thought the Sidekick System always paired up Sidekicks with players of the same Alignment.”

Cy looked at me this time, his eyes full of pain. “It’s not that simple. When a Sidekick stops working for a Hero or a Villain, we don’t just lose all our Stats, Equipment, and Levels. We also lose our Alignment. Civilians are always Unaligned. Some Civilians are nice, some are mean, but in general, Civilians aren’t Heroic or Villainous. Civilians have the potential to become good or evil, but that’s all it remains unless they deliberately cultivate one Alignment or the other. I’m not the only Sidekick to have worked with both Heroes and Villains before.”

I nodded. What Cy said made sense. He had explained to me once that the D.E.S. did not give Sidekicks a choice in who they worked with. If all Sidekicks reverted to Unaligned Civilians upon being fired or their player deleting their account, then it was logical to assume that they could be assigned to Heroes and Villains alike.

“So you retain your memories from your time working with Huntsman?” I said.

“And others,” said Cy, nodding. He tapped the side of his head. “Even though we might lose all of our Powers, Levels, Stats, and Costumes, we don’t lose our memories. They stay right up here … whether we want them to or not.”

Cy sounded depressed when he said that, the most depressed I’d ever heard him. Given the kind of abuse Huntsman had subjected Cy to, I could understand why he felt that way. I’d probably feel the same way if I had experienced the same things he did. Then again, I would like to think I wouldn’t put up with that kind of abuse myself.

“How come you put up with his abuse for so long?” I said. “I’ve seen how Villains treat their Sidekicks. I’m shocked that their Sidekicks stay with them at all.”

“Because Villain Sidekicks actually like being abused,” said Cy. “Not, like, sexual or anything, but when you’re a Villain Sidekick, you tend to become more like a minion. You become too afraid to speak back against your boss, so you accept all the abuse you get even if you don’t deserve it. It even makes us more loyal to our Villains. It’s pretty messed up.”

I had no trouble believing that. I recalled seeing Giggles cry out in anguish when Atmosfear died once. It didn’t make any sense to me at the time, but with Cy’s explanation, it suddenly made far more sense than it did before.

“But you didn’t like it even when you were a Villain,” I said. “Right?”

Cy shrugged. “Yeah. And don’t ask me how. Even though I know how I’m supposed to act and feel, I just never could accept it the way other Sidekicks could. Most Sidekicks are just happy to play whatever role they’re given. Me, though, I never liked working for Huntsman or any other Villains. Even when my Alignment was one hundred percent Villain, I still didn’t like it and felt kind of envious toward Sidekicks who worked for Heroes.”

I stroked my chin. Cy was just an NPC like most everyone else in Capes Online, yet he was clearly displaying more advanced behavior than your typical NPC.

When I first joined Capes Online what seemed like an eternity ago, I had treated the NPCs like, well, pretty much everyone else. I had assumed they had no minds and souls of their own, no free will to guide their decisions. I assumed that they all followed scripts—albeit very complicated scripts—that only made them appear to be real when in fact it was just an elaborate illusion constructed by the Capes Online developers and programmers to create a more immersive in-game experience for players.

But nowadays, I looked at NPCs more and more as actual people, people who I had a duty to protect if they were Civilians or fight if they were Criminals. I had been especially mean toward Cy early on because I didn’t want to be in this game and found him very annoying, but now I was starting to think I might have been too judgmental. Although I was no programmer, I thought that the NPCs were a lot more real than people gave them credit for.

Of course, maybe I was just being fooled by their advanced programming. I was just a small-town cop, after all. Small-town cops were not known for being especially smart. Even so, I often treated NPCs as real people anyway. Maybe if I had a physical body I would treat them differently, but seeing as I was a digital being myself, I didn’t feel I had any right to treat them as disposable anyway.

“And it’s not just the way Huntsman treated me that messed with me,” said Cy. “He had me do all sorts of horrible things. Never to his satisfaction, of course, but we did do a lot of evil things when I was Tornado. Things … things I really don’t want to talk about.”

That wasn’t surprising to hear. Villain players were supposed to do bad things. So were their Sidekicks. What was surprising was Cy’s own regret about it. It was yet another piece of evidence that made me think the NPCs of Capes Online were a lot more real than most people thought.

“That’s why I like working for you better,” said Cy with a sigh. “I know I can be annoying at times, but you treat me so much better than Huntsman ever did. Plus, we get to help people and stop bad guys. That’s pretty cool in itself.”

I bit my lower lip. Cy did get on my nerves at times, but I had to admit it would never occur to me to beat him for failure the way Huntsman apparently did. It was actually quite touching to hear him say that to me. It seemed to me that Cy was a lot deeper than he might first look I wondered if other Sidekicks were as deep as him or not.

In any case, I patted Cy on the shoulder and said, “I understand. Still, that doesn’t change the fact that you choked back there, which almost got us all killed. There’s a very good chance we will have to fight Huntsman again at some point. If we do, I will need you to get over your fears and fight him like any other Villain.”

Cy gulped. “I’ll try, boss, but I’m not sure I can promise you anything. I didn’t intentionally mess up earlier. It was just … I don’t know, I got taken by surprise and reverted to my old way of thinking. I could never stand up to Huntsman when I was his Sidekick and I am afraid I still can’t even now.”

“Right, but you’re going to need to get over it at some point,” I said. “The mission we’re on now will require us to face off against Huntsman again at some point. We got lucky with the arrival of the Dwellers, but if the Dwellers hadn’t come to our rescue, we would have been totally destroyed. Next time, we might not be so lucky.”

“Yeah, I know,” said Cy. He sighed again. “I just wish I could be more useful. It’s just so hard because my mind just gets that way whenever I see him.” Cy looked up at me with fear in his eyes. “He’s scary. Really, really scary.”

I patted Cy on the shoulder again. “Just remember that you’re not alone. You’ve got me and the others. We’ll stand by your side no matter what. None of us have to face Huntsman alone.”

Cy nodded in understanding, but his troubled expression told me that he was still very afraid of Huntsman. I had never heard of a Sidekick getting so horribly abused by their player that they were actually afraid of meeting them again, but it was becoming rapidly clear to me that Cy was not an ordinary Sidekick or even an ordinary NPC in general, based on our conversation today. I wondered if Funky might be able to offer some insight into Cy’s behavior. It was possible Cy was still acting within the perimeters of his programming, but I hadn’t seen any other Sidekicks act quite like him before.

Regardless, I was more than a little worried about Round 2 with Huntsman. If Cy couldn’t get over his fear of him soon … then perhaps we might not get so lucky next time.


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

The rest of the journey through the tunnel went by both quickly and quietly. We didn’t talk to each other too much on Zazoom’s advice. Zazoom explained that making too much noise in the Underworld was a bad idea because it could attract all sorts of ‘unwanted’ attention. Zazoom did not specify what he meant by that, but given his earlier warnings about monsters that lived down here, I could guess what he was afraid of.

The deeper down we went, the heavier the air became as well. Not heavy enough to mess with our breathing, but it was far heavier than the air on the surface. The stench of stone, blood, and other awful scents filled our nostrils. It didn’t smell quite as bad as the Sewers, but it was still pretty bad and Cy had to use Sweet Scent more than once in order to make it easier on our nostrils.

And I had to admit, the deeper we went, the more worried I became. The tunnel didn’t go just straight down. It twisted and turned and more than once Zazoom and the others would take us down an obscure branch I wouldn’t have noticed even with Perception if they hadn’t pointed it out to us. The constant twisting and turning of the Underworld meant that it would be very hard for my Team to retrace our steps if we decided to go back the way we came even with our maps. I wondered if that was deliberate on the part of Zazoom and the Dwellers or if this was just a shortcut they were using to get us to the Queen faster. Either way, I kept my guard up just to be safe.

One time we had to duck into a side tunnel hidden behind a wall of strange, purple vines. Zazoom would not explain what we were hiding from until I heard … something pass by on the other side. Exactly what that something was, I couldn’t tell due to the thickness of the vines. But I did see its misshapen silhouette, which looked nothing like any surface creature I’d seen before. The sound it made as it walked was weird, too. It sounded like it was dragging rope behind it, but we didn’t dare emerge from the hidden tunnel until the creature had passed. When we emerged from the tunnel, the creature was nowhere to be seen, although there was a faint hint of sulfur in the air that hadn’t been there before. Zazoom refused to name the creature or tell us what it was. He just made us walk a little bit faster after that.

After about an hour or so of walking, we finally turned a corner and emerged from the tunnel into a much larger chamber. My mouth fell open when I saw the area we had emerged into.

The chamber was massive. The ceiling was so high that it was pure darkness, yet somehow despite being underground, stars still twinkled above us. If I hadn’t known we were underground, I would have assumed we had just stepped back onto the surface.

The high ceiling, however, was perhaps the least impressive part of the chamber. The more attention-getting part was the huge city sprawled out below us.

The city was nowhere near as big as Adventure City, of course, but it was still a fairly respectable size, much bigger than Cane, my hometown back in Texas. Stone buildings rose up from the ground, laid out in a weird yet orderly way. Some of the buildings were tall and straight, while others resembled hollowed-out boulders and mountains, and still others appeared to have been carved out from the rock itself. Most of the buildings were a story or two tall, although a few were three stories.

The biggest building was in the center of the city. It was a spiraling stone tower with a huge glowing red jewel on the top. The red jewel cast a crimson light over the rest of the city, making everything look like it was covered in blood. The tower itself looked far older than the rest of the city, almost as if the rest of the city had been built up around it. Of course, it was hard to tell for sure from a distance, but that was definitely the feel I got from it as I stared at it.

The streets were largely empty, which I suspected had to do with the curfew Zazoom mentioned, although I did see a few [ARMORED DWELLERS] making their way through the streets. From what I could see, the Armored Dwellers were basically ordinary Dwellers except clad in body-fitting armor. Their armor, while rough and old, looked strong enough to withstand most attacks. They carried a variety of weapons, but the most common were spears or swords, although more than a few Armored Dwellers carried bows and arrows as well. One of them even dragged a huge wooden club behind it, although based on that particular Dweller’s huge muscles, I could guess it could use that club without too much issue.

“Amazing,” I said, looking over the city. “I didn’t know something like this could even exist down here.”

Zazoom stepped forward next to me, his eyes locked on the sprawling urban landscape below. “Not surprising. Very few humans have ever laid eyes on Underworld City and lived to tell the tale. Perhaps you and your friends will be the lucky ones who do.”

I didn’t like how he used the word ‘perhaps.’ He had agreed to let us go if we took care of Huntsman for him, after all. Then again, I had to remind myself that Zazoom was still under the Queen’s command. If the Queen decided to execute us because we were human, I wondered if Zazoom would even be able to stop her.

“Whoa,” said Cy, his mouth hanging open. “It’s so huge. But why are there stars on the ceiling? Aren’t we supposed to be underground?”

“I don’t know why,” said Sally, who was also looking up at the stars, “but they sure do look pretty. Remind me of the night sky in Texas.”

“Those are not stars,” said Zazoom, shaking his head. “They are Crystal Stalactites reflecting the light from the City. Occasionally, bits of Crystal Stalactite will fall down onto the City, but otherwise they are well outside of our reach.”

“What about that huge red crystal on that tower?” said Funky, pointing at the massive tower standing in the center of the City. “Is that a Crystal Stalactite, too?”

Zazoom suddenly became even more serious than before. His reptilian eyes focused on the tower in the center. “That is the Royal Tower, where the Queen Herself lives. As for the crystal, that is the Red Heart. It provides warmth and protection for our people. If the Red Heart were to ever fail, then we would all die.”

Startled, I looked at the Royal Tower again, my focus specifically on the Red Heart. Its soft glow seemed inviting and warm, but at the same time, I sensed that if I came too close to it, I would get burned. It was almost like looking into a much smaller version of the sun.

“But enough of that,” said Zazoom. “The Queen awaits us. Follow me.”

Zazoom and his fellow Dwellers made their way down the side path toward the city and the rest of us followed. The closer we got to Underworld City, the stronger the stench of sewer water became, but I managed to ignore it, thanks in no small part to Cy’s Sweet Scent. I also made sure to keep an even closer eye on the Dwellers. I didn’t think they were going to throw us under the bus at the last minute, but it was still better to be safe than sorry, especially because we were now in Underworld City itself.

Fortunately, the Armored Dwellers did not harass us as we passed. They did eye us suspiciously, but the fact that we walked with Zazoom and the others seemed to convince them to stay away. A handful of Armored Dwellers—who must have been higher-ranked than most, because they had gold sashes over their bodies that the others lacked—would occasionally stop Zazoom in order to question him on something in the Dweller language, but their conversations were always short and soon we were moving on. Due to my lack of knowledge of the Dweller tongue, I had no idea what they were talking about. I could only guess, based on the ways they glanced at me and the others, that these higher-ranked Armored Dwellers were just trying to confirm that we weren’t a threat. Zazoom must have convinced them that we were okay, but I could still sense deep distrust and skepticism radiating from the Armored Dwellers that we passed.

And the Armored Dwellers were the only Dwellers we passed. Just as I observed from above, the streets were practically empty. The doors on buildings and stores were closed shut, with windows shuttered and locked. A few doors would crack open as we passed, however, their inhabitants peeking their faces out just enough to see us. I thought I even caught a glimpse of a baby Dweller—no more than a foot tall—peering out from a second-floor room window on one of the nicer-looking buildings before pulling its head down to avoid being spotted itself.

All in all, I found the silence and lack of people (if you could even call the Dwellers that) rather disturbing. It felt like we had walked into some kind of horror movie. The only sounds we could hear were the ones we made. I was once again left feeling slightly uncomfortable, but perhaps there was a reason for the silence.

Soon, we reached the Royal Tower, which was truly massive up close. The bright Red Heart washed over us like a wave, earning me this notification:

Buff added: Alert. +5% Agility, Health, and Defense. Duration: Until you leave the presence of the Red Heart.

My eyes widened when I read that notification. The Red Heart apparently offered stat buffs to anyone bathed in its light. I would have assumed that such buffs would only apply to the Dwellers, but I guess they were applied to anyone who got close enough. I now understood why the Dwellers valued it so much. Any item that offered a 5% increase in three Stats at once was the definition of powerful. You could even argue it was broken, although I wasn’t quite willing to argue that yet.

The entrance to the Royal Tower was a huge metal door, easily twice my size and three times as wide. Two [Elite Armored Dwellers] stood out front, each one gripping what appeared to be a ceremonial spear and shield made out of gold. The Elite Armored Dwellers were not merely better armed than their ordinary brethren, but also bigger. If I thought Zazoom was big, the Elite Armored Dwellers were about a head taller than him and even more muscular. Their teeth were longer and sharper, too, more closely resembling daggers than knives.

Zazoom, of course, showed no hesitation or fear as he approached them. He spoke to them in the weird Dweller language that sounded like growls, roars, and grunts to me before the Elite Armored Dwellers nodded and turned around. The two Elite Armored Dwellers put their weapons away before pushing against the huge metal door with all their strength. Their huge arm muscles bulged as they shoved the door inward, slowly but surely forcing it open until the door stood wide open enough for all of us to enter. I wondered why the Dwellers needed to push open the door when they could just install some type of automatic door opener, but I forgot all about that as we followed Zazoom into the courtyard of the Royal Tower itself, the watchful eyes of the Elite Armored Dwellers on us as we went inside.

The courtyard of the Royal Tower was rather wide-open. For the first time, I spotted running water. A clear stream of water ran the length of the courtyard underneath a tiny stone bridge that looked like it was more for decoration than use. On either side of us stood beds of flowers, but they looked completely different from any flowers I’d seen. Their stems were crystal and their petals were made of ruby, sapphire, emerald, and various other colors. In fact, they looked less like flowers and more like crystalline sculptures designed to resemble real flowers.

“Wow,” said Sally as we passed the flowers, “those flowers are so pretty. They look so real.”

“They are real,” said Zazoom. “They are Crystal Flowers. They can be found all over the Underworld. They have different properties depending on the colors of the petals. Red, for example, can heal, while green can restore Energy.”

“Really?” I said, glancing at the Crystal Flowers with more interest than before. “They sound like our Drinks above.”

“They cannot be ingested directly, though,” said Zazoom, “not even by us Dwellers. They need to be mixed with certain ingredients in just the right way in order to make something that can be ingested by a living being. Otherwise, they are lethal.”

“I dunno,” said Cy, peering at a purple Crystal Flower as we passed, “personally I think they look an awful lot like candy. So delicious-looking …”

I slapped Cy’s hand. “They’re not candy, Cy, and I really don’t want to have to perform CPR on you if you swallow that crap and choke on it.”

Cy pulled his hand back and held his hands defensively. “Hey, I wasn’t going to eat it. I was just going to touch it.”

“I would not recommend that,” Zazoom said, glancing over his shoulder at us as we walked. “Crystal Flowers are known to burn human skin. Your Costume might protect you, but I wouldn’t risk it if I were you.”

Cy immediately moved away from the nearest bed of Crystal Flowers. “Well, I don’t really like flowers all that much anyway. They’re not manly enough for a high-T man like myself.”

I rolled my eyes as we approached the entrance to the Royal Tower, a large stone door carved with elaborate friezes that appeared to depict a bunch of Dwellers bowing down and worshiping what appeared to be the sun. I didn’t get a chance to look at the friezes too closely, however, before Zazoom opened the door and entered, gesturing for us to follow.

Because I was in the lead, I went in first … and immediately found myself face-to-face with a snarling wolf that was easily twice my size.
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The huge wolf standing stood just a few feet before me. It had to be twice my height, and that was only going up to its shoulder. Its huge head and long, thick dagger-like teeth almost made me think that I was facing Fangs again until I noticed that its fur was a soft gray rather than the solid black of Huntsman’s pet. The wolf’s muscles rippled under its fur, armored plating running along its back and sides like a tank. It smelled faintly of blood and dirt, although my eyes were too focused on the huge wolf’s deadly fangs to care about what it smelled like.

My first thought was that my initial instincts had been correct. Zazoom had walked us into a trap and now he was going to let this wolf eat us all. Even worse, I had no time to summon my Ice Daggers or fight back in any way. The best I could hope for was that the wolf would chomp my head off its shoulders with its massive teeth and end my life quickly. Perhaps I could distract it long enough for the others to escape, although given how we were in the middle of a hostile enemy city, I didn’t know how far my Teammates would get once I died.

But then Zazoom suddenly said, “Wolfgang! Move! These humans are our guests.”

The wolf—apparently named Wolfgang—ceased snarling at me. It eyed me suspiciously for a moment before finally taking a few steps back and to the side, although it never took its deadly-looking eyes off of me or my Teammates. It did, however, sit down like a dog, allowing me to see the nametag [DWELLER WOLF WOLFGANG] hovering above its head.

With the immediate threat now taken care of, I Scanned Wolfgang to see exactly what it was:

Dweller Wolf Wolfgang

LEVEL: 150

ALIGNMENT: Unaligned

CLASS: Tamed Beast

WEAK POINT: Paws

WEAKNESS: Light

RARITY: Unusual

Dweller Wolves are massive canine beasts said to lurk in the Dweller Underworld. They typically grow to twice the size of normal wolves but are otherwise similar, though reports suggest Dweller Wolves are of higher intelligence than ordinary wolves, close to humans in terms of general intellect. Rumor has it that the Dwellers use these beasts as guard dogs and bodyguards, although no human has ever successfully tamed such a beast.

“Sorry,” said Zazoom. He was standing several feet away from me, an apologetic look on his face. “Wolfgang here doesn’t like strangers, as you might tell.”

“Wolfgang?” I repeated, looking at the huge Dweller Wolf uncertainly. “That thing has a name?”

“Wolfgang is the official Dweller Wolf of the Dweller Queen,” said Zazoom as if stating common knowledge that everyone knew. “He was bred by the Royal Breeder specifically to protect the Queen at all costs. His hostility towards strangers is part and parcel of that breeding.”

“Interesting,” said Funky, who I had not heard enter behind me. He was looking at Wolfgang, stroking his chin. “I didn’t know you could Breed Dweller Wolves. Is that exclusive to Dwellers?”

“So far as we know,” said Zazoom. “At least, we have not heard of any other race successfully breeding the wild Dweller Wolves. It has been something we Dwellers have been doing for centuries, long before I was born.”

“Very interesting,” said Funky. “I wouldn’t mind adding Dweller Wolves to my own Bestiary if you don’t mind.”

“Bestiary?” I said, looking at Funky blankly. “What do you mean?”

Funky looked at me as if he had forgotten I was there. “Oh, excuse me. As a Beastmaster, I have a copy of the Capes Online Bestiary. Physically, it resembles an old-fashioned hardcover book with a leather cover, but in practice, it’s actually my own unique database of all of the Beasts I’ve fought, Tamed, or encountered in Capes Online. The Bestiary contains an almost complete summary of every Beast I run into in the game. Very useful for Breeding purposes and also for checking on a specific Beast’s weakness in battle.”

I opened my menu and scanned the tabs quickly. “I don’t see an option for a Bestiary in my menu.”

“That’s because Bestiaries are Available exclusively to Beastmasters,” Funky explained. “As a Fighter, you don’t have access to it.”

I nodded. It made sense, even if it was a little disappointing. Each Class in Capes Online came with their own unique pros and cons. Often, it meant that certain Powers were exclusive to certain Classes, but it also extended to other gameplay features like the Bestiary. I could see why a Beastmaster might find a Bestiary useful, but I still wished I had it. I was no Beastmaster, but I was always interested in animals and would have liked to have a guide of all of the animals I had faced in Capes Online. Oh, well. Guess I could always look them up on the Capes Online Wiki if I really wanted to.

“And you mentioned something about Breeding,” I said. “What’s that?”

“A Skill that Beastmasters can learn,” said Funky. “It allows us to Breed two Beasts of the same or similar species together to make a baby. If you level it up enough, you can even Breed completely different species, but most of the time you can only Breed two Compatible species.”

“And what does Compatible—”

“If you and your Teammates are done discussing the esoteric lore of Beasts making love to each other, perhaps you would be kind enough to follow me to meet the Queen,” Zazoom interrupted, a hint of irritation in his voice. He gestured at Wolfgang. “Or perhaps you’d like to play fetch with Wolfgang. He has been bored recently and doesn’t have any playmates, do you, Wolfgang?”

Wolfgang merely smiled in response, showing its dagger-like teeth that were slightly bloodstained.

“Oh, uh, sure, Zazoom,” I said quickly. “Just lead the way and we will follow.”

Zazoom nodded and resumed walking through the Tower. My Teammates and I quickly followed, although I made sure to keep my eyes on Wolfgang until we turned a corner up ahead. Although I didn’t think Wolfgang was going to disobey Zazoom’s direct orders and attack us, I had to admit I still didn’t trust the Beast. I had learned how to work with police dogs back in the academy, but that Beast struck me more like a wild animal on a leash than a truly tame animal. Besides, I was sure Wolfgang had deliberately smiled in order to scare us.

In any case, the rest of our journey through the Tower took us down a long, wide-open hallway. Suits of Dweller armor stood on either side of us, reminding me of the Protectors back in the Ninja Guild HQ. I had no idea if the Dwellers’ armor could also come to life to protect the Queen, but I kept a close eye on them anyway just to be safe.

But soon we reached the end of the hallway, where we found yet another large metal door, this one red and inlaid with Crystal Flowers of every color, giving it a very colorful look. The door looked too massive for a single person to open by themselves, yet Zazoom merely pressed against its surface and the door opened just enough for him to enter. We followed and soon found ourselves in a chamber that was at once both far more ornate and yet far more plain than the rest of the Tower.

The chamber was big, probably about twice the size of my room in my Base. A crystal chandelier made of Crystal Flowers hung from the ceiling, bright white light emitting from its crystalline surface. A ragged red carpet stretched from the door all the way to the throne on the opposite side of the room, while the floor, walls, and ceiling looked pitted and worn from age. There were even claw marks in the stone, making me think that there must have been a fight here recently, although I found it hard to judge the exact age of the claw marks. The chamber also smelled vaguely of stone and salt, even though I didn’t see any salt nearby to explain that scent.

But my eyes were really drawn to the massive crystal throne at the end of the room. Its high back nearly went up to the ceiling, while the actual seat was about as wide a couch. Chipped stone steps led up to the throne, while two guards—each one with the nametag [ROYAL BODYGUARDS] hovering above their heads—stood at the foot of the steps, swords and spears brandished before them. The guards closely resembled the Armored Dwellers I had seen out in the streets of the City, but these ones had gold and silver armor that looked very expensive and made me wonder just how practical it was.

In truth, though, the guards were the least interesting part to look at. My eyes were instead drawn to the throne’s occupant … and I almost wished they weren’t, because there was no way I would ever get that creature’s ugly mug out of my face.

The creature lying on her side on the throne resembled the other Dwellers somewhat, but she was incredibly fat. She was so big and so fat that she filled up nearly the entirety of the throne’s seat, her scaly skin glistening with moisture under the light of the chandelier. She was also completely naked, which wasn’t that big of a deal because Dwellers lacked human anatomy, but it did give us a full view of her incredibly big body. Her fingers were as thick as sausages, while her crocodile-like mouth showed chipped, but still very sharp, teeth.

Her face was the most disturbing part. Whereas all of the Dwellers I had seen thus far had very reptilian faces, her face was a weird mixture of human and crocodile. Her eyes, in particular, seemed almost human, their green color brighter than her scales, though not by much. Her lips were greasy and dirty and she seemed to be in the middle of snacking on what might have been a deer, although it was so mangled and bloody that it could have been just about anything.

Hovering above her head was the nametag [DWELLER QUEEN SOMAS], prompting me to Scan her just to make sure the nametag wasn’t glitched:

Dweller Queen Somas

LEVEL: 500

ALIGNMENT: Unaligned

CLASS: Dweller

WEAK POINT: Tail

WEAKNESS: Fire

RARITY: Unique

The legendary Queen of the Underworld herself. Legend speaks of a beautiful but deadly female ruler of the Dwellers who rules over the Underworld with an iron fist. Even among the Dwellers, few have ever seen her and lived to tell the tale. Do not let her divine beauty fool her. Behind her pretty face is a mind every bit as bestial and vicious as any lower ranked Dweller grunt.

I wasn’t sure if Scan was trolling me with the ‘beautiful’ comment or not, because Somas was so ugly that her fat, greasy folds probably had fat, greasy folds of their own.

“Holy crap,” said Cy beside me in a voice that really should have been quieter. “That’s the Queen of the Underworld?”

“Of course,” said Zazoom, looking at Cy in confusion. “Were you expecting something different?”

Cy put his hands on his head. “I dunno, I guess I was expecting her to look like a human woman with scaly skin and maybe a snout. A really beautiful human woman, that is.”

Zazoom’s eyes narrowed. “Are you implying that our Queen is not the epitome of beauty?”

“Well—” said Cy, before I slammed a hand over his mouth.

“Oh, no,” I said quickly, shaking my head. “Cy isn’t implying anything like that at all. Actually, Queen Somas is very beautiful, perhaps the most beautiful woman in all of the Underworld. She’s definitely not ugly.”

Zazoom looked at me a little suspiciously but then nodded. “Good. If you had insulted the Queen’s beauty, I might have been forced to throw you into the dungeons and feed you to the Crabs. As it is, I can tell you have good taste for a human.”

“Definitely,” I said after shooting a warning look at Cy. “Not only is she beautiful, but she’s quite graceful as—”

A loud burp echoed through the air, coming from Somas, who had apparently finished her meal. She covered her mouth for a moment before looking down at her guards and growling, in an extremely deep voice, “More food! More meat! More meat now!”

One of the guards bowed and quickly scuttled off to a side room I hadn’t noticed before emerging with the carcass of a full-grown bear on its shoulders. The guard dropped the bear in front of Somas’ throne and stepped away just as Somas picked up the bear corpse and began tearing into it furiously. She still didn’t seem to have noticed that we were standing right here.

“As graceful as a swan,” said Gears in a deadpan voice.

“The embodiment of grace,” said Zazoom, apparently missing Gears’ sarcasm. “Anyway, let me introduce you to the Queen. As one of her most loyal minions, I think she will be willing to speak to you, especially once I explain why you are here.”

Zazoom made his way across the throne room toward Somas, whose face got bloodier and bloodier with each bite of her bear. Uncertain what to do, my Teammates and I followed Zazoom carefully. We made sure not to make any sudden moves. I had a feeling Somas would not hesitate to eat all six of us if we did anything to startle her, although it was hard to get closer due to the stench of body odor and dead animals that seemed to radiate off her body like heat from the sun.

“O Gracious and Wondrous Queen of the Underworld!” said Zazoom when we approached. He bowed deeply at the waist, a gesture we all copied just to be safe. “I desire an audience with Your Beautifulness to introduce you to some new allies who will help us in our battle against the Hunters.”

That seemed to get Somas’ attention. She stopped snacking on her bear just long enough to look at Zazoom. Then her eyes darted toward us and an odd look darted through them, almost as if she recognized us. It felt like she was looking into our very souls, an odd—and disturbing—feeling coming from a monster of her obvious size and strength.

Then she looked at Zazoom again and said, “Snacks?”

“Not snacks, Your Beautifulness,” said Zazoom, rising to his full height again. He gestured at me. “This is the Hero I spoke to you about not long ago, the one who inherited the Base of Faded Flag. You remember Faded Flag, don’t you?”

Somas ripped off one of the bears’ limbs and chomped on it thoughtfully for a moment before she said, her mouth still full of bear flesh, “I remember. I also remember you telling me about a cold Hero who was in Faded Flag’s Base.”

“Good,” said Zazoom. “I found this Hero and his friends close by. They seem to have somehow ended up in the Underworld against their will but have agreed to help us kill the Hunter and his allies in exchange for their freedom. They wished to discuss the matter with you first, however.”

Somas had taken another bite out of the bear during Zazoom’s short explanation. The crunching of bone and the squelching of flesh in her mouth sent shivers up my spine. The rest of my Teammates ranged in absolute disgust from Gears to mildly disturbed on Funky all the way to looking sick enough to hurl on Sally and Cy’s part. Only Monkey Wrench looked unaffected by her disgusting behavior, but even he had covered his nose with one hand as if to protect his nostrils from her stench.

Somas then swallowed and burped loudly before saying, “So they’re not snacks?”

“Not snacks,” Zazoom agreed.

Somas frowned. She scratched her bulging belly, which looked like a balloon before her eyes locked on me and she said, “You there. Are you the leader of your Team?”

Somas sounded much more lucid than she had just a moment ago, but I said as confidently as I could, “Of course. Name’s Winter. A pleasure to meet you, uh, Your Beautifulness.”

Somas sniffed. “Step forward. Now.”

Somas’ said the word ‘Now’ with such authority that I felt compelled to obey. I stepped forward, doing my best to appear at ease, although that was difficult given how hideous and threatening Somas looked.

“Hmmm …” Somas wiped some blood off her chin. “You’re a thin one. No meat on your bones. Definitely would not make a good snack.”

I wasn’t sure whether to be offended by that or not. I wasn’t fat, but I wasn’t exactly thin as a stick, either. I had some muscle on my body, but maybe I should have been grateful that she didn’t think I looked appetizing. I wouldn’t think Sally would appreciate another woman looking at me … if Sally could remember she was my girlfriend, that is.

Then Somas looked over each of my Teammates in turn. It was hard to tell what she was looking for … at least until her eyes fell on Sally and they suddenly bulged out of her sockets like water balloons.

Pointing one meaty finger at Sally, Somas roared, “Thief!”
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Everything happened so fast after Somas said that. Her Bodyguards lowered their spears and charged at Sally, who now looked confused and scared. But I reacted quickly, using Flight to jump backward and land between the Bodyguards and Sally while the rest of my Team formed a protective circle around Sally to keep her safe.

Summoning my twin Ice Daggers, I slashed at the Bodyguards, but they dodged my attacks easily and responded with several quick stabs of their own. I managed to dodge the first Bodyguard, but the second Bodyguard’s spear grazed my stomach, knocking a few points of Health off my bar. Grunting in pain, I jumped out of their reach and hurled both of my Ice Daggers at the Bodyguards.

The Bodyguards batted the Ice Daggers out of their air, but I never expected my Ice Daggers to land. They were a distraction from what I was actually going to do.

I activated Freezing Touch and sent a wave of cold energy across the floor toward the Bodyguards. The icy energy hit the Bodyguards’ feet and froze their ankles to the ground. The Bodyguards struggled to free themselves, but the ice I had encased their feet in was too thick for them to break out of very easily.

“Thief!” Somas continued to screech. Her nostrils flared and her eyes now appeared to be glowing red. “Thief! Stealer of my legacy! Death would be too good for you!”

“What are you talking about?” I snapped. “Sally isn’t a Thief. She’s never even been here before. How can she possibly have stolen your legacy?”

But Somas, apparently, wasn’t one to listen to reason. She dropped her half-eaten bear on the floor. I thought she was going to call for more guards, but instead, Somas began to slowly but surely rise to her feet. She seemed to struggle to move her massive weight, but she didn’t give up even in the face of that handicap. It would have been almost admirable if I hadn’t known she was going to kill us all.

Zazoom—who had retreated off to the side once the Bodyguards attacked—was now staring up at Somas with terror in his eyes. “Oh, no …”

“Oh no?” I said, looking at Zazoom. “What do you mean, ‘Oh no’? What’s she doing?”

Zazoom gulped. “She is going to enter Rage. And then she will kill us all.”

Before I could ask Zazoom what ‘Rage’ was, a handy dandy notification popped up just then:

[Dweller Queen Somas] has entered Rage! +100% Strength, Defense, Agility, Stamina, and Health. -100% Intelligence, Evasion, and Charisma.

My jaw fell open when I read that notification. Somas was already Level 500 and, though I couldn’t see her Stats, I had to guess she had ridiculously high Stats overall. Getting a 100% increase in her offensive Stats had to make her the strongest character in the game. Even the giant loss in Intelligence, Evasion, and Charisma was negligible, given how she only needed to last long enough to kill us.

But what made it worse was that Rage apparently did not have any sort of duration. If I had to guess, it would probably last until Somas eliminated the source of her rage.

Which just so happened to be us.

While I analyzed the notification, Somas had successfully managed to rise to her feet. She still leaned on the throne for support, but the rage radiating off of her was palpable. Her eyes were burning red and her whole body glowed a crimson light very similar to the Red Heart on the top of the Tower. Unlike the Red Heart’s comforting light, however, Somas’ glow was like staring into the heart of an erupting volcano.

“Thief,” said Somas, dragging out the word like a curse. “Kill Thief!”

Somas began waddling toward us surprisingly fast. Her short, squat legs meant she couldn’t make very great strides, but the increase in Agility definitely helped her movement. She even stomped on her own Bodyguards, killing them both instantly, apparently oblivious to her own mindless rampage. Her singular focus was on Sally and Sally alone, a fact I quickly deduced.

Turning around, I ran back over to the others and shouted, “We need to get out of here now!”

“No can do,” said Funky. He thrust a thumb over his shoulder at the door. “Door locked as soon as Somas called Sally a thief. And there aren’t any other ways out of here, meaning we’re going to have to fight Somas herself if we’re going to survive.”

I was about to ask Funky exactly how we were supposed to fight Somas when her shadow fell over us. I looked up to see Somas towering over us, her monstrous face twisted into the most furious frown I had ever seen on the face of another living creature.

“Thief!” Somas screeched. “Theft of my legacy! Thieves must die!”

Somas raised her claws above her head and brought them down on us. I grabbed Sally in my arms and flew into the air, while the rest of the Team scattered, just narrowly avoiding her claws that smashed into the floor where we had been standing previously.

Landing on the other side of the chamber, I shouted at Zazoom, “Zazoom! How do we get her out of Rage?”

Zazoom looked over at me with a grim expression on his face. “That’s the thing, Hero Winter. Once Queen Somas enters Rage, she will not stop until she kills her target. And even then, she’s been known to celebrate her victory by killing others as well. Potentially, she could be stuck in Rage for days.”

I gulped. “Meaning we’re all going to die.”

“More or less,” said Zazoom with a casual shrug. “As the Captain of Her Beautifulness’ Guard, I never expected to last very long anyway. The last Captain of the Guard lasted a year before he did something that angered the Queen enough to make her kill him. Oh, well.”

I didn’t find Zazoom’s resignation very helpful, but I had the sinking feeling he was right. In other video games I played, characters who entered some kind of rage mode were usually impossible to stop until it ran out. Somas’ Rage, however, seemed different from the others in that it wouldn’t end until she killed her target, namely Sally, but we couldn’t let her kill Sally no matter what. We had to try to take her down, even if that meant risking our own lives instead.

Letting Sally down, I said, “Sally, you stay with Zazoom. Zazoom, can you protect Sally for me?”

“Uh, I suppose so, Hero Winter,” said Zazoom, looking at me uncertainly. “But why?”

I thrust a thumb over my shoulder at Somas, who was trying to wrench her claws out of the floor. “Because I’m going to teach your Queen here a lesson in what happens to those who mess with Team Winter.”

With that, I flew toward Somas, ignoring Sally’s calls for me to come back. Most likely, Sally was just worried that I was going to get myself killed. That was a distinct possibility, but I recognized a forced boss fight when I saw it and I knew I had no choice but to fight Somas and hope we could somehow beat her or at least knock her out of her Rage.

I landed at Somas’ knee right as she finally pulled her claws out of the floor. She then whirled around, her reptilian eyes searching for Sally, but I summoned my Ice Daggers and stabbed them into her right knee.

To my shock, however, my Ice Daggers shattered into pieces against her knee. Even worse, my Ice Daggers didn’t take even one point of Health off her rather impressive bar. As a matter of fact, I don’t think Somas even noticed me. Her gaze locked on Sally and she immediately turned to attack her.

But I raised my hand and unleashed an Ice Beam straight at her chest. My Ice Beam hit Somas dead on, but just like my Ice Daggers, it did nothing to hurt her. It did, however, finally draw her attention back to me, which suddenly didn’t seem like such a great idea now that I was alone.

Somas swiped at me with her claws, but I Dodged out of her reach. Landing on the floor a few feet away, I summoned Ice Shackles. Chains made out of pure ice burst out of the ground and wrapped around her ankles and wrists, but Somas snapped them with ease and slammed her claws together, creating a sonic blast that knocked me flat off my feet.

 Shaking my head, I looked at my HP and was shocked to see that that single attack had shaved off more than half of my Health. It would recover in time, but it was yet another reason to avoid getting hit by her. Had Somas been aiming to kill me, I’d probably already be dead.

Somas’ shadow fell over me and I had just enough time to look up at her before she snapped me into the air with her claws. She tightened her grip around me, forcing the air out of my lungs and making me gasp as this notification appeared before me:

Debuff added: Crushing Force. -10 Health/1 second. Duration: N/A.

Holy hell. I had less than three seconds to survive and I could already see my Health dropping like a rock the more Somas crushed me in her grip.

But then Somas suddenly screeched in pain and dropped me. I fell onto the floor with a dull thud, but managed to roll over onto my feet, although I found myself dizzy. A glance at my Health bar showed me that I had less than 10% Health left. It was already starting to regenerate, but I would need to be on the defensive for now until my Health fully restored.

Another roar of pain from Somas made me look up. Somas’ tail appeared to be on fire. She was jumping from foot to foot, trying to reach her own long tail, but unfortunately, her short arms were unable to reach behind her and put the fire out. The source of the fire became clear in an instant: Lennox, who was flying around and spitting fire on Somas. Lennox’s attacks didn’t look like much, but I was shocked to see Somas’ Health bar slowly but steadily dropping in response to Lennox’s flames.

“Winter, are you all right?” asked Funky as he rushed over to me.

I looked at Funky in bewilderment. “Yeah, but how is Lennox hurting Somas? None of my attacks even dented her.”

“Don’t you remember what Somas’ Weak Point was?” said Funky. He pointed at her flaming tail. “Her tail. And her Weakness is Fire. Therefore, I figured we could inflict the most damage on her by attacking her tail. Don’t tell me you forgot that already.”

I had to admit I did. I felt embarrassed for making such a rookie mistake, but in my defense, I had never really paid attention to the Weak Points and Weaknesses revealed by Scan. I always seemed to find a way to beat an enemy even if I didn’t have Powers or Equipment that could hurt them specifically. It was clear to me now, though, that I would need to pay more careful attention to those two points in the future, especially if I was going to survive against bosses like Somas.

“Good going, Funky, but it’s still not going to finish her,” said Gears, who I had not noticed show up next to me.

Startled, I looked at Gears and said, “And where have you been this entire time?”

Gears flashed me a smirk. “Setting up my plan while you distracted it. You didn’t do a very good job of that, by the way. You nearly got yourself killed for no good reason.”

I scowled. “Oh, yeah? Exactly what is your plan for taking down a Level Five Hundred character?”

“Allow me to demonstrate,” said Gears. She held up what looked like an old-fashioned walkie-talkie to her mouth and said, “Wrench, are you in position?”

“Yes, ma’am,” came Monkey Wrench’s gruff voice over the walkie-talkie. “Is it time to party?”

Gears’ smirk became even more arrogant if that was possible. “Yep. Let her rip!”

Before I could ask Gears what the hell she was planning, I heard what sounded like a rocket being launched and looked back toward the now-vacant throne just in time to see a literal missile launch through the air toward Somas. The missile—which moved almost too fast for my eyes to follow—slammed into Somas’ big, fat belly and exploded in a fiery blast, the heat washing over the whole room and instantly making me, Funky, and Gears break out into a sweat. Even Lennox had to fly away from the explosion to avoid getting caught in it.

Somas’ whole body was consumed by flame. She screeched and waved her arms around wildly, but her Health continued to drop at a respectable rate. She still had more than half Health left, but at the current rate it was falling, it wouldn’t be ten minutes before her Health hit zero.

“What was that?” I asked Gears, having to raise my voice to be heard because of the ringing in my ears.

“That, my friend, was a patented Gears Bang Missile,” Gears replied with obvious pride in her voice. “Capable of leveling an entire fifty-story skyscraper in less than a second, it’s one of the most powerful weapons in my arsenal. And no, before you ask, you can’t have one.”

I had to admit Gears’ Bang Missile had been impressive, but then I realized that we couldn’t let Somas die. She was the Queen of the Dwellers. If we killed her, even if it was in self-defense, then that might cause all of the Dwellers to try to kill us. At the current rate Somas’ Health was dropping, she would be dead very soon. We needed to put the fire out and I had just the thing to do that.

“Cy!” I shouted as I ran toward Somas. “Get in position! We’re going to use Blizzard!”

A startled look appeared on Cy’s face when I said that, but he nonetheless ran over to join me. We stopped a few feet away from Somas. The Dweller Queen was still covered from head to toe in flames, the heat rolling off her body in waves. The heat normally bothered me greatly, but this time I just activated Blizzard and thrust my hands out.

Snow exploded from my hands and rushed toward Somas. At the same time, hurricane force winds shot out of Cy’s hands and met my snow. My snow got caught up in his winds, which quickly formed a miniature snowstorm around Somas. At first, the intense flames melted any snow that got close enough, but eventually, the overwhelming force of Blizzard totally put out all of Somas’ flames.

Somas, however, continued to screech in pain as the ice cold winds of Blizzard cut through her like a knife. Her Health fell, but not as much as when the flames tore at her, and soon she was completely lost in the massive winter storm that now blanketed the entire throne room. Her cries of pain could be heard for only a moment longer before they, too, ceased.

A few seconds later, the storm ended. As snow fell down onto the heads and shoulders of everyone in the room, we finally got a good look at Queen Somas.

 She was frozen solid in a thick block of ice. Although her eyes were still glowing red, it was a much more muted red now, a sign that the ice was keeping her from moving. Her face was frozen in a startled expression of confusion and pain, with a little bit of anger for good measure. Her scales were burned black in several places, but her Health had stopped dropping, at least.

 That was when I got a notification:

Debuff added: Frozen. -100% Agility, Evasion, and Dexterity. Duration: 5 minutes.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

“Brrr!” said Gears, hugging herself tightly, her breath visible in the cold air of the throne room. “Wh-What was that?”

Breathing hard, I looked over my shoulder at Gears. “My Combo Power, Blizzard. Never seen it?”

Gears shook her head. “N-No. I didn’t even know you had a Combo Power.”

“I’ve had it since the Blackout,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “What about you and Monkey Wrench? Do you have a Combo Power yet?”

Gears suddenly became very interested in a pile of snow at her feet. “Well, not yet, but you know, it doesn’t really matter. Combo Powers are powerful and all, but they always leave a big mess in my experience. I don’t feel like I am missing out on much.”

It was my turn to smirk. I liked seeing Gears clearly envious of my Combo Power. Probably not a super heroic thing to feel, but given how smarmy she was with me, I felt like I could return the favor.

“Right,” I said, turning around to face my Teammates. “Well, at least we actually stopped her.”

“I wouldn’t say that if I were you, boss,” said Cy.

I looked at Cy, puzzled. “Why?”

“Because every time you freeze someone, you then think you managed to stop them, but then they break out of it somehow and we have to keep fighting,” Cy explained. “Haven’t you noticed?”

I blinked and thought about it. “Now that you mention it, that does seem to be a recurring problem. But I’m confident it won’t happen this—”

Crack.

Cy and I immediately looked over our shoulder. A thick crack had formed in the surface of Somas’ frozen form. Even weirder, steam was starting to rise off of the surface of the ice, as if Somas’ body temperature was rising.

Before either of us could react, flames exploded from Somas’ spikes. The thick ice I thought for sure was going to keep her down melted in an instant. The blast from the flames struck me and Cy, sending us flying from the blow. We flew head over heels through the air until we crashed into the floor at the feet of Sally and Zazoom, although Funky, Gears, and Monkey had also run over to join us.

“Oh my god!” said Sally, looking down at us with shock on her face. “Are you guys okay?”

My head spinning, I was about to answer when I got this notification:

Debuff added: Burn. -1 Health/5 seconds. Duration: 1 minute.

A burning sensation raced up my back, making me wince from the pain as one point of Health was deducted from my total. It looked like the Burn was on my back, which made sense because my back had taken the brunt of the explosion. Nonetheless, I got to my feet, although with help from Funky, and said, “I think I’ll be okay, but those flames—”

“You really should have seen that coming, Hero Winter,” said Zazoom. “Don’t you remember how I used a similar technique to escape a block of ice you tried to put me into when we first fought?”

I looked at Zazoom in surprise. “You mean that’s just a natural ability of your people?”

“Of course it is,” said Zazoom. He gestured at the spikes on his back. “As Dwellers, we can take our body heat and convert it into pure flame, which we can unleash in concentrated bursts through our spikes. It’s not a move we can use repeatedly, however, so we have to be careful about how often we use it.”

I groaned. “Why didn’t you mention that to me before I froze Somas?”

“Because I thought you remembered our fight,” said Zazoom. “Sorry about that.”

“Don’t apologize, Zazoom,” said Gears. “Winter here is famous for his forgetfulness.”

“Almost as famous as you are for your big—” I said before Funky interrupted me and said, “What’s happening to Somas?”

Confused, I looked toward Somas and saw the massive Dweller Queen standing right where we left her. Her back spikes were smoking now, while the ground around her was melted from the sheer heat her flames had exuded. All of the ice that had formerly been holding her back was completely gone now and a notification appeared before me that informed me that Somas had managed to successfully unfreeze herself.

But that was not what Funky was talking about. What I think he was talking about was the way the Queen was beating her chest over and over again. Her red eyes flashed the same color as the red chandelier above and, before our startled eyes, what looked like red energy began to drift from the chandelier into the Queen’s body.

The Queen’s green scaly body rapidly turned a deep crimson, the exact same shade as freshly drawn blood. Her eyes also glowed more brilliantly than ever, while a powerful aura exuded from her that we could feel even from a distance.

We weren’t confused about what was happening to her for long. Yet another prompt appeared before me which read:

[Dweller Queen Somas] has become Enraged! +100% Strength, Defense, Health, Agility, and Stamina! -100% Intelligence and Evasion.

Buff added: Temporary invincibility. [Dweller Queen Somas] does not take damage from any form of attack. Duration: 30 seconds.

“What in the fresh hell is this?” I said, staring at the prompt in disbelief. “Am I reading this right? One hundred percent increase in five of her Stats and temporary invincibility?”

“Temporary invincibility?” Zazoom said. He gulped. “Oh, no. We are dead.”

“What do you mean?” I said, looking at Zazoom. “Has Somas done this before?”

“Only once,” said Zazoom. “She has become Enraged. If you think she was unstoppable before, she is now truly undefeatable. When Her Beautifulness becomes Enraged, she will not only destroy her target, but she is also at risk of destroying all of Underworld City. And, unlike her Rage form, she cannot be stopped at all.”

A loud roar exploded through the room. Somas stood at her full height, her skin a deep shade of red, her eyes glowing almost as brightly as a lighthouse. Her muscles seemed even bigger than before now and she more closely a power-lifter in her physique than the potato she had resembled earlier.

Then Somas’ eyes locked on Sally and she snorted, sending flames rising from her nostrils. “Thieves … must … die!”

I expected Somas to run toward us, but instead, Somas opened her mouth wide and unleashed a devastating blast of fire straight at us. The seven of us once again scattered, just barely avoiding the fire that exploded upon impact with the floor.

Running away from the flames, I looked back toward Somas and Scanned her again just to see where those changes came from:

Dweller Queen Somas [Enraged]

LEVEL: 500

ALIGNMENT: Unaligned

CLASS: Dweller

WEAK POINT: None

WEAKNESS: None

RARITY: Unique

The legendary Queen of the Underworld herself. Legend speaks of a beautiful but deadly female ruler of the Dwellers who rules over the Underworld with an iron fist. Even among the Dwellers, few have ever seen her and lived to tell the tale. Do not let her divine beauty fool her. Behind her pretty face is a mind every bit as bestial and vicious as any lower ranked Dweller grunt.

This is her Enraged, which gives her the added ability to shoot fire from her mouth in addition to the massive Stat boosts and buffs it adds. Isn’t Capes Online just the funnest sometimes?

My eyes were on the Weak Point and Weakness parts of her sheet. It looked like Somas’ Enraged form had removed her previous Weakness and Weak Point. Maybe that was the result of her Temporary Invincibility buff or possibly something else, but either way, I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that we were screwed. My Energy still hadn’t recovered enough from Blizzard for me to use even Freezing Touch, not that it would have helped, either. And my Ultimate Power—Ice Giant—was still on its one-week cooldown from the time I used it against Atmosfear. I hoped that the others—especially Funky—had some kind of plan up their sleeve, but even if we all hit Somas with our strongest attacks at the same time, I doubted it would even slow her down, much less hurt her.

This almost seemed like a hopeless boss fight until I glanced up at the chandelier above Somas’ head. The chandelier—which seemed to be made out of the same Crystal Flowers as all of the other crystalline structures I had seen in the Underworld—was glowing brilliantly. I had ignored the chandelier before, thinking it was just a room decoration, but now I was beginning to suspect that it was more than that. It might have even been the source of Somas’ Enraged power. If we could destroy it …

Coming to a stop a good distance away from Somas’ flames, I opened the Team chat and sent this message:

Me: Guys, I’ve got a plan.

Gears: Oh, joy. I can’t wait to see yet another flashy plan of yours fail to work.

Me: This is going to be different because I think it has a chance of actually working. At the very least, it should help us knock Somas out of her Enraged form, which might make it easier for us to take her down.

Funky: I’m all ears, but you better hurry. Somas isn’t going to let us sit down and talk to each other forever.

Me: Okay. Me and Gears and our Sidekicks will distract Somas, while I need you to send Lennox to melt the chain connecting the chandelier from the ceiling. Specifically, I want to make sure the chandelier falls on Somas’ head. I think it may be the source of her power. If we can take it out, then we might be able to stop Somas as well.

Funky: It’s a dangerous plan, but it’s also our only one. Very well. I’ll get Lennox on it, but you guys are going to have to make sure Somas doesn’t move. If she moves even a few feet from underneath the chandelier, we’re gonna die.

Me: Gotcha.

Closing the Team chat, I turned and made a beeline toward Somas. Although my Energy was still really low, I had just enough to summon my twin Ice Daggers. I hurled one of them at Somas, striking her belly, but the Ice Dagger shattered upon impact, although it did manage to draw her attention to me.

“Hi, Queen Ugly!” I shouted. “Red really isn’t your color!”

I wasn’t sure how many of my words Somas understood in her Enraged state, but she didn’t hesitate to open her mouth to unleash her fiery doom upon me. That is, until a gust of wind hit her in the head and interrupted her attack. A glance to my left showed Cy on Somas’ right, his hands aimed out like he had just fired a powerful wind blast, which he had.

Unfortunately, Cy’s Gust was no more effective than my Ice Dagger, although it did make Somas look over at him, her red eyes flashing with pure hatred until another one of Gears’ Bang Missiles struck her in the back and exploded. Even the Bang Missile, however, didn’t hurt her, but it did make her whirl around to face Gears and Monkey Wrench, who stood beside a cannon that I hadn’t seen them carrying with them before.

Somas took one step toward Gears and Monkey Wrench, only for Funky to throw some kind of ball at her. When the ball hit her, a bright light exploded in Somas’ face and made her cry out in pain, clutching her eyes to keep them from going permanently blind. It must have been some kind of light bomb that Funky hit her with, though I had no idea where he had gotten that item from.

Not that it mattered. A loud groaning sound from above made me look up in time to see Lennox hovering near the chain holding the chandelier on the ceiling. Lennox flapped his wings hard, flame pouring out of his mouth like water out of a faucet as he did his best to melt through the thin chain. The chain was rapidly giving away underneath Lennox’s hot flames, until—with a final snap—the chain broke and the chandelier fell directly on top of Somas’ ugly head.

The chandelier crashed on top of Somas with a loud crunch. The red chandelier immediately stopped shining as soon as it hit her head. At the same time, Somas’ scaly skin returned to its normal lizard green and the red lights in her eyes went out like someone had flipped a switch.

Somas struggled to remain standing for a second, but then she tipped over backward and fell down onto the floor with a definitive, earsplitting crash that shook the floor underneath our feet.

But this time, I knew it. She was down for the count.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

As soon as Somas crashed into the floor, a flood of notifications appeared in my vision one after another:

[Dweller Queen Somas] is no longer Enraged!

[Dwell Queen Somas] is no longer Angry!

[Dweller Queen Somas] is Unconscious! -100% Agility and Evasion. Duration: 5 minutes.

Breathing hard, I had to admit I was disappointed by these notifications. I had expected to get some kind of reward or something for beating the strongest boss we had faced in the game so far, yet all it did was show me the average battle notifications I got when I fought an enemy. Even worse, Somas’ Health bar was only at half now, although it seemed to be dropping a couple of points every second or two, making me think Somas must be suffering from some sort of injured debuff that was slowly but surely draining her Health.

Then again, we hadn’t been aiming to kill her. Just stop her, which we appeared to have succeeded at wildly.

But I wasn’t going to celebrate just yet. I slowly approached Somas’ unconscious form and nudged her head with my boot. When Somas didn’t respond, I breathed a sigh of relief and looked at the others. “Okay, guys. It looks like Somas is finally down for the count.”

My Teammates also sighed in relief, although Zazoom, who had drawn closer to us now, was staring at Somas’ Unconscious body in sheer disbelief. “You defeated Queen Somas … when she was Enraged …”

“Has that never happened before or something?” I asked, looking at Zazoom in confusion.

Zazoom nodded slowly, his eyes stuck on Somas. “Absolutely. I have never heard of anyone stopping Queen Somas in her Enraged form before. Every story I have ever heard about those who stand against the Queen’s Rage has always ended with the Queen slaughtering her enemies and eating their flesh raw.”

“Ew,” said Gears, wrinkling her nose. “She doesn’t at least pop their flesh into the microwave for two minutes first?”

“Raw flesh is delicious,” said Zazoom, “but that doesn’t matter. How did you beat her?”

I gestured at the shattered chandelier which now hung on Somas’ shoulders like a snare. “That red chandelier. I don’t think Somas’ Enraged form is a natural power of hers. I think she is powered by the red chandelier, which somehow grants her enough energy to become super powerful. I don’t understand how it works entirely, but I’m glad my bet paid off and it worked.”

Zazoom nodded, understanding dawning in his reptilian eyes. “I understand now. Yes, that makes sense. Legend states that the Queen’s Crimson Chandelier was crafted from a single large red Power Crystal. Power Crystals are known to be able to grant special Powers to whoever wears them. The Queen’s Enraged form must have been a Power of some sort.”

“Makes sense,” said Funky, stroking his chin. “I thought the Crimson Chandelier looked familiar. Just hadn’t known where I saw it before.”

Gears was tapping her chin now, looking at the Crimson Chandelier with greed in her eyes. “It’s made of Power Crystals, huh? I wonder if you could take that same principle and make your own chandelier you could add in your Base to make yourself stronger. Getting a huge Stat boost in your own Base like what Somas got would be really useful if someone broke into your Base.”

“Interesting idea, but we’re not going to take the Queen’s Chandelier,” I said, shaking my head. “We don’t have room to carry it.”

“Oh, come now,” said Gears, rolling her eyes. “I didn’t say I was going to be the one to carry it. I thought you and Funky could do it. You’re big, strong men. I’m sure you could easily put those big muscles of yours to use to carry that chandelier for me.”

“No,” I said flatly. “And flattery really doesn’t work coming from you, Gears. Just saying.”

Gears scowled, but she just went back to muttering her under breath. It sounded like she was working out the calculations necessary to build her own Crimson Chandelier, but I ignored her for now and looked at Zazoom.

“So why did Somas call Sally a ‘Thief’?” I said, gesturing at Sally, who stood a good distance away from Somas, probably for her own safety.

Zazoom scratched the back of his head. “Well, it’s—”

Zazoom was interrupted by a loud groaning sound, which came from Somas. Startled, I turned around just in time to see Somas’ eyes flicker open. They no longer glowed red. They had returned to their natural shade of yellow, a look of confusion and puzzlement crossing her reptilian features.

“Oh …” said Somas, her deep voice rumbling somewhere in her throat. “What happened …”

“Your Beautifulness!” said Zazoom. He rushed over to her and knelt beside her. “I am pleased to see that you are awake.”

Zazoom might have been happy about Somas’ survival, but my Teammates and I just took several collective steps backward. I sensed my Teammates all getting ready for Round 3, but I was more confused about how Somas had awakened so early. She should have still been Unconscious. Did she have a Power or Skill that allowed her to wake up quicker than normal? It wouldn’t surprise me if she did at this point. The Dwellers had all sorts of nasty surprises in store for us. I bet they could fly, too, under the right circumstances, even though they didn’t have wings or any other visible form of flight that I could see.

“Captain Zazoom?” said Somas, tilting her head to look at Zazoom. “What are you doing here? Why am I on the floor? And why is the Crimson Chandelier stuck on me like this?”

“Well, Your Beautifulness, it’s a rather long story,” Zazoom began, “but to put it shortly, you became Enraged and had to be stopped before you destroyed the whole City with your anger. The Crimson Chandelier had to be dropped on you in order to knock you out of your Enraged state.”

Understanding began to spread across Somas’ reptilian expression. “Oh. But why did I become Enraged in the first—”

Somas’ eyes fell on Sally again. Anger spread across her face in an instant and she screamed, “Thief!”

Somas immediately tried to get up again, but between the Crimson Chandelier and her own pudginess, she wasn’t able to do more than flail around uselessly on the floor. It occurred to me that the only reason she had been so agile before was thanks to her Enraged mode. Without it, she was just a fat, old lizard lady who could barely even stand up on her own. She was probably still ten times stronger than the rest of us combined, but having the strength to move mountains was useless if you couldn’t even move yourself.

“My Queen, please calm down,” said Zazoom quickly. “The human woman is not the thief who has stolen your Crown.”

“She isn’t?” said Somas. She looked at Sally again and squinted her yellow eyes, making her look like a crocodile that was just about to jump on its prey. “But she looks so much like her. Skin as pale as snow, limbs as thin as noodles … not any muscle or fat at all, which means she probably doesn’t taste good.”

Sally looked like she wasn’t sure whether to be offended or relieved by Somas’ judgment of her as being not good for eating, but I stepped forward and summoned an Ice Dagger, which I held in front of me as a challenge to Somas.

“Queen Somas,” I said, keeping my voice firm and steady. “I can assure you that Sally here is not the thief you are looking for. We had no idea your crown was even stolen in the first place. But if you try to come after her again, I will make sure we do far more than just drop the Crimson Chandelier on your head.”

As confidently as I may have spoken, deep down I knew my threats meant little. Even without her Rage, Somas was still a Level 500 character, meaning she could probably kill us without even thinking about it. And she didn’t even need to kill us herself. She had a whole army of Armored Dwellers who were more than willing to fight and die for their Queen. Even so, I had the suspicion that the Dwellers respected strength, so if I came across as strong and unafraid to her, Somas might decide to spare us.

Somas looked at me for a long while, her gaze daring me to break, but I just met her gaze back until she finally looked away. “Very well. The stick woman doesn’t even smell like the thief, anyway. Too flowery.”

Relieved, I lowered my knife and said, “Now that we have that out of the way, can you finally tell us exactly what is going on here?”

Somas grunted, but then nodded slowly and said, “I suppose. If Captain Zazoom brought you to me because he thinks you can help, then I will share with you what I know, although I doubt there is anything you humans could do about it.”

Somas said the word ‘humans’ with the same distaste someone might say the word ‘slugs.’ It was pretty clear to me that Somas didn’t care much for humans, especially humans who managed to beat her in a fight, but I didn’t care. So long as Somas didn’t kill us, she could hate our guts and I wouldn’t care.

-

A few minutes later, Somas was back on her throne. Somas had summoned about a dozen Armored Dwellers to removed the Crimson Chandelier from her body and help her get back on her throne, which she was now laying across like a dog on its bed. Two more Bodyguards had also been summoned, while the remains of the Crimson Chandelier had been moved out of the throne room, apparently to be taken to the Tower’s jeweler for repair. Given how shattered the chandelier was, I was skeptical that even the most experienced jeweler would be able to fix it, but I didn’t voice that opinion aloud.

Due to the absence of the Crimson Chandelier, which had provided most of the light for the throne room, Somas also had her minions light several torches. The torches were brilliantly bright, offering more than enough light by which to see, but they also cast rather grim shadows over us. Somas, in particular, was draped in shadows, making her look a lot more demonic than she was.

The Dwellers even offered me and my Teammates some Health and Energy ‘Potions,’ not Drinks. They worked pretty much the same as the Health and Energy Drinks on the surface, only they were more like soup than liquids and tasted like milk rather than sugary soda. Despite their odd taste and texture, the Potions not only restored all of our Health and Energy, but even gave us the Thirst-Quenched buff, which gave us an extra 1% in Health and Energy for two hours. I immediately made a mental note to get a few of those Potions to bring with us back to the surface. Ordinary Health and Energy Drinks were fine, but these Potions were clearly a step above them and I felt like they would be really useful in future missions.

Once the last of the Armored Dwellers left, closing the large door behind them, Queen Somas rested her clawed hands on her bulging stomach, eying us with a mixture of suspicion and distrust. She had also had all of her wounds healed by a [Dweller Healer], although she clearly still didn’t like us that much, probably due to the fact that we had beaten her. Still, as long as she didn’t order our deaths, I could live with her disliking us.

“My apologies for attacking you all earlier,” said Somas. She took a bite out of her still-uneaten bear and swallowed it one big gulp. “In recent weeks, my people have suffered attack after attack from many of your fellow humans. In addition, we Dwellers don’t have a very good history with your people anyway. Thus, when I saw the stick woman, I snapped.”

I really wished Somas wouldn’t call Sally the ‘stick woman,’ but Sally had already told me not to worry about it and let Somas call her whatever she wanted. I guess Sally was still worried that Somas might snap again and go on a rampage against us. After seeing how dangerous Somas could get when she was angry, I couldn’t really blame Sally for that.

So I said, “No worries, Queen. We understand. From what Zazoom has told us, things have been pretty bad here.”

“Did you say you Dwellers have a history with humans?” asked Funky interestedly. “What do you mean by that?”

Somas shifted in her throne to find a more comfortable seating position. “We Dwellers didn’t always live in the Underworld. At one point in the distant past, we lived on the surface side by side with humans. Then your ancestors drove us underground, deep beneath the surface of the earth, until we were no longer allowed to see the light of the sun. That was well before I hatched from my shell, however, so I do not remember it myself.”

Interesting. It occurred to me that Capes Online, like most MMOs, had an extensive backstory for its setting, but I didn’t realize just how deep it was. It might be fun one of these days to go onto the Capes Online Wiki and look up all the lore. That was always one of the funnest parts of video games for me, but for now, I had to put it out of my mind in order to focus on our current situation.

“For thousands of years, my people have eeked out a life here under the surface,” said Somas. “Largely separate from humans, who were unable to follow us too deeply down here, although the occasional human would sometimes find their way down here accidentally. Not that we ever sent them back to the surface, of course.”

Somas said that with a chilling grin, made even more chilling by the blood staining her lips. A part of me wondered if Dwellers had a taste for human flesh. If so, then I hoped that bear sated Somas’ hunger, because I didn’t want to become her dessert.

“But then recently, things have begun to change,” said Somas. She burped and wiped her lips with the back of her hand. “Humans have made it down here and have begun attacking my people again. They enter our towns and cities, kidnapping any Dwellers they can get their hands on. They don’t discriminate. Male, female, young, old, rich, poor … they seem to just want Dwellers. They have even attempted to capture me once.”

“Attempted?” I said. “They failed?”

Somas grinned again and licked her lips. “Deliciously so. Regardless, as the Queen of the Dwellers, it is my sworn duty to protect my people. But it is difficult, because these humans are different from the humans of old, wielding strange Powers and abilities that appear to come from Power Crystals. And despite our best efforts, we have not been able to locate the humans’ main base of operation, which makes it harder to find our kidnapped brethren. It has gotten so bad that I have given orders to my people not to wander the streets during the day and forced to have constant patrols of Armored Dwellers at all times just to keep an eye out for the kidnappers.”

“Why are these humans kidnapping your people?” I asked. “Do you know?”

“No, I do not,” said Somas. She frowned. “But it can’t be any good, that much I know. In the old days, humans used to enslave our people for their own purposes. It would not surprise me if these humans are doing the same to my people.”

I nodded. I could easily see Atmosfear kidnapping Dwellers to act as his slaves, although I figured there had to be more to it than that. Most likely, the Hero Slayers had other reasons for targeting Dwellers, though what those other reasons could be, I don’t know. Perhaps it was connected to that mysterious ‘Paradox’ man that Atmosfear mentioned, whoever he is.

“But our problems don’t just end with kidnappings,” said Somas, shaking her head. She put her clawed hand on her head. “My Crown has been stolen as well.”

“Your Crown?” I said, glancing at the top of her head. “Who stole it?”

“ A human woman who looks very much like stick woman here,” said Somas, gesturing at Sally. “The day before yesterday, a human thief broke into the Tower, into my room where I rest at night, and stole my Crown right from my head. I noticed her and tried to stop her, but she was too quick and escaped before my guards could catch up with her.”

“Sorry to hear that,” I said. “But, no disrespect meant, I think the kidnapping of your people is more important than the theft of a fancy piece of jewelry.”

Somas growled as deeply as if I had just insulted her mother. “The Dweller Royal Crown is not merely a pretty piece of rock and metal. It is intimately tied to the fate of Underworld City itself.”

Puzzled by her statement, I said, “What do you mean by that?”

“The Red Heart at the top of this Tower,” said Somas, gesturing at the ceiling, although we of course couldn’t see through the ceiling. “It is tied to the presence of the Crown. So long as the Dweller Royal Crown remains on the had of a member of the Dweller Royal Family, the Red Heart will protect us from all evil. But if I do not wear it, then the Red Heart will eventually die, which will leave our people defenseless.”

Somas met my gaze this time, her large green eyes locked firmly on my own. “And if the Underworld is rendered uninhabitable for our people, then we will have no choice but to invade the surface and take it over … regardless of how many humans we will have to kill to do it.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

I gulped, despite my best efforts to appear calm and confident. “The Red Heart can’t be that important, can it?”

“Oh, it is even more important than that,” Somas said. “Legend has it that when our ancestors were first driven to the Underworld, they believed they were fated to die. The intense darkness, the lack of reliable food and water, and the constant monster attacks convinced even the hardiest Dweller Warriors that our people were destined to perish beneath the surface of the earth while humans would survive and thrive on the surface.”

Then Somas gestured at the ceiling again. “But then the First King discovered the Red Heart half-buried in mud and dirt. He discovered that the Red Heart brought heat, light, and life to wherever its rays touched. Under his direction, our ancestors built Underworld City, placing the Red Heart on top of the Royal Tower, where it would be a visible symbol of Dweller resilience even in the face of uncertain and impossible odds. Yet it can only survive as long as the Crown remains with me or another member of the Royal Family.”

“How long until it stops working entirely?” I said.

Somas raised three clawed fingers. “Three days. And if, in that time, we do not retrieve the Crown, I will have no choice but to lead our people to the surface. We will fight a war with your people to get whatever land we can. And we will not hesitate to kill any humans who get in our way, no matter who they are or where they are from. Survival is our number one priority. Always.”

I bit my lower lip. If what Somas said was true—and I had no doubt she was telling the truth—then this female thief, whoever she was, had just created the biggest blunder of all time. By stealing Somas’ Crown, she had all but ensured that a war between humans and Dwellers was going to break out. I wondered if this was going to be some kind of world event brought about by the developers, although based on Funky’s own surprised expression, perhaps this wasn’t.

“Well, I can’t speak for anyone else, but I think war would be bad for both of our people,” I said. “How’s about this: My Team and I will find and retrieve your Crown sometime over the next three days. In exchange, you will show us our way back to the surface. Deal?”

Somas drummed her fingers against her belly in thought. “As a general rule, I do not trust humans. Not only have you driven my people underground, but now you enslave us and steal our Crown, threatening our very existence. I should have you and your friends rightfully executed for your crimes. It would only be just.”

“It would also spell doom for your people,” I said without missing a beat. “So far, you and your people have failed to stop either the kidnappings or the theft. Why not throw in your lot with us? The fact is, we share a common foe. The slavers are our enemies as much as they are yours. Back on the surface, a common human saying is ‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend.’ We swear to help you defeat the slavers.”

Somas continue to drum her fingers on her belly, but then a strange expression I didn’t like appeared on her reptilian features. “You seem sincere enough, but I want some insurance to make sure you will keep your end of the deal. I do not want to allow you to hunt down the slavers only to join them or let your own bias toward your own people prevent you from finishing them.”

I chuckled. “Trust me, Somas, if we do have a bias, it’s against these guys, not for them.”

“Even so, I need the reassurance that you will indeed keep your end of the deal,” said Somas. She smiled, revealing row upon row of needle-sharp teeth. “Why don’t you give me something you value highly that I can hold onto for collateral? Something I know you won’t risk abandoning here in the Underworld?”

I frowned. “Well, what do you want? I got the Darkbane. It’s a pretty rare and powerful item.”

Somas, however, waved off my offer dismissively. “I have no need or use of weapons. That is not what I want. I want something more. Something you cannot buy in a shop or craft with the right skills.”

Then Somas pointed a single clawed finger at us. “I want the girl. The stick woman. The thief lookalike.”

Somas was pointing directly at Sally now. Sally put a hand on her chest in confusion and said, “You want me?”

I immediately stepped in front of Sally, as did Cy. In fact, all of my Teammates moved more closely around Sally, forming a loose but protective circle around her. The Bodyguards did not move or lower their weapons, but I could tell they were watching us carefully to make sure we didn’t attack their Queen.

“You can’t have Sally,” I said. “She’s ours.”

I almost said ‘She’s mine,’ but switched out that word at the last minute. Given Sally’s amnesia, I still wasn’t entirely sure we were even in a relationship anymore. Even if we weren’t, however, I didn’t want to give her up to someone as bad as Somas. I wasn’t about to lose her so soon after I finally got to be with her again. As long as Sally was with me, there was always a possibility—however remote—of her remembering me and remembering who she was.

Somas made a strange hissing sound that I realized was the Dweller version of a chuckle. “I understand how protective you are of your mate, but understand that we still don’t entirely trust you or your fellow humans. As a rule, Dwellers do not trust humans. If you are to earn our trust, then you will need to show that you can be trusted.”

“And we will do that by hunting down Huntsman and beating the crap of him,” I said calmly. “For free, even.”

Somas shook her head. “Not good enough. I have no guarantee you will do what you said. Humans are fickle, unreliable creatures. The only way to ensure you will do what you say is to hold you accountable for it.”

My hands balled into fists. “I am not going to give you Sally. Never.”

Somas tilted her head to the side. “I will not mistreat the stick woman, if that’s what you think. We will simply keep her here in the Royal Tower. She won’t be allowed to go anywhere, of course, but she will be provided with food, water, and a place to sleep. We won’t mistreat her … assuming you keep your end of the bargain, that is.”

“That’s still a no from me,” I said. “We can’t trust you to keep her safe.”

Somas’ lips curled into an irritating smirk. “Yet you expect us Dwellers to simply trust that you humans will do what you say you will on your word alone. Then again, I suppose it is okay for you humans to have your own standards, one for yourself and one for other races.”

I wanted to tell her off, but realized Somas had a point. How could I ask her to trust me and my Teammates without proof when I was asking the same of her? Even from my perspective, I could see how that would make me look like a hypocrite. And given how the Dwellers already had a low opinion of humans for our hypocrisy, I realized I wasn’t helping our case at all by acting this way.

Even so, I had no intention of giving them Sally. Aside from the obvious fact that she was the woman who I loved more than anyone else in the world, I still had a lot of questions about Sally’s true nature, like how she got here, why she was a ‘Test Subject,’ exactly what the government was testing on her, and so on. For that matter, I wanted to know why Atmosfear and his Team wanted her for. Sally might not remember much of her past, but I felt we would be more likely to find out the answers to those questions by keeping Sally around than sending her off.

But then Sally stepped forward. She wore a frightened expression and was even trembling a little, but she said, in a calm voice, “I accept.”

Everyone looked at Sally in shock. Even Somas looked a little taken aback by Sally’s statement, like she had not expected Sally to simply step forward and accept her offer.

“Sally, did you just say ‘I accept’?” I said. “Do you even know what you just said?”

Sally nodded firmly. She met my eyes and didn’t look away. “I know exactly what I just said. I said I accept Queen Somas’ offer.”

“Are you telling me you want to be a prisoner of the Dwellers?” I asked in astonishment.

Sally pursed her lips. “No, I don’t want to be a prisoner of the Dwellers. But neither do I want us to be killed by the Dwellers, either.”

“Are you sure about this?” asked Funky sharply. He stood with his arms folded in front of his chest, Lennox sitting on his shoulders like a cat. “If the Dwellers hold you prisoner, we won’t be there to protect you.”

“I know, but hear me out,” said Sally, holding up a hand. “Here’s how I see it. You guys need to stop Huntsman and his allies in order for the Dwellers to show us a way back to the surface, right? And the Queen won’t approve of our aid unless you guys give me over to her to act as collateral.”

“Yeah,” I said, “but—”

“I’m already useless in combat,” Sally continued as if I hadn’t said anything. She gestured at herself. “I’m not a badass superhero like you guys. I don’t have any Powers or Skills or even a cool Costume. I’m just an ordinary woman stuck in an extraordinary world. If I went with you to defeat Huntsman, I would just get in the way. You saw how useful I was when Huntsman first attacked us and how useful I was against Queen Somas.”

“I know,” I said again, trying to interrupt Sally, “but your safety—”

“And we also know that Huntsman and his minions are after me for some reason,” said Sally. “If I traveled with you guys to wherever the Hero Slayers are, you will essentially be bringing me directly to Huntsman himself. Whereas if I stay with the Dwellers, then you guys could go and kick his ass without also having to worry about protecting me, especially since the Dwellers would probably keep me safe if Huntsman decided to show up.”

“The stick woman is correct,” said Somas, nodding. “Although we have no special love for you humans, I can promise you that we will keep the stick woman as safe from the Hunter as we keep any of our own people. You need not worry about the Hunter breaking into the Royal Tower or finding some other way of getting her. This I promise.”

I was about to respond to that when this notification appeared before me:

PROMISED OATH ALERT!

[Dweller Queen Somas] has vowed to protect Sally from all harm should you agree to leave her in the Royal Tower. Should [Dweller Queen Somas] fail to defend Sally from harm, she will instantly die and your Team will be awarded EXP based on her death.

Hmm. This was the second time I had run into the Promised Oath mechanic. The last time had been when a ninja promised to tell me the truth about a certain situation I had been involved in. This time, however, Somas made it on the basis that she would protect Sally from harm while she was in the care of the Dwellers. I had made a mental note to look more deeply into this particular mechanic at the time, but never got around to doing it due to how busy I was. I would definitely ask Funky about it later, though.

Pushing that thought out of my mind for now, I had to admit I felt very conflicted about this. On one hand, I didn’t trust Queen Somas to treat Sally well. Perhaps Somas would not harm her, but I could easily see Somas finding other ways to mistreat her. Of course, Somas’ Promised Oath seemed to preclude any sort of harm coming to Sally, but I had no idea what the game’s definition of ‘harm’ was and I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out.

On the other hand, Sally made a good argument for staying here rather than going out into the field with us. Although I wouldn’t call her an ‘ordinary’ woman myself, I understood what she meant. Out of everyone on the Team, Sally was easily the weakest and least combat-ready. Having to both defend her and fight Huntsman and whatever allies he had would definitely put us at a disadvantage in any future fights. It was never good to divide your attention in a fight and that was what we would have to do later if we brought Sally with us.

And maybe I wasn’t giving Sally enough credit. Even if the Dwellers tried to mistreat her, I had a feeling she would be able to put a stop to that nonsense. She was a sweet woman all right, but she could also be pretty tough when she needed to, as I had learned during the course of our relationship in the real world.

Taking a deep breath, I nodded and said, “All right. You can stay here, Sally.”

Then I looked at Somas and narrowed my eyes. “But if any—and I do mean any—harm comes to Sally while we’re away, then we’ll abandon our mission to kill Huntsman and come straight back here to finish you off ourselves. Deal?”

Somas smiled again, showing her impressively sharp teeth. “Deal.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

As soon as Somas said that word, a new mission notification appeared in my vision all of a sudden:

TEAM MISSION: Stop Huntsman and his allies II

After a brief scuffle with the Queen of the Dwellers, you and your Teammates have agreed to find and stop Huntsman and his allies, who have recently been kidnapping Dwellers for unknown reasons. Unfortunately, that means leaving your girlfriend, Sally, in the custody of the Queen as ‘collateral’ until you return. Although Sally insists she will be fine, you can’t help but worry about her anyway.

Nonetheless, you now have assurance that Queen Somas will not attempt to harm you or your friends, although you still don’t trust her entirely just yet. Still, you should probably retrieve Queen Somas’ Crown as well. She’ll probably reward you for it. If nothing else, at least you will avert a full-scale invasion of the surface by the Dwellers.

ALIGNMENT: Hero

DIFFICULTY: Hard

RARITY: Unusual

SUCCESS: Defeat Huntsman and his allies

OPTIONAL SUCCESS: Find the mysterious Sally lookalike who stole Somas’ Crown and return it to her

FAILURE: Fail to defeat Huntsman and his allies

REWARDS: Increased reputation with the Dwellers of the Underworld, Sally’s release, and shown a way out of here. Other rewards dependent on how well you complete the mission

Interesting. I guess fighting and talking with Somas updated the mission. I suppose it was nice to see that the rewards were updated (which meant we were far more likely to get them once we completed the mission), but despite agreeing to Sally’s ideas, I still wasn’t entirely on board with the plan. Leaving Sally out of my sight with no way to make sure she was going to be safe was exactly my idea of torture. Indeed, I almost considered volunteering to stay behind here with Sally while letting Funky and Gears take care of Huntsman.

“Then it is settled,” said Somas. She gestured toward the door. “You humans may go and search for Huntsman. The stick woman will stay here and I will have my servants show her to her quarters.”

Sally was about to step forward again before I put a hand on her shoulder and said, “Sally, I know you want to do this, but I really don’t feel comfortable leaving you here without some form of communication.”

Sally looked at me in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“I mean I want us to still be able to talk to each other even over long distances,” I said. “Do you have your phone with you or something?”

Sally patted the pockets of her jeans and shook her head. “Nope. Looks like I don’t have any sort of phone at all.”

“Couldn’t you just use the Capes Online messaging system to keep in contact with her?” asked Cy curiously. “The messaging system lets you send messages to anyone at any time. Heck, you could even send a message to someone on the other side of the world and they would receive it just as well as if they were standing next to you.”

“Good idea,” I said. “Let me see if I can do that.”

I opened my message inbox and saw that I could indeed add Sally to my contacts. I quickly sent her a test message and asked Sally, “Did you receive any messages from me? I just sent you a test message.”

“No,” said Sally, shaking her head. “I don’t even know how to access—”

Sally stopped speaking abruptly and looked around abruptly. “Did anyone hear that or was it just me?”

“Hear what?” asked Cy.

“It sounded like a soft ping,” said Sally, snapping her fingers. “Like a windchime, almost.”

“Oh, that’s the sound your inbox makes whenever you get a new message,” I said. “Try to open your inbox.”

“How do I—” Sally stopped speaking again, this time her eyes scanning something we couldn’t see. “Oh, I see it now. Yes, I got your message.”

“Good,” I said in relief. Sally was so different from the rest of us that I hadn’t been sure she would be capable of receiving messages from other people. “I’m going to have Funky and Gears add you to their contacts as well. That way, all of us will be able to contact you and vice versa.”

“Neat,” said Sally. “This is so much more convenient than even smartphones.”

A deep rumble came from behind Sally. It was Somas, who was watching us with a mixture of displeasure and impatience.

“Now that you have your communications figured out, perhaps it is time for you to leave,” said Somas, tapping her fingers on her belly impatiently. “The thief who stole my Crown has had a full day ahead of you. If you put it off any further, I will be very displeased.”

I nodded, remembering what Somas had told us about her Crown and its importance in maintaining the Red Heart. “Sure thing, Queen. We will leave as soon as possible, although I don’t know for sure how long it will take us to find the thief or the Crown.”

Zazoom suddenly raised a hand just then. “Your Beautifulness, may I travel with the humans on this mission? They are far less familiar with the Underground’s layout and hazards than I am. They will need a guide if they are going to succeed.”

Somas considered his request for a moment, seeming to taste it in her mind like a new food she had never eaten before, and then nodded. “Very well. Go with them if you wish, but you must find the Crown in three days or less. The fate of the Dweller race—and your own—depends on it.”

Without warning, another notification appeared in my vision:

MISSION UPDATE: Wrath of the Dwellers II

[Dweller Queen Somas] has given you a deadline of three days by which to complete this mission. A countdown timer has been added to the character screens of every member of the Team.

As soon as I read that notification, a timer appeared in the lower right-hand corner of my character screen. It started at 72:00:00 before it started rapidly counting down, the seconds ticking away even as we stood there.

“All right,” I said, closing the notification and looking at my Teammates. “Then what are we waiting for? Let’s get this show on the road.”

-

“Okay,” said Cy as we left the Royal Tower and passed beyond the gates protecting it, the Armored Dweller guards standing watch glancing at us as we passed. “So we’ve got two objectives now: Find Huntsman and his friends and stop them from kidnapping the Dwellers, and find the thief who stole the Crown.”

“The thief who resembles Sally,” I said, thinking back to Somas’ Enraged form when she saw Sally. “Keep that in mind. If you see a woman who looks like Sally anywhere in the Underworld, then it’s probably really the thief.”

“I think we should after the thief first,” said Cy quickly as we walked down the street outside of the Tower, Zazoom in the lead. “If what Somas said is true, then making sure the Red Hear remains active is absolutely important.”

“Exactly,” said Funky, nodding as he scratched under Lennox’s chin, the dragon still perched on his shoulders as always. “If the Red Heart fails, not only will it render the Underworld uninhabitable for the Dwellers, but it will also force the Dwellers to make a bid for the surface, which will inevitably result in war with humanity. Probably a very bloody war, given how much the Dwellers hate humans.”

“Agreed,” said Cy, still speaking more quickly than usual. “And as we all know, war is always bad and evil and stuff. Therefore, our top, number one priority ought to be to find the thief above all else. Huntsman can wait. He’s not going anywhere. In fact, in comparison to the thief, Huntsman is pretty much a nonentity. We could probably just forget about him entirely, actually, and still complete this mission.”

“But one of the success requirements for this mission is defeating Huntsman,” I pointed out. “Plus, if Huntsman really is enslaving Dwellers, that seems more urgent of a problem to me than a stolen piece of jewelry.”

“But it’s not just any piece of jewelry, boss!” said Cy. “It’s the Dweller Royal Family Crown. It holds within it the difference between life and death for humans and Dwellers alike. Huntsman definitely doesn’t.”

I scratched my chin. “That’s an awful lot of words to say you’re afraid of facing Huntsman again because you used to work for him.”

“I am not afraid of fighting Huntsman again,” said Cy with a snort. “I am just saying that if we look at his logically, going after the thief and never, ever bothering with Huntsman ever again for as long as we live is the intelligent decision. Tell me, how is any of that fear? It’s pure, cold logic. Plain and simple.”

Monkey Wrench looked at me wryly. “Does he always talk this much or just when he’s nervous?”

I shrugged. “He’s pretty much always this way, although I think his nerves are making him worse.”

“But Cy does bring up a good question,” said Funky before Cy could respond. “We have two different objectives. One, stop Huntsman and his allies from enslaving more Dwellers, and two, finding the thief and retrieving Queen Somas’ Crown. The two don’t appear to be connected, so we may have to focus on one or the other for a while.”

“See?” said Cy, gesturing with both of his hands at Funky. “Funky is always logical and rational. If Funky says it, it has to be true.”

“That’s why I think going after Huntsman is probably our best course of action,” said Funky. “Slavery is a grave evil, whether in real life or in-game. Plus, I bet the Hero Slayers are still trying to figure out how to get Sally. If we can put an end to their actions, then we won’t have to worry about Sally.”

Cy looked at Funky as if Funky had betrayed him. “I thought you were on my side.”

Funky just chuckled. “Sorry, Cy. It’s nothing personal. I just want to make sure we spend our time wisely, seeing as we have only three days to complete this mission.”

Gears rolled her eyes. She was walking closer to the front of the group, right behind Zazoom, who had yet to participate in the conversation. “You guys are such a bunch of guys, arguing about what we should do first. There’s nothing in the mission prompt that says we can’t do both at once.”

“If you’re suggesting we split up, then you’re wrong,” I said. “No way am I going to split up the Team down here. We need to stick together at least until we complete the mission.”

“Why don’t we ask Zazoom for his input?” said Funky, gesturing at the Dweller. “He knows more about this situation and the Underworld in general than any of us.”

“Good idea,” I said, looking at Zazoom. “Zazoom, who do you think we should go after first?”

Zazoom came to a stop and looked over his shoulder at us, his reptilian eyes staring at us so intently that I almost felt like he was looking into my soul. “The thief.”

Cy’s face broke out into a triumphant smile. “See? Even Zazoom thinks we should go after the thief. And since Zazoom is our resident Underworld expert, I think that means we can take his word for it.”

I held up a hand to silence Cy and said, “Why do you think we should go after the thief first, Zazoom?”

“Firstly, the theft of the Crown was very recent, less than a day ago now,” Zazoom continued. “So the thief’s trail is much warmer than the Hunger’s trail. Secondly, retrieving the Crown will allow us to save the Red Heart, which will prevent even worse problems going into the future. As well, my fellow soldiers who chased Huntsman back in the tunnel in which we found you have still yet to return or report back in. I think they should be allowed to track down Huntsman to wherever he is hiding while the rest of us focus on the thief.”

I was taken aback by how logically Zazoom laid out the case for going after the thief first. Although Zazoom had seemed like a simple, if foul-mouthed and short-tempered, creature the first time I met him four weeks ago, it was clear to me now that Zazoom was a lot smarter than he let on.

Cy put his hands on his hips. “Then it’s decided. We are going after the thief.”

Then Zazoom looked up, a thoughtful look on his face. “On the other hand, there is no honor avoiding the Hunter out of fear. Perhaps we should send Cyclone after him to let him deal with the Hunter as a true man and warrior.”

Cy’s triumphant smile disappeared off his face faster than the speed of light. “Uh, actually—”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “We need the whole Team together. That includes our Sidekicks.”

Zazoom nodded and chuckled. “It was just a joke, but I see that you humans still don’t understand Dweller humor quite well. I really do think that searching for the thief would be the most logical course of action.”

“Great,” I said. But then I frowned. “But, um, where is the thief?”

Zazoom smiled. “Follow me and I will show you.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Zazoom told us that the thief was last seen escaping through the Western Gate of Underworld City. He told us we could begin our search somewhere beyond the Western Gate, although it would take us at least half an hour of walking to reach the Western Gate from the Royal Tower. I suggested that we fly there—between me, Cy, Gears, and Funky, all of us had some sort of flight method we could use to cover large distances in a short amount of time—but Zazoom shot down my suggestion outright. He told me that flying was considered taboo in Dweller society and that anyone who even tried to fly was considered either a social outcast or in some cases even killed entirely. That seemed like a dumb taboo to me, but given how serious Dweller looked when he said that, I had to assume he was telling the truth.

Although flight might have been considered taboo, apparently the Dwellers had no problem with mounts and carts. Zazoom got out some kind of horse/bull hybrid from the Royal Stables, which drew a large wooden carriage with more than enough room for all five of us to sit in. The creature was apparently called a Horned Rider, so named thanks to the multiple horns on its head, ranging in size from smaller than a pocket knife to as long as a butcher’s knife. According to Scan, Horned Riders were a domesticated mount species that Dwellers regularly used for travel and war. They could only be found in the Underworld, though there were apparently rumors of wild Horned Riders spotted in certain dungeons across the world.

Despite its intimidating appearance, the Horned Rider showed no fear as we climbed into its carriage. It actually seemed more curious than anything, perhaps because it had never seen humans before. Even so, I made sure none of my Teammates got too close. Back in Cane, I had had a friend who lived on a huge ranch which had a lot of horses. That was where I had learned how to ride horses, but I also learned how dangerous those beasts could be even accidentally. Spook a horse, even accidentally, and you were liable to get kicked in the face if you were close enough to its backside or even get trampled entirely.

Zazoom, however, showed no hesitation. He climbed up on its saddle with practiced ease and then whipped the Horned Rider’s reins. As soon as Zazoom whipped the beast’s reins, the Horned Rider was off, making its way down the streets of Underworld City directly toward the Western Gate.

The carriage ride was definitely faster than walking, but the Horned Rider still moved much slower than the hover cars back in real life or even ordinary cars. As a result, we had some time to think and talk as Zazoom directed his steed through the myriad twisting streets of Underworld City, even with the occasional bump in the road.

“It’s so bumpy,” said Cy, clutching onto the side of the carriage as we passed what looked like an abandoned merchant’s stand. “Feels like we’re on a ship in a storm.”

“It’s not that bad,” said Funky. He sat closer to the front of the carriage, Lennox lying on his lap as he petted the dragon on the head. “Besides, it’s not every day you get to see a Horned Rider in person. It’s even bigger than I thought.”

I looked at the massive beast pulling us along in the carriage. “You mean you’ve heard of these things before?”

Funky nodded. “Sure have. As a Beastmaster, I’ve spent a lot of time reading the Capes Online Wiki on the various Beasts in the game, as well as consulting the Beastmaster Zoo subforum on the Capes Online Forums for personal information from other Beastmasters. I’ve read all about the Horned Rider, but like I said, this is the first time I’ve seen such a majestic beast in real life.”

As soon as Funky said that, the Horned Rider grunted and farted. The stink briefly swept over us, smelling somewhat like rotten eggs and burned toast before the stink wafted away on the winds caused by the carriage being pulled along.

“Ugh,” I said, waving my hand in front of my nose to clear away the stink. “Majestic. Right.”

“Whatever,” said Gears. She sat the opposite end of the carriage, her hands clutching the carriage for dear life. “Just as long as that thing stays over there, far away from me, I’ll be fine.”

I looked at Gears and smirked. “What’s the matter, Gears? Don’t tell me you’re afraid of it.”

“I am not afraid of some dumb animal,” said Gears with a snort, although I caught a hint of fear in her voice. “I am simply cautious around them. Animals aren’t like machines. You can’t program them to do what you want them to do. You can train them, but even trained animals can still disobey you.”

Funky smiled. “The only animals that disobey their owners are animals that haven’t been trained very well.”

“Well, machines never disobey their owners,” Gears shot back. “Every robot I’ve ever programmed has always done exactly what it is supposed to do. Every pet I’ve ever owned, though … well, let’s just say they haven’t and leave it at that. Despite my best efforts to train them.”

“Are you sure you actually tried to train them?” asked Funky, leaning back against the carriage as it bumped along the uneven roads of Underworld City. “I could give you a couple of pointers to help you figure out how to make your pets obey you, if you want them.”

“As if I need them,” said Gears with a huff. “You have your smelly, stinky animals and I have my perfectly-designed, perfectly obedient, and definitely not smelly robots.”

As Gears and Funky continued to argue about the merits of pets versus robots, I decided to take advantage of this moment to check out the current status of my Base in my menu. It had been a while since I last made any adjustments to my Base and I recalled getting a notification earlier that mentioned something about being able to ‘Expand’ my Base, whatever that meant.

Opening my menu, I toggled over to ‘BASES’ and selected ‘WAREHOUSE 13,’ which allowed me to see its current stat spread:

Name: Warehouse 13 [Edit]

Base Owner: Winter

Base Type: Warehouse

Level: 1 [EXP to next level: 100]

Base Points: 0

Security Features: 2x Security Locks [Level 1], 1x Front Door Security Camera [Level 1]

Allowed access: Winter, Cyclone, FunkyFresh94, Recover, Dillo

Size: 100,000 square feet, 30 feet high

Rooms: Winter’s Room, Cyclone’s Room, Kitchen [Added]

Security Level: Basic

Windows: 50

Entrances: 2

Number of occupants: 2/50

Base Powers: N/A

EXPAND

I tapped my chin in thought. I had really neglected to level up my Base since I got the Bases tab. That was mostly because I didn’t have any Bases Points, or BP, to use to make my Base bigger and stronger. Cy had explained that I could get Base Points by adding onto my Base or even as rewards for completing missions, but I still didn’t have any, which must have meant that BPs were hard to get.

More importantly, however, was the button labeled ‘EXPAND’ right at the bottom of the stat page. It hadn’t been there the last time I checked on my Base, having been added only since I got into the Underworld. Curious to see what it did, I clicked the button, only to get this error message:

ERROR: You cannot access the EXPAND menu unless you have at least one (1) Base Point (BP).

I frowned. What the heck? I thought I’d get to check out the Expand menu right away. Whatever Expand meant, it must have had something to do with Base Points, which was probably why the menu was locked to me until I got one.

My curiosity burning within me, I looked at Cy, who sat next to me, and asked, “Cy, how do you get Base Points?”

Cy looked at me as if I had just asked him what the color of the sky was. “Uh, by leveling up your Base?”

Spinning my hand around, I said, “Yeah, and how do I level up my Base?”

Still staring at me with an uncomprehending expression on his face, Cy said slowly, “You get enough experience to level it up.”

“I know that,” I said, still rotating my hand. “But how do you get experience?”

“By adding onto your Base,” said Cy. “Didn’t I explain this to you already?” He suddenly paused. “Wow. This must be how you feel whenever you have to explain something to me.”

Cy’s brief moment of self-awareness was kind of startling, but I brushed it aside and said, “The reason I’m asking this is because I got a new option to Expand my Base, but it says I can’t access the Expand menu until I get at least one BP. And you only get BPs from leveling up your Base, right?”

“Or getting them as rewards in missions sometimes,” said Cy, nodding. “But yeah, leveling up your Base is the most reliable way to get them.”

Biting my lower lip, I looked at my Base page again and said, “Yet I’m nowhere near my Base, so how am I supposed to level it up and get a BP so I can access the Expand Menu? I really want to see what kind of options it will offer me and I don’t want to wait until we get back to the surface to try it out.”

“You could always convert some of your experience into Base experience,” said Cy casually. “Kind of surprised you haven’t done that already.”

My gaze shifted from my Base page to Cy again. “I can do what?”

“Convert your personal EXP into Base EXP,” said Cy. He repeated it more slowly this time as if he thought I was a bit thick and didn’t understand what he was saying. “It’s simple. Other Heroes and Villains do it all the time to level up their Bases.”

Sitting very still, I said, “I didn’t know about it.”

“You didn’t?” said Cy in surprise. He scratched the back of his head. “I thought I explained that to you when you first got the BASES tab.”

The carriage went over a particularly rough bump just then, but I didn’t stop staring at Cy. “No. You didn’t mention it. At all. Not even once.”

“Huh,” said Cy, seemingly oblivious to my growing anger, “I sure thought I did. Oh, well. My memory is pretty bad anyway.”

“You mean I could have taken my experience and added it to my Base’s total experience this entire time and you didn’t think to mention this to me even once?” I said.

Cy held up his hands. “Sorry! It just slipped my mind. Please don’t hit me.”

Although I was extremely angry, I forced myself to calm down. Getting angry at Cy for forgetting to mention this rather important piece of information to me was useless. Besides, it wasn’t like my Base was an important part of my play style, especially now that I was so far away from it. Even so, I would have liked to know about that particular function much earlier than this.

Speaking in a much calmer voice, I said, “Okay, so how do I add my experience to the Base’s experience?”

Cy held up a corrective finer. “Correction: You don’t add your EXP to your Base’s EXP. You convert.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Player EXP and Base EXP are different,” said Cy. “For every ten Base EXP, you need to pay one hundred Player EXP.”

I did the mental calculations in my head quickly. “So if I wanted to get my Base to Level Two, I would need to give up one thousand of my own EXP.”

“Exactly,” said Cy, giving me the thumbs up. “Additionally, once you convert your Player EXP into Base EXP, you can never get that experience back. Ever. Once converted, it’s gone. I hope you can see how that balances things out.”

I sure could. If a player could simply dump all of their EXP into their Base, then that would allow players to level up their Bases ridiculously fast and get loads of BP very quickly. By forcing players to give up 100 EXP for every 10 Base EXP, this meant leveling up your Base could get very expensive very quickly. At lower levels that wasn’t much of a problem, but as your Base leveled up, I had no doubt it would require more EXP to reach the next level. Getting it from Level 1 to Level 2 was easy and wouldn’t cost me much EXP, but the experience requirements to reach the next level had to increase astronomically the higher up you went. Plus, you were basically forced to choose between leveling up your Base or leveling up your character. You couldn’t level up both at once and become OP.

No wonder most players didn’t do this, then. Getting EXP from adding onto your Base suddenly made a lot more sense, although it was good to know I could convert my own EXP to Base EXP if necessary.

In fact, I saw no reason not to do so now. Sure, giving up 1,000 EXP would slow my own level growth somewhat, but 1,000 EXP was easy to get nowadays. Besides, I had a feeling I would be earning all of that EXP back very soon, especially once we left the City and came into conflict with the Hero Slayers again.

As soon as I got that thought, this prompt appeared before me:

Would you like to convert 1,000 Player EXP into 100 Base EXP? Warning: This cannot be undone. Y/N?

I hit ‘Y’ and saw my personal EXP drop from 18,500 to 17,500. Before I could focus on that, however, another prompt appeared before me:

Congratulations! Your Base has leveled up for the first time!

Base Level up: Level 2. +2 BPs. Check your Base under the BASES tab for more information.

Smiling, I toggled over to the BASES tab and open my Base’s sheet, pleased to see that I now had exactly 2 Base Points ready for distribution among my Base’s stats. But I was more interested in checking out the Expand menu, so I reached out to open it when, without warning, Zazoom screamed.


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Snapped out of my reverie, I looked up at Zazoom and said, “What’s going on?”

Zazoom pointed forward. “Look! The Western Gate … it … it is on fire!”

It took me a moment to realize what Zazoom meant. Looking around the Dweller, I immediately saw what he was talking about.

The Western Gate was indeed on fire. Massive burning flames ran up and down the Gate. The gate itself—which appeared to be made out of wood—had already been burned to cinders, while the Gate’s stone support beams still stood. Armored Dwellers, most of them burned, ran away from the scene as fast as their short legs could carry them, while others desperately tossed buckets of water onto the flames without much success. I even thought I caught a glimpse of some Dwellers’ silhouettes in the fire, perhaps the few who had been unable to escape the flames, but it was hard to tell for sure from such a distance.

Zazoom instantly brought the cart to a stop and hopped off it. One Armored Dweller rushed past him, but Zazoom grabbed the soldier and snapped something at him that sounded like a question in the Dweller language.

The soldier, who looked annoyed at being stopped by Zazoom at first, immediately bowed as soon as he recognized the Captain of the Guard. The soldier spat out something in the Dweller tongue. Although I couldn’t understand the words, I could understand the tone just fine: Fear. Pure, absolute fear. Zazoom’s increasingly serious facial expressions during their conversation didn’t help matters.

Finally, Zazoom nodded and gave the soldier a brief order. The soldier bowed once again and then rushed back down the street the way we came, not even bothering to look at me or the others.

“What happened?” I said, standing up in the cart, my eyes on the flames. “What did that soldier tell you?”

Zazoom turned to look at me, his eyes grim. “It was an attack. One of the Hero Slayers was caught trying to smuggle Dweller slaves out of the city. The guards tried to stop him, but he killed most of them and set the entire Western Gate on fire to make sure no one could follow him.”

“How are the flames burning so hotly?” I asked, still staring at the burning Gate. “Surely the stone should have prevented them from getting so big.”

Funky also stood up, holding Lennox in his arms. “You saw how powerful Huntsman was, Winter. It wouldn’t surprise me if Atmosfear recruited a particularly powerful Fire user on his Team. In this game, Fire can be even more dangerous than it is in real life at higher levels, hot enough to melt stone.”

“What should we do?” asked Cy, who, unlike me, hadn’t stood up. He still sat on the cart, apparently hoping to make himself invisible by not moving. “Those flames are huge!”

“We need to put them out,” I said. I looked at Zazoom. “Zazoom, does Underworld City have a fire department?’

Zazoom blinked. “Fire department? What is that?”

I sighed in exasperation, but I really shouldn’t have. The Dwellers were not human and it was probably not fair of me to expect them to have all the same things humans had. And I had to admit, the lack of a fire department made sense down here. All of the buildings and streets of Underworld City appeared to be made primarily out of stone. What little vegetation I had seen was few and far between, not to mention extremely green and almost useless for starting a fire. It was easy to see how the Dwellers might not have felt a need to have a fire department, but however understandable such neglect was, it was also going to make saving these people far harder than it needed to be.

“Then I guess we’re the unofficial Underworld City Volunteer Fire Department,” I said. I pointed at the burning Gate. “We’ll put it out.”

“You will?” asked Zazoom in surprise. “That is not necessary. This is a Dweller issue. We can deal with it on our own. We can take you humans out through one of the other Gates.”

I shook my head. “Sorry, Zazoom, but I’m going to have to say no. Part of being a Hero is saving people who are in danger. We might not be Dwellers like you, but that doesn’t mean we are just going to sit back and let innocent people suffer when we could do something about it.”

Zazoom bit his lower lip but then nodded. “Okay, you can help, but I am unsure what you humans will be able to do.”

“We’ll figure something out,” I said. I looked at Funky and Gears. “Funky, I am going to need Lennox to fly around the perimeter and see if he can spot any Dwellers who might be in danger. Gears, do you have any machines or gadgets that could possibly help us put out the fire?”

“Of course I do,” said Gears with a snort. “I am going to need access to some type of water system, however. Unlike you, I completely lack elemental powers and so cannot simply conjure water on demand.”

I looked at Zazoom. “Zazoom, is there like a fire hydrant or something nearby that Gears can use to power her machine?”

To my relief, Zazoom nodded. “There is, yes.”

“Then take her to it,” I said. “As for me and Cy, we’ll try to use our Powers to control the flame until Gears can get her gadgets set up.”

“You mean you’re going to get close to the flames?” asked Gears, eying me skeptically. “Um, I am not an expert on your particular set of Powers, but I am pretty sure the Ice Man Costume makes you more vulnerable to fire, not less.”

I rolled my eyes. “I know that. I’ll be fine. I’ve dealt with fire before. So long as I keep a good distance, I should be okay.”

Then I looked at Funky again. “Funky, do you happen to have any Powers or Skills yourself that could help with the flames?”

To my disappointment, Funky just shook his head. “Sorry, but I didn’t build my character with these sorts of emergency situations in mind. My golden football helmet does give me some resistance to Elemental environments, though, so if necessary I can rush into the flames and save anyone who gets caught.”

“Sounds good,” I said. “Right now, Funky, I need you to stay here as backup. If Cy and I get overwhelmed by the flames, you can help us.”

With that, Cy and I jumped off of the cart and rushed toward the blazing Western Gate. Behind us, I heard Zazoom leading Gears and Monkey Wrench to the nearest fire hydrant, while overhead, Lennox flew past us, flapping his tiny dragon wings furiously as he flew toward the flames.

But my attention was soon focused entirely on the fire itself. Even before we got close to it, I could feel the heat washing over the flames in waves. The heat washed over me and Cy like an ocean wave, causing me to get this debuff:

Debuff added: Overheated. -5% Stamina. Duration: Until you leave the fire’s perimeter.

Sweat broke out across my forehead when I read the prompt. A 5% drop in Stamina didn’t seem like much, but already I could tell that I was slower and more tired than I was even just a few seconds ago. Cy did not seem to suffer from the same problems, but I saw sweat forming on his brow as well.

We got about five hundred yards to the fire before we had to stop. The heat was intense and had to be even worse within the flames itself. Still, I felt this was a close enough distance that would allow us to control the flame without risking getting burned by it.

“Okay, Cy,” I said, raising my hands. “Let’s do this!”

I fired twin Ice Beams at the flames, but to my shock, my Ice Beams instantly melted upon contact with the flames, earning me this notification:

You have now entered a [Burned] environment! -90% damage dealt by Ice-based attacks!

What the hell? Granted, there was a certain logic to making Ice-based attacks weaker in a fiery environment, but it still sucked. I had thought the intense coldness of my attacks might somehow be able to help put out the flames, but it looked like it didn’t work that way.

Cy, meanwhile, was able to use Gust without any problem, but even Gust did not seem to do much against the flames. If anything, I thought the fires actually seemed to grow bigger wherever Cy fired Gust, causing me to grab his arm and snap, “Cut it out! Gust is making the flames bigger!”

“It is?” said Cy, looking at me in confusion. “Then how are we supposed to put it out?”

I looked at the burning Western Gate with a grim expression on my face. “We’re only supposed to contain it until Gears gets her machine set up.”

“But the fire is spreading anyway,” said Cy, pointing at the flames. “Look!”

Cy was right. The fire from the Western Gate had already jumped onto a nearby building, setting the roof ablaze and sending its inhabitants—several [DWELLER CIVILIAN]s based on the nametags floating above their heads—rushed out in a panic.

“Not to be a downer or anything, but it seems to me like the whole city might burn down by the time Gears is finished setting up her machine,” said Cy.

Cy had a point. The fire was spreading too far too fast. I wondered how the hell a stone city could possibly be in danger of getting burned to the ground but pushed that thought aside as another one of Capes Online’s quirks. Right now, I needed to figure out how to contain the fire. Once it was out, then perhaps we could figure out how it worked.

But how were we supposed to contain it? Blizzard might be able to do the job, but with a 90% decrease in power, I suspected even Blizzard would prove fruitless against the ever-growing flames. Ice Giant was also out of the question and even Freezing Touch would be absolutely useless against these flames. It was times like this that made me realize that specialization wasn’t necessarily all it was cracked up to be. I would look into diversification of my Powers later, assuming we managed to put out this fire in time.

The flames closest to us slapped out at us, causing Cy and I to retreat back further, although the fire was still growing and soon we would probably have to abandon this street entirely just to keep ourselves safe.

“It’s no use,” said Cy in a frustrated voice. “The flames are too big. We’ll just have to rely on Gears to put out the flames.”

I shook my head. “No. Gears said it would be a while before she got her machine set up. The bigger the fire grows, the harder it will be to put out even with water.”

“But what are we supposed to do?” asked Cy in despair. “Neither of our Powers are even remotely effective against the flames. We can’t even slow them down.”

I scowled, thinking about how useful Atmosfear, of all people, would be right about now. Atmosfear’s Powers were Void-based rather than Wind-based like Cy’s. If Atmosfear was here, then he could have simply snapped his fingers and created a vacuum that would have sucked all oxygen out of the fire, thus putting it out entirely. That I was wishing for Atmosfear’s help was a testament to how dire our current situation was.

But maybe we didn’t need to suck away the flames. Maybe we just needed wind that was cold enough to put out the flames.

I looked at Cy and said, “Cy, use Gust again, and don’t stop until I tell you to. I’ve got a plan.”

Cy nodded. He raised his hands and unleashed Gust again, but this time, I activated Freezing Touch and put my hands on the wind exploding from his hands. The temperature of the winds generated by Gust suddenly went from neutral to icy cold in an instant, although they didn’t become anywhere near as strong as the ice cold winds created by Blizzard.

Regardless, the winds were cold enough to blow out any flames they touched, causing me to say, “It’s working! Quick, point it at the building.”

Cy thrust his hands to the side and the cold air we generated slammed into the burning building we had noticed earlier, putting out the flames on the roof instantly. Even better, we had managed to push the flames back. The map of the Western Gate in the corner of my eye showed the flames—represented by an increasingly large orange circle—grow slightly smaller, with the status of the Western Gate fire going down to 10% contained.

“Whoa,” said Cy, whose eyes grew to the size of dinner plates when he saw what our new Power did. “This is awesome! At this rate, we might be able to put out the flames all by ourselves!”

A harsh cackle—like flames burning in the fireplace—erupted from the flames. “As if I would even allow you to ruin my art for even one moment.”

Without warning, a fireball shot out of the flames and exploded on the ground between us. The explosion sent Cy and I flying in opposite directions. We both hit the street hard, dazed by the blow, but the fall wasn’t jarring enough to mess with my senses, allowing me to see a humanoid silhouette marching through the flames toward us.

Then a figure emerged from the flames. She was a tall, almost painfully thin woman wreathed in flames. She was almost naked save for the flames covering her private parts. Her long, flowing hair was actually orange-ish white flame, while her eyes blazed with bloodthirsty glee as she eyed us both. The nametag [VILLAIN CINDERS] hung over her head, although it did nothing to take away from her threatening appearance.

“Winter, so nice to meet you,” said Cinders in a fake sweet tone. “Bryce has told me so much about you. It will be a pleasure to melt you like the snowman you are.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

Scrambling to my feet, I suddenly got several notifications in quick succession:

Debuff added: Heat Exhaustion. -10% Stamina. Duration: Until you leave the [Burned] environment.

Debuff added: Secret Identity Broken. A Villain knows your Secret Identity. Powers and Skills like Secret Identity are now 10% less effective when fighting [Villain Cinders].

I snorted. That last debuff hardly seemed relevant given how I wasn’t planning to sneak around. Regardless, I didn’t like the first one. It seemed that the longer I stood exposed to the flames, the worse my heat-related debuffs got. I was now starting to understand exactly how altered environments affected gameplay and I didn’t like it one bit.

“Your name is Cinders?” said Cy. He lay on the opposite side of the street, a burning hole in his Costume from where Cinders’ fireball had hit him. “Can I call you Cindy for short?”

Cinders rolled her eyes. “If you think you can win me over with flattery, you’ve got another thing coming. I’m already taken. Besides, I don’t really care for short guys anyway.”

“Short?” said Cy, his burrow furrowing. “But I’ve got a great temper.”

“I was referring to your height,” said Cinders. She looked Cy over once with a disapproving frown on her face. “Or your lack thereof.”

Cy blinked. “Oh. Well, unlike some guys, I don’t mind tall—”

“Cy,” I snapped. “Stop flirting with the enemy. She’s the one who set the Gate on fire in the first place.”

“You make what I did sound so awful when you put it that way,” said Cinders with a sniffle. She gestured at the flames behind her. “This isn’t just fire. This is art.”

“Art?” I said, glancing at the flames that were growing back to their original strength. “That’s not art. That’s destruction.”

“Only someone as uncultured as you would say such a thing,” said Cinders with a sneer. “True art can never be entirely understood by the masses. If you were an artist like me, then you would understand the beauty of fire as it destroys at everything, for in destruction lies creation.”

Summoning my Ice Daggers, I said, “I don’t give a damn about art. You mentioned Atmosfear. I take it you’re part of his Team?”

“Certainly,” said Cinders. She tossed back her flaming hair, sending sparks flying in the wind. “Atmosfear approached me not too long ago with his plans for Capes Online. He told the rest of us to expect him to come back to the Underworld with the Test Subject, but from what Huntsman has told me, it sounds like he wasn’t very successful in that.”

“I’ll say,” I said. “Last time I saw him, Atmosfear was kind of broken. By me.”

Cinders’ eyes flashed. “Thanks for telling me about that. Because I now have a target to shoot.”

Cinders thrust a hand out and a fireball—twice the size of the last one—lanced toward me. I Dodged, leaping out of the way and hitting the ground with a roll as the fireball struck the ground where I’d been standing mere moments ago. Although I avoided the worst of the fireball, sparks flew from it and some got onto my Costume, burning tiny holes in the material, but I ignored it in order to focus on Cinders.

“Why are you and the others taking Dwellers as slaves?” I asked. I knew I couldn’t take on Cinders in a fight, so I hoped to distract her with questions.

“Why do you care?” Cinders shot back. “These ugly creatures aren’t even people anyway. What we are doing with them is none of your business.”

My eyes narrowed. “The Dwellers might not be technically be people, but that doesn’t mean enslaving them is right.”

Cinders sighed. “Atmosfear told us that you had a rather black and white view of the world. See, this is how I know you are not an artist. True artists understand that the world can be painted with more than two colors.”

“Slavery is a complicated issue?” I said.

 Cinders opened her mouth to respond, but then two thick ropes came out of nowhere and wrapped around her body. Startled, I looked and saw that Cy was standing on his feet now. He had gotten close enough to Cinders while I talked to her that he had managed to use his Capture Ropes on her. If I recalled correctly, Capture Ropes were a type of Combat Item that allowed a person to capture other people more easily. Capture Ropes were thicker and stronger than normal rope and were considered one of the most basic items a player could carry in their inventory. Especially a Hero. I knew from experience that they were useful for catching the various thugs and street criminals that Hero players often went after.

“Aha!” said Cy, tightening the rope around her, a grin on his face. “You might hotter than the sun, but you definitely aren’t that observant.”

Rather than rant and rave, Cinders just rolled her eyes and shrugged. The Capture Ropes around her instantly caught fire, and even worse, the fire rushed up the Ropes and struck Cy’s hands. Cy yelped in pain and jumped backward, blowing rapidly on his smoking palms in an attempt to cool off his hands.

“Did you forget that I am made of fire?” asked Cinders in a dull voice. “Not only do you and your Sidekick lack artistic merit, but you are also stupid.”

Gritting my teeth, I knew that there was no way Cy and I could beat Cinders in a fight. We needed to hold out long enough for Gears to set up her machine. That meant keeping Cinders distracted.

With a grunt, I hurled both of my Ice Daggers at Cinders. But Cinders didn’t even have to dodge. She just looked at the Ice Daggers indifferently and the Ice Daggers melted into steam about a dozen feet from her body, well away from her burning skin.

“I see you don’t know I am made out of fire, either,” said Cinders. She held up a fireball in her hands. “And here I thought you were at least a couple of IQ points smarter than your Sidekick.”

“I don’t need ice to hurt you,” I said.

I raised my Energy Cannon and fired two shots in rapid succession at Cinders. The energy shots flew toward Cinders too fast for her to dodge. I figured that if my Ice-based attacks couldn’t hurt her, perhaps straight energy could instead.

But right before my energy attacks hit Cinders, they stopped in midair. The energy shots floated in midair for a second, seemingly of their own accord, before flying straight back toward me even faster than they had been fired from my cannon.

The energy shots slammed back into the barrel of my cannon and it exploded. I cried out in pain as the heat and shrapnel from the explosion tore through my left arm, earning me a couple of quick notifications:

Energy Cannon [Left Arm] has been destroyed! Take this weapon to your nearest Gadgeteer or Weapons Repair shop to see if it can be salvaged!

Debuff added: Broken arm [Left]. Dexterity -50%. Duration: 2 minutes.

I couldn’t argue with these notifications. What remained of my Energy Cannon was now little more than a smoking ruin on my arm. My arm itself was burned to a crisp, looking less like a human arm and more like a hideous thing that had crawled out from under a rock and got caught in a forest fire. Just looking at my arm made me sick to my stomach.

“Oh, oh, Miss Cinders, that wasn’t too good now,” came a drawling voice, seemingly from the fires. “Letting your guard down like that is no good, I say. Otherwise, you could have gotten hurt.”

The flames parted to reveal an elderly black man with sunglasses covering his eyes. He walked with a cane, which he seemed to use to help him feel his way around the area, which made me assume he had to be blind. He almost looked like a homeless man, based on his ratty overcoat and shoes that had holes for his toes.

But when I read his nametag—[SIDEKICK BLINDERS]—I knew he was not just some random old hobo, but Cinders’ Sidekick.

“Sorry, Blinders,” said Cinders, cracking him a thankful smile. “I underestimated Winter. I thought he only had Ice powers. Evidently, he’s trickier than he looks.”

“Ain’t no problem, Miss Cinders,” said Blinders in a kind, almost grandfatherly, tone. “Just keep a better eye out from now, okay? I know you can take care of yourself. You’re a strong woman, so you don’t need me to keep an eye on you all the time.”

“I don’t know where I would be without you, Blinders,” said Cinders with a smile. “You’re just like my grandpa back in the real world.”

“Ah, shucks, miss,” said Blinders, blushing at her praise. “I don’t do much. Just help where I can. It’s no big deal.”

I blinked rapidly at Cinders and Blinders’ banter. Although Cinders was obviously a Villain, she seemed to have a far better relationship with Blinders than Atmosfear had with Giggles. They acted almost like grandfather and granddaughter, which, given the circumstances, was really weird. Still, as long as they didn’t pay any attention to me, I could potentially wait out the Broken Arm debuff until it healed. Only a minute and a half left until—

Blinders looked over at me suddenly. “Was this the man who’s been giving you trouble, miss?”

 Cinders nodded. Her happy smile—which had almost made her look nice—suddenly turned into a bloodthirsty grin. “Yep. That’s Winter. Remember, the guy Atmosfear warned us about?”

“Is that so?” said Blinders, adjusting his shades, although I had a feeling he couldn’t really see me in the first place. “My, my. I heard so many rumors about the Hero who defeated Dark Kosmos that I must say I am disappointed by how weak he is. And ungentlemanly as well, attacking a woman like that.”

“Sorry, Gramps, but she attacked first,” I said, slowly rising to my feet, wincing at the pain in my arm and feeling the heat from the flames wash over me. “I don’t hit girls unless they hit first.”

Blinders shook his head. “I know Miss Cinders and I know she’s a good girl. A little rough and impatient, true, but a good girl nonetheless. She’s my girl and I ain’t gonna let you lay one hand on her.”

I smirked. “What are you going to do, hit me with your cane? You’re clearly blind as a bat, man. You couldn’t hit a barn with that cane if you were standing right in front of it.”

It was Blinders’ turn to smirk, and when he did, I caught a glimpse of a gold tooth among his normal ones. “I don’t need my eyes or cane to beat you within an inch of your life, boy. All I need is the most powerful weapon of all.”

I raised an eyebrow in confusion. “And what would that be?”

Blinders’ smirk became almost demonic, especially in the glow of the fire. “My mind.”

Blinders put a hand on his forehead. A purple glow suddenly emitted from his head and then a piece of wood came out of nowhere and slammed into my left calve. I cried out in pain and fell down on one knee, clutching my now-bleeding wound as this notification appeared before me:

Debuff added: Bleeding Calf. -50% Evasion and Agility. Duration: 3 minutes.

Gritting my teeth, I was about to ask Blinders if that was all he had when I heard a loud crunching noise coming from the flames. It sounded like something was being wrenched from the ground until I heard a loud, earsplitting snap emit from the flames. Then a large object floated out of the flames, slowly but surely emerging from the fire until it was floating directly above my head.

It was one of the stone support beams for the Western Gate. It had to be at least as tall as a two-story building and about as wide as a full-sized car.

And it was now directly overhead about to be dropped on top of me.
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That observation raced through my mind in less than a second. In the next, the giant, flaming stone support beam fell down straight toward me like a bomb dropped from an airplane. Only I was pretty sure that the only person dying would be me, rather than a couple of cities’ worth of Japanese people.

I closed my eyes and looked down at the street, not wanting to see my own death coming. I just hoped that my incoming death would be quick and painless. Playing on the Real Pain setting meant I felt all pain exactly the way I would if this was real life. I couldn’t even imagine what it would feel like to get crushed to death underneath a several ton stone support beam that was on fire. That was a fairly original way to die.

But then I heard a loud thunk above me and my eyes snapped open as I looked up, confused and wondering what was happening.

To my astonishment, Funky stood in front of me, his arms held above his head. His golden football helmet was glowing something fierce now, glowing almost as brightly as the sun. And despite the massive weight of the support beam, Funky didn’t seem to be even slightly tired. He held it firmly above his head, his arms as straight as an arrow and as sturdy as the earth itself.

“Huh?” said Blinders, peering forward with a puzzled expression on his face. “Miss Cinders, I know I don’t hear as well as I used, but why don’t I hear Winter screaming in pain or getting crushed underneath the stone beam I dropped on him?”

“Because one of his Teammates saved him,” said Cinders. She summoned two fireballs over her head. “Who are you?”

“FunkyFresh94,” said Funky through gritted teeth. “Call me Funky for short.”

Cinders’ eyes widened. “You’re the FunkyFresh94? Oh, my. We just got lucky today, didn’t we, Blinders?”

“Indeed we did, Miss Cinders,” said Blinders, pushing up the brim of his hat. “Very lucky indeed. Master Paradox will be pleased to learn that we’ve found both Winter and Funky.”

There was that name again: Paradox. Atmosfear had mentioned him back in the lab where we found Sally. And now we had Blinders here calling him ‘Master.’ Whoever this Paradox guy was, he was clearly the real leader of the Hero Slayers, though I would worry about that later when I had the time.

“I wouldn’t consider myself lucky if I were you,” said Funky. “Because, while I’m a pretty chill guy most of the time, one guaranteed way to piss me off is to try to kill my friends. And you, my good friend, just tried to kill my friends.”

With a grunt, Funky tossed the stone support beam back into the flames from which it emerged. I was absolutely gobsmacked to see that feat of physical strength he just displayed. I had always assumed that Funky was about as strong as me, maybe a little weaker since he was a Beastmaster and I was a Fighter, but it was obvious to me that Funky was way stronger than he let on. He might even be the strongest member of the Team. Yet another one of his many secrets and eccentricities. I wondered if I would ever get to the bottom of who he really was.

Funky suddenly held out a hand toward me. “You okay, Winter?”

Biting my lower lip, I took Funky’s hand and he helped me to my feet. I winced when I felt the wooden stake in my thigh. “No, but thanks for the save. I was sure I was a goner there.”

“No problem,” said Funky. He pulled out a Health Drink and handed it to me. “Take this and drink it. I’ll take care of Cinders and Blinders.”

Despite seeing Funky’s immense physical strength, I had to admit I was still a little skeptical he could take on Cinders and Blinders by himself. Cinders’ Fire-based Powers meant that most physical attacks were useless against her, while Blinders’ obvious psychic abilities were a force to be reckoned with all on their own. That didn’t even take into account the intense heat radiating from the ever-growing fire itself, which was definitely getting to Funky based on the sweat I could see through the visor of his helmet.

Still, I took the Health Drink and said, “Okay, but what should I do?”

“You and Cy should do what you were doing with that icy wind stuff earlier,” said Funky. “That seemed to keep the flames from spreading too much.”

I was a little annoyed at Funky for telling me what to do—who was the Team Leader here and who wasn’t?—but at this point I trusted Funky enough to let him deal with it. I took several steps away from the roaring flames as I drank my Health Drink, while Funky turned to face Cinders and Blinders without a hint of fear in his form.

“That was an impressive feat of strength back there, I will admit,” said Cinders. “But this isn’t the Olympics. It doesn’t matter how strong you are. The strong and weak alike burn when exposed to the flames. That is the true beauty and art of fire.”

Funky got into a quarterback position, almost like he was going to play a game of football rather than fight Cinders. “I heard you said you weren’t going to underestimate us earlier, but it sounds to me like you two don’t realize just how screwed you are. Allow me to demonstrate.”

Funky suddenly ran toward Cinders so fast it even surprised me. Blinders, however, acted just as quickly. His head glowed purple again and several burning wooden stakes and chunks of stone shot out of the flames toward Funky. There were so many rocks and stakes flying toward him that I was sure Funky was going to get impaled.

But then Funky started weaving in and out of the cloud of burning rock and wood like he was in a football game. He dodged and ducked like the rocks and wood were the opposing team and he was trying to get a touch down at the other team’s goal. He didn’t even slow down. Dodge, duck, spin, even jump … he pulled off all kinds of crazy moves that he shouldn’t have been able to pull off. He didn’t get hit even once, at least not that I could see. His Health bar was still full even after he emerged from the cloud of rock and wood and rushed toward Cinders and Blinders.

Blinders raised his cane, perhaps as a final line of defense, but then Lennox came out of nowhere and attacked Blinders’ head, tearing at his scalp with his sharp claws. Blinders immediately went stumbling off to the side, waving his cane wildly as he attempted to beat off Lennox. That left Cinders wide open for an attack, an opening Funky apparently was going to take advantage of, because he didn’t stop for even one moment.

Clearly losing her cool, Cinders began throwing fireball after fireball at Funky in an attempt to hit him, but Funky dodged each fireball as easily as if they weren’t even there at all. It made me wonder just how high Funky’s Agility was if he could move so fast. He wasn’t quite as fast as a dedicated Speedster, but he was certainly faster than your average Beastmaster.

As Funky ran, he raised one hand above his head, almost like he was going to slap Cinders in the face. Cinders must have noticed that as well, because her body began to change, becoming fierier and fierier. No doubt she was attempting to turn her body into fire so that Funky would burn his hand. Even if somehow his hand didn’t get burnt, it would just pass harmlessly through her body without taking even one point of Health off her bar. I wondered whether Funky even realized that was going to happen.

But then, as Funky ran, his hand suddenly burst into flame itself, a burning hot blue flame that I could feel even from a distance. Yet Funky didn’t scream in pain. He barely seemed to even notice it. He just rushed toward Cinders, the blue flame trailing behind him as he ran. His eyes were focused strictly on Cinders. In fact, he was so focused on Cinders that she looked like she was about to run away for a second, but Funky got too close to her now.

Once Funky was close enough, he swiped his burning right hand at Cinders’ chest. As his hand tore through the air, the blue flames dissipated, revealing a clawed hand that looked remarkably like Lennox’s own claws.

Funky’s claw slashed straight through Cinders’ body. Cinders bellowed in agony as well over half of her Health vanished in less than a second, but Funky wasn’t done yet. His other hand exploded into blue flame and he slashed her again, this time leaving her with only a tiny sliver of Health. It was weird how Funky’s claws left no visible scars or injuries thanks to Cinders’ body being made out of fire yet she acted as if he had just stabbed her anyway.

Staggering away from Funky, Cinders looked at him with terror in her eyes and said, “H-How …?”

Funky—still showing no fear at all—raised his claw over his head. And, although I couldn’t see his eyes, I had no doubt he was glaring at her with absolute hatred.

“Say hi to Atmosfear for me,” said Funky, “after you respawn.”

Funky brought his claw down on Cinders and slashed through her chest again. Cinders screamed in pain one last time before exploding entirely, her body vanishing into thin air as this notification appeared before me:

[Villain Cinders] has died!

“No, Miss Cinders!” said Blinders all of a sudden. He stopped trying to beat back Lennox long enough to look over at where she and Funky had been fighting in alarm. “Don’t die!”

“Too late for that, friend,” said Funky as Lennox landed on his shoulders. He turned to face Blinders, his hands still in the form of dragonic claws. “Perhaps you should consider surrendering. Unlike Atmosfear, we’re willing to show mercy to our enemies.”

Blinders’ hands shook with rage. “No. I will never forgive you for killing Miss Cinders, no sir. I’ll use my fabulous psychic powers to—”

We never got to figure out what Blinders was going to do because at that moment a huge, continuous stream of water came out of nowhere and slammed into Blinders hard enough to send him flying through the flames. He smashed into the stone wall just to the right of the gate so hard that his Health instantly dropped to zero and he vanished, earning another notification that informed me that [SIDEKICK BLINDERS] had died, although like with Cinders, I didn’t get any experience for the kill.

Surprised, I looked back in the direction from which the water had come and saw Gears standing at the controls of what appeared to be a small water cannon. The cannon was shaped like those old-fashioned cannons you’d see on pirate ships on TV, except silver and futuristic with blinking lights that appeared to regulate the force of the water being fired from its barrel. A long, thick rubber hose connected the cannon to what looked like a stone fire hydrant, which seemed to be the source of the water being spewed forth from the cannon.

“Sorry for the delay,” Gears shouted over the roar of the water being fired from her cannon. “Hooking up my Water Cannon to this city’s water system was a pain. Seriously, I’ve never seen such an outdated, even primitive, public water system in my whole life.”

Zazoom, who stood next to the fire hydrant, scowled when Gears insulted his city’s public water system, but I just smiled and gave her the thumbs up. “Just keep spraying that water until all the flames are out. After that, we can resume our mission.”
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Despite how powerful the flames were, they easily went out under the deluge of water from Gears’ Water Cannon. But I suspected that the real reason the flames became so easy to put out was due to Cinders’ death. Perhaps Cinders had been consciously controlling the flames, explaining why they were so tough to fight at first. But because she was now dead, the flames became as easy to put out as normal flames.

In any case, it took Gears maybe ten minutes to put out all of the flames. Once the last of the flames were out, Gears turned off her Water Cannon and went to work disconnecting it from the hydrant and getting it back in her pack. I wondered how Gears had room in her pack for a weapon as big as that Water Cannon but decided it was probably just another one of Capes Online’s weird quirks to make gameplay a bit more convenient for players.

After the flames were successfully put out, Zazoom and some of the other [City Guards] did a quick count of the bodies. It turned out that only three Dwellers actually died during the attack, all of them being the guards who tried to stop Cinders’ initial assault. About a dozen more were injured, most of whom were would-be slaves that Cinders and Blinders had been attempting to sneak out of the city in the first place. I found it absolutely horrifying how Cinders had so brazenly attempted to sneak out twelve Dwellers—ranging from young children no older than five to elders whose age was likely measured in centuries—right out the Western Gate like that. Then again, Cinders had no idea that my Teammates and I were in the city, and she was insanely powerful. Cinders wasn’t the most powerful Villain I had faced, but my elemental match up against her had been very bad and left me almost unable to harm her. Had Funky not stepped in when he did, I had a feeling that fight would have gone very differently.

The Western Gate itself had been burned to the ground, but Zazoom assured me that replacing the Gate would be quick and easy once the remains of the original Gate were cleaned up. I was a little skeptical that they could replace such a massive Gate on such short notice, but Zazoom’s confidence made me decide not to question him on that.

About a dozen Armored Dwellers also arrived from the Tower shortly after Cinders’ death. They quickly secured the area and confirmed that there were no other players in the area aside from ourselves. That was good. I had been worried that Cinders and Blinders might not have been alone, but this just confirmed my original thought that our presence in Underworld City had taken them by surprise. Most likely, Cinders had not been expecting to fight other players, much less me and my Teammates, and so had been unprepared for our interference. Next time, though? I didn’t want to think about it.

Regardless, with the Armored Dwellers on the scene transporting the freed Dweller slaves back to their homes, it meant that my Teammates and I—plus Zazoom, of course—could continue our mission to find the Thief who had stolen Somas’ Crown. I was glad about that. Without a dedicated Healer on the Team, it meant we needed to be more cautious about who we picked fights with. Granted, we did buy a boatload of Health and Energy Potions before we left the City, but there was just no replacing a good, dedicated Healer like Recover, Hop, or even Miss Manners.

With that out of the way, we made our way out the Western Gate. Zazoom was back at the front directing the Horned Rider out the gate and toward the hills just outside the city, while my Teammates and I sat in the cart, exhausted from the fight.

“Man, that was nuts,” said Cy, yawning as we passed through the charred remains of the Western Gate. “That Cinders lady was really hot, both in the good and bad way.”

“Yeah,” I said, hanging my arms over the back of the cart. “And not just us, but the whole Underworld City was potentially in danger of—”

“Wait!” a high-pitched, slightly screechy voice shouted. “Don’t leave just yet!”

Zazoom brought the cart to an abrupt halt and we all looked out back toward the Western Gate to see a Dweller rushing toward us. I recognized her—[DWELLER GINGO]—as one of the freed Dweller slaves we had rescued from Cinders. She ran on all fours, as Dwellers did when they ran, her dark cloak billowing behind her as she struggled to catch up with us.

“Please,” said Gingo, raising one claw as she ran. “Wait for me!”

“Does she want to come with us?” Cy muttered under his breath to me in confusion. “’Cause she doesn’t look like much of a fighter to me.”

I nodded in agreement as Gingo came to a stop behind the cart, panting hard as she attempted to catch her breath. “Guess we’re about to see.”

I leaned over the back of the cart and said to Gingo, “What’s the matter? Did something happen?”

Gingo shook her head. She looked up at me with stunning sapphire eyes, her lips turned in a pleading frown. “No, nothing bad has happened. I just wanted to thank you for saving us.”

“Me?” I said. I gestured at the others. “Or my whole Team?”

“All of you,” said Gingo. She bowed her head in what I recognized was the traditional Dweller position of gratitude. “For as long as I have lived, I have always been told that humans are the enemy of all Dwellers and that no human is to be trusted. My father, who has since passed away, even once told me that the only good human is a dead human.”

“Can’t say I disagree with that statement sometimes,” I muttered under my breath, thinking of Atmosfear.

Gingo then looked back up at us with pleading eyes. “But now I realize that some humans are good. At least, you are. I can’t speak for the rest of your species, but you five, at least, are a credit to your race.”

“Geez, thanks,” said Gears, rolling her eyes. “Unlike our fellow humans, we try to do our best.”

“Indeed,” said Gingo, apparently missing Gears’ sarcasm entirely. “But I didn’t want to come just to thank you. I wanted to ask something of you something, I hope, that won’t be too inconvenient for you.”

Frowning, I nodded and said, “Go ahead. What do you want us to do?”

Gingo scratched her claws against the dirt nervously. “Not long ago, my husband, Kial, was kidnapped by that female human’s allies. He was kidnapped straight from his merchant booth in Underworld City Marketplace while closing up shop for the night.”

“Sorry to hear that,” I said. “Is he still alive?”

Gingo shrugged. “I don’t know. But I heard that you and your fellow humans are trying to stop the slavers who have been taking our people into captivity. So I was wondering if you would be able to keep an eye open for Kial. If he is still alive, I would appreciate it if you could bring him back to me. But if he’s not … well, at least let me know that he isn’t.”

A mission notification suddenly popped up in my vision when Gingo said that:

TEAM MISSION: Find Kial

The Dweller woman Gingo, who you freed from Villain Cinders, has asked you to find her husband, Kial, a prominent Dweller merchant who was kidnapped out of his merchant booth during the night and whose current whereabouts are unknown. Gingo believes that Kial was taken hostage and is likely still alive somewhere as a slave belonging to the Hero-Slayers.

Of course, it is equally possible that Kial is dead and there is nothing to bring back to her, but even in that case, Gingo would like to know. She will reward you handsomely if you do so.

ALIGNMENT: Hero

DIFFICULTY: Hard

RARITY: Rare

SUCCESS: Find Kial and bring him back alive to Gingo OR confirm Kial’s death and inform Gingo

FAILURE: Fail to find Kial and bring him back alive to Gingo OR fail to confirm Kial’s death and inform Gingo of it

REWARDS: +1 Trust and increased relationship with Gingo. Other rewards dependent on how well you complete the mission and whether you find any Heirlooms belonging to Kial if unable to find him alive

ACCEPT? Y/N

Intriguing. It looked like I could earn more rewards if I brought back something that once belonged to Kial in his life. That was, assuming he was dead and I couldn’t bring him back alive, which was a distinct possibility considering how long ago Kial had been kidnapped and how Gingo hadn’t heard anything from him since.

So I hit ‘Y’ and said, “I will be happy to accept your mission, Gingo. My Teammates and I will make sure to bring your husband back. And if we can’t bring him back … well, we’ll let you know.”

Tears of joy suddenly swelled in Gingo’s eyes. “Thank you, human. Asking a human to help me was a big gamble, but it looks like one that paid off well. I will be sure to tell my family about the heroic human who has agreed to find Kial for me. Thanks again.”

With that, Gingo ran off back toward the city. As she did, another notification appeared before me:

Your relationship with [Dweller Gingo] has increased from ‘Neutral’ to ‘Friendly.’ Increase your relationship with [Dweller Gingo] further in order to gain access to more opportunities and missions!

I smiled when I read that notification. Although I was already on good terms with Zazoom, it was good to know that I was on good terms with another Dweller. I was a little surprised to read that, however. I always assumed that relationship values only applied to humans. I guess I could form a good relationship with any sapient species.

Regardless, I turned my back to the city as Zazoom got the Horned Rider moving again. After speaking with Gingo, I was more determined than ever to stop the Hero Slayers and free the slaves they had taken.

And with only three days left to complete that mission, we had no time to lose.
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The ride through the ‘Cavern Hills,’ as Zazoom called them, was a relaxing break after our fight with Cinders. Though the road was bumpy and had a lot of twists and turns, we didn’t run into any other Hero Slayers. The worst we had to deal with was the occasional Swooping Bat, a species of large bat native to the Underworld that attacked travelers from the air. Luckily, Swooping Bats were also very weak to Ice, so taking them down or scaring them off was pretty easy, although they didn’t give me enough EXP to level up just yet.

But that was fine. I was going to take advantage of this peace to clear up a few questions I had about what happened during the fight against Cinders.

As we went over a particularly harsh bump, I looked at Funky. The Beastmaster was petting Lennox, who lay curled up in his lap like a cat, while his eyes stared off into the distance. It looked to me like Funky was reading messages from his inbox, although I couldn’t imagine who could have sent him messages. Perhaps Funky had more friends than I knew.

“Funky?” I said, redoubling my grip on the back of the cart as we went around a sharp corner. “Can I ask you something?”

Funky snapped out of whatever he was doing and looked at me in confusion. “What?”

“I said, can I ask you something?” I repeated, this time a little bit more loudly to make sure he didn’t miss it.

Funky nodded, still petting Lennox. “Sure thing, Winter. Shoot.”

“Okay,” I said, putting my hands together. “I want to ask you about that thing you did back there against Cinders. You know, where your hands turned into dragon claws and you were able to hurt her even when her body was transformed into fire?”

Funky nodded again. “You mean Transmogrify.”

“Transmorgi-what?” said Cy, looking at Funky in confusion. “Do you mean robots in disguise?”

“No,” said Funky, although I noticed a playful smile underneath his helmet at Cy’s confusion. “Transmogrify is a Power Available exclusively to players of the Beastmaster Class. At the cost of ten Energy, it allows a Beastmaster to copy one characteristic of one of his Tamed Beasts for about one-minute, although the time limit can be increased to as high as five minutes at higher levels.”

Funky raised a hand, which looked like a normal human hand. “What I did back there was use Transmogrify to copy Lennox’s claws. That increased my Strength by about ten points for the minute in which I used Transmogrify.”

“Interesting,” I said, scratching my chin. “But how did Lennox’s claws allow you to harm Cinders in her fire form?”

“Lennox isn’t just any old dragon,” said Funky as he resumed petting the sleeping dragon on his lap. “Lennox is a Fire Dragon, a specific subspecies of Dragon which specializes in fire and fire-based attacks. In addition to having a fifty percent immunity to all Fire-based attacks, Fire Dragons can perform physical harm on beings made of Fire. Transmogrify doesn’t just let me copy the physical characteristics of a Tamed Beast, but also any associated Stat bonuses and immunities that come along with it.”

I whistled. “That seems really overpowered.”

“It’s less useful than you think,” said Funky. “For one, I can only copy one characteristic at a time. So, for example, I couldn’t copy Lennox’s wings and claws. I would have to pick one or the other. Furthermore, I can only copy one characteristic off of one Tamed Beast at any one time. So if I had another Tamed Beast other than Lennox, I wouldn’t be able to Transmogrify characteristics from both at once. I would have to pick one or the other, not both.”

“It’s still really useful, though,” I said. “Makes me wish I had been given the Beastmaster Class when I joined.”

“Please,” said Gears, rolling her eyes. “Beastmasters are such an overrated Class. Gadgeteers have way more options. Plus, who needs Transmogrify when a sufficiently talented Gadgeteer—someone of my own caliber, for instance—could build a gauntlet that would allow you to harm elemental beings? Without needing to pay an exorbitant Energy fee or deal with a one minute time limit?”

“Transmogrify is way more versatile than having to build a unique Gadget for each situation,” said Funky. He smiled. “Besides, I know exactly what materials you would need to make a gauntlet that could mimic the effects of a Fire Dragon’s claws and it’s far above your current Level, girl.”

Gears glared at Funky. “And how would you know that? You’re just a Beastmaster. It’s not like you know anything other than how to pick up your pets’ droppings off the street and dump them into a trash can.”

“I’m not just a Beastmaster, Gears,” said Funky without missing a beat. “I’m also a huge Capes Online fan who has read up on nearly every Class in the game. I probably know y’all’s Classes even better than you do.”

I bit my lower lip. “I wonder if there are any Powers Available to the Fighter Class that would make me more useful against elemental enemies like Cinders. I was practically useless against her in that last fight.”

“Oh, you weren’t useless, boss,” said Cy, slapping me on the shoulder. “You were just ineffective, that’s all.”

“Geez, thanks, Cy,” I said sarcastically. “I’m feeling better already.”

“No problem,” said Cy, apparently missing my sarcasm. “And you know, you don’t need to feel so down about it. I mean, I was even more useless than you and you don’t see me stressing out about it.”

“I am pretty sure that is part of the problem,” I said in a disgruntled voice.

“Cy’s right, but for the wrong reasons,” said Funky. He patted Lennox on the head. “Fact is, it was a bad Type match-up. Fire against Ice is almost always the kind of fight that will end with Fire winning. The game was rigged against you from the start.”

“Rigged?” I said. “What do you mean? And what are Types?”

Funky tilted his head to the side. “You mean you’ve been playing Capes Online for over a month now and yet you’ve never learned about Types?”

I shook my head, suddenly feeling very embarrassed. “No, should I?”

“Obviously,” said Gears with a snicker. “Even I understand the Type System and it is a lot less relevant to Gadgeteers than it is to most Classes, though it’s good to keep in mind when building Gadgets because Type match-ups still apply to the Gadgets we make.”

“Let me explain,” said Funky. “You are aware of how the Alignment System can affect your gameplay, right? Hero players get access to certain Powers and Skills that, for example, can give them an edge over Villain players, and vice versa.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I know that.”

“Good,” said Funky. “But the Alignment System isn’t the only determining factor in how a conflict between two players of opposing Alignments can play out. The Type System can be just as important, although you won’t read about it in marketing for the game because it is a lot more complicated than the Alignment System, which is fairly simple to understand.”

“Does the Type System have something to do with elemental Powers?” I asked. “Is that why I was so ineffective against Cinders?”

“Basically, yes,” said Funky, nodding. “In a nutshell, the Type System determines how different Types of Powers and players react to each other in combat. It focuses primarily on Elemental Powers, Powers based around the Elements of Fire, Water, Air, Earth, Electricity, Light, Dark, Plant, and Metal. The interplay between these nine Elements adds another level of challenge to Capes Online that only the more advanced players ever bother to understand, although players who take the time to read up on it almost always have an advantage over the ones who don’t.”

“I see,” I said, stroking my chin. “Exactly how does it all work?”

“The full Type System would take hours to explain,” said Funky. “Especially at higher levels. But to put it as simple as I can, each Element is strong against and weak against other Elements. For example, Water beats Fire, Fire beats Plant, and Plant beats Water. Another example: Light and Dark are equally weak and strong against each other, being the only Elements to have this kind of relationship with one another.”

“Interesting,” I said. “But I noticed you didn’t mention Ice in the nine Elements you listed off.”

“Ice is a Sub-Type of Water,” Funky explained. “Each Element has several Sub-Types under them, Sub-Types which can drastically change how they relate to other Elements. To use your fight with Cinders as an example, your Water Type would normally have given you a Type advantage over Cinders. But because your Sub-Type is Ice, that meant Cinders had a Type advantage over you.”

“Oh,” I said. “Now I am starting to see why you said the full System is complicated.”

“Exactly,” said Funky. “The Prime Types are simple enough to understand, but the hundreds of Sub-Types and how they interact with each other is another thing entirely. The Capes Online Wiki page on the Type System is over ten thousand words long … and it’s still incomplete, which doesn’t even get into the hundreds of sub-articles about the Prime Types and Sub-Types.”

“Ow,” said Cy, putting his hands on his head. “All of this Type System and Prime Types and Sub-Types stuff makes my head hurt. What’s next, are you going to start talking about typewriters?”

“Like I said, I am severely simplifying it,” said Funky. “This is as simple as I can get without butchering the System entirely. If you want to know more, I suggest reading up on it on the Wiki. The Type System page may be incomplete, but it’s still the best free guide on the subject Available on the web.”

I stroked my chin in thought. “So does the Type System apply to every player in the game or—?”

“Only if the player in question has a dominant Elemental Power,” said Funky. He gestured at me. “Your dominant Elemental Power is Ice, for example, while Cy’s is Air. But Gears and I don’t have any specific Types, aside from attacks like Lennox’s Firebreath, although just because we have Elemental Powers doesn’t mean we have specific Types. Get it?”

“No,” said Cy in a whiny voice. “Thinking about this stuff just makes my head hurt.”

For once, I could understand where Cy was coming from. Not only did I need to be aware of the nine primary Elements and how they all interacted with each other, but I also needed to understand all of the Sub-Types associated with them and figure out how to determine if a player even had an Element or not. It added another layer of difficulty and complexity to the game that I really hadn’t even been aware existed. I just wish I had known this before we fought Cinders, though. If I had known this ahead of time, I would have approached Cinders from a completely different perspective.

“You don’t need to understand all of it,” said Funky, shaking his head. “Just enough to help you get by. Like in life in general.”

“Right,” I said, rubbing my forehead. “So if I wanted to hurt Cinders, I would need to know some actual Water-based attacks, right?”

“More or less,” said Funky. “But even that isn’t always guaranteed. The Type System is important, but it isn’t absolute. Skills, Powers, Levels, and, of course, the individual talents and skills of each player are just as important in determining the outcome of a fight as Types. That is to say, a Level One Hundred Ice-based character will probably always beat a Level One Fire-based character, regardless of Type Match-up.”

“How do I even know a character’s Element before I attack?” I said.

“Scan will show you a person’s Element at Level Five,” said Funky. “What is the current Level of your Scan?”

Glancing at my character sheet, I said, “Four.”

Funky nodded. “Then you are close. Of course, it will only show a person’s Element if they even have an Element. If they do not, then you won’t see it.”

“Oh,” I said. “That makes things a bit more simple.”

“Of course, it’s possible for a player to hide their Element if they have the right Power,” said Funky, scratching his chin in thought. “Or fool Scan into showing another Element or even—”

“Okay, okay, I get it,” I said, holding up my hand. “It’s really complicated. But I need to know how I can get Water-based Powers so I won’t be so useless against Cinders or other Fire-based Villains if we fight her again.”

“Easy,” said Funky. “You just need to find Power Crystals or Equipment that grants Water-based Powers.”

“Really?” I said. “Why didn’t you mention that before?”

“Because I thought you already knew that,” said Funky.

I rubbed my forehead in exasperation. Funky was reminding a bit too much like Cy right now, and not in a good way, either. Still, the Type System was good to know, although it only highlighted the need for me to diversify my move set. Right now nearly all of my Powers were Ice-based. That had worked out for me well so far, but against enemies like Cinders, it left me as helpless as a Level 1 newbie with no Equipment. I needed to find a way to diversify my moves. That way, I would be better able to handle a wider variety of enemies.

A loud snort from the Horned Rider ahead snapped me out of my thoughts. The cart then came to an abrupt halt as the Horned Rider stopped.

“What’s the matter, Demos?” asked Zazoom, addressing the Horned Rider, which was apparently named Demos. “Move!”

Although Zazoom slapped the leather reins against Demos’ back, the Horned Rider refused to budge even one inch. It stayed right where it was, eyes locked dead ahead.

Puzzled, I rose from my seat in the cart and looked around at our surroundings. We were in the middle of the Cavern Hills, which surrounded us on all sides. The lights from the crystals on the ceiling of the Underworld provided sufficient light to see by, but this was still a very good place for an ambush. I didn’t see any sign an ambush, nor did my Hero Sense tell me anything was off, but I summoned my Ice Daggers anyway just to be safe.

“What’s going on?” said Gears. She had also risen to her feet, holding a small pistol her hands, while her Sidekick wielded a long, rusted-looking monkey wrench in his hands like a sword. “Not another attack?”

“Not sure,” I said, glancing around the empty Hills around us, “but we need to keep our guard up, even though I don’t see—”

“Look!” said Cy, pointing ahead. “Someone is walking toward us!”

Startled, we all looked in the direction Cy was pointing, which just so happened to be the same direction the Horned Rider was staring at. A silhouetted figure was walking toward us from the distance. They were humanoid in appearance, but I couldn’t tell if they were human, Dweller, or something else entirely due to the distance.

But as they drew closer, I started to make out details. They walked upright like a human and appeared to lack the signature Dweller tail. Their shoulders were quite a bit narrower than a Dweller’s and they didn’t seem to have any claws, which meant they were probably human, but for some reason, I couldn’t read their nametag. It might have had to do with the dark cloak they wore, which hid their face so well that I felt like I was staring into a bottomless pit whenever I looked inside.

As the hooded figure approached, I looked at the others and said, “Get ready for a fight, everyone.”

“He’s not another Hero Slayer, is he?” asked Gears in a worried voice. “Because I was hoping that we would have a chance to relax after Cinders.”

“Not sure,” I said, “but get ready for a fight anyway. Friend or foe, we’re about to find out soon.”

The hooded figure didn’t stop approaching us. He moved at an even pace, neither in a hurry nor dragging his feet. He seemed almost like he was taking a nice stroll through the park on a beautiful spring morning, although the Underworld was the exact opposite of a beautiful spring morning.

When the hooded figure was about a dozen yards away from us, he came to a stop. His dark hood still hid his identity, despite how close he was. Despite that, I could sense him staring at us, perhaps waiting for one of us to make the first move.

“Who are you?” I demanded. “Are you one of Atmosfear’s Teammates? Or are you someone else?”

The hooded figure tilted his head to the side. “I am surprised you don’t recognize me, Nyle. It hasn’t been that long since we last spoke to each other, has it?”

My eyes widened when I heard that familiar, vaguely Middle-Eastern voice. I was so stunned at the realization that dawned on me that for a moment I couldn’t speak, because the conclusion I came to just didn’t make any sense.

“It must be the hood,” said the figure with a sigh. “I knew wearing it would cause problems, but I thought it looked cool. Let me remove it.”

The hooded figure reached up and lowered his hood, revealing the dark sunglasses and trim beard of Agent Charles Omar, an agent of the Department of Virtual Reality … and the last person on the planet I wanted to see right now.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

Seeing Chuck’s face surprised me so much I was once again at a loss for words. I even dropped my Ice Daggers, although I barely noticed that. My eyes were locked on Chuck’s smiling face as a million different questions hit my mind all at once.

“Who the hell are you?” asked Gears. She squinted. “Director Omar? Director of what? Are you an NPC or a player?”

Gears’ harsh voice snapped me out of my reverie and I looked at Chuck again. She was right. His nametag—which had once read [AGENT OMAR]—now read [DIRECTOR OMAR]. He even looked a little different, a little more confident in himself, a little less anxious and worried. He was almost like a completely different person now, although at the same time I could tell he was the very same Department of VR agent who had inducted me into Capes Online what seemed like a lifetime ago now.

“Greetings, Jessica Franks, or, as you go by in-game, Gears,” said Chuck with a polite bow. “My name is Director Charles Omar. I am the Director of the Department of Virtual Reality and the new current head of Project Second Life.”

“Project what?” Gears repeated.

Uh oh. I had forgotten that Gears was unaware of Project Second Life or my own involvement in it. In fact, now that I thought about it, the only members of my Team who were aware of Project Second Life at all were Funky, Dillo, and Recover. Dillo and Recover, of course, had logged off earlier, but Funky was still here, and based on his facial expression, I could tell he was just as surprised by Chuck’s appearance here as I was.

But I actually had far more reason to be surprised at Chuck’s appearance than they did. The last time I saw Chuck he had gotten his Avatar deleted via Deletion Bomb, a special, unstable type of weapon designed to delete a person’s Capes Online character. That had been a couple of hours ago now. I had assumed it would take Chuck at least a couple of days before he got a new Avatar, but it looked like he had somehow gotten a new one already.

Ordinarily, this wouldn’t be bad. Out of all of the Department agents I had dealt with, Chuck was the only one I really liked or got along with. He seemed genuinely interested in helping me and often provided helpful information on what was going on in the real world, which I always appreciated due to my own lack of knowledge about what was happening in real life.

But now? This was very bad. Last time I saw Chuck, the two of us had been on opposing sides of a very dangerous conflict. In fact, I had indirectly helped in the demise of his last Avatar. I didn’t land the killing blow myself, but I did set up things so that he would be deleted. Not to mention I had helped a group of illegal players—the Hackers—break into a top-secret government facility, the exact same government facility where we found Sally. These same Hackers also murdered Director Satoshi Johnson, the (previous?) Director of the Department of VR, which probably made Chuck like me even less.

Frankly, I was surprised Chuck was a cordial as he was. If I had been in his shoes, I would have skipped the formalities and gone straight to the killing.

If Chuck was here to take me down, then that meant I needed to be prepared. I still had two Deletion Bombs in my inventory from the attack on the Facility. If necessary, I could use one of them on Chuck, but even as I thought that, I knew it would only be a temporary fix. If Chuck could spawn a new Avatar that quickly, I would only buy us a couple more hours of freedom at best. And that was assuming Chuck was alone at all. What if he had brought more Avatars with him that were hiding somewhere nearby? It would explain why my Hero Sense didn’t pick up on their presence. Avatars did not seem to fit neatly into the Alignment System like other players, so for all I knew, they were immune to Hero Sense and similar Powers.

Regardless, I had no intention of letting Chuck take me or my Teammates in. If necessary, I would tell Funky and Gears to log off while I took care of him. No way I could beat him, but if I could distract him long enough for my friends to escape, then that would have to do for now.

Chuck raised an intrigued eyebrow. “Ah. You do not know, then.”

“Know what?” said Gears in annoyance. “And what’s with the get-up? You look more like a fantasy warlock than a Hero or Villain.”

I stepped forward just then, putting myself between Gears and Chuck. I heard Gears say something about getting in her way behind me, but I ignored her and focused on Chuck. I gripped my Ice Daggers tightly, ready to throw them at a moment’s notice.

“Surprised to see you again so soon, Chuck,” I said, keeping my tone level, although I was as coiled as a spring. “I thought Humantis’ Deletion Bomb would have kept you out of the game for at least a few days.”

Chuck smiled back in response. “That Deletion Bomb did inconvenience me, that is true. For about twenty minutes. Then the Department’s sever generated a new Avatar for me and I was able to log back onto Capes Online quite easily.”

I tensed. “It’s that simple?”

“Of course,” said Chuck. He lowered his sunglasses to look at me with amused eyes. “Did you really think the Department never anticipated running into players who might try to destroy us through hacked methods? Trust me, we are prepared for every contingency, not in the least because we’ve dealt with a wide variety of threats throughout Capes Online’s long history. The Deletion Bombs, I admit, were clever, but not clever enough.”

I bit my lower lip but still kept a confident face. “If you got a new Avatar in twenty minutes, what took you so long to find us? It isn’t exactly like we were trying to hide.”

Chuck took his sunglasses off his face and put them into the front right pocket of his immaculate blue suit, which was visible through a gap in the chest of his robes. “I had to deal with other, more urgent issues first. Such as the death—or I should say murder—of Director Satoshi Johnson, my predecessor.”

My stomach lurched. “Johnson is actually dead?”

Chuck nodded, although his smile had been replaced by a grimace. “Indeed. When I was forced to log off of Capes Online due to the destruction of my Avatar, I was informed by one of my fellow agents that Johnson was found dead in his office. We, of course, called nine one one, but I didn’t need the medical expertise of the ambulance workers who showed up half an hour later to know there was no hope for him. His brain was fried by Maximilian’s Avatar Killers … and I must say that in my long career working for the Department of VR, this is the first time that I am aware of that an agent has died on the job.”

I gulped. Chuck had yet to attack us, but when he spoke of Johnson’s death, his normally calm, professional tone became icy. Yeah, I know. ‘Icy’ shouldn’t scare me, given my Power set, but this was an Avatar we were dealing with. Chuck could probably delete all three of us and our Sidekicks without even thinking about it. No doubt Chuck was building up to the exact moment he would destroy us all in retaliation for our crimes against the Department.

So I sent this message through Team chat to Funky and Gears:

Me: Funky, Gears, get ready to log off when I say so. We can’t beat Chuck and we shouldn’t even try. When you two log off, I will hold him off as long as I can, but I can’t guarantee anything. Just a heads up.

Gears: And let you get all of the rewards from the mission? Yeah, right. This guy doesn’t look that tough. I bet I could probably blow him up with one of my Bang Missiles. Won’t see it coming from behind those big sunglasses of his.

I sighed softly when I read Gears’ message, but I needed to keep Chuck distracted just a little longer, so I said to him, “If Johnson’s dead, how did you become the Director of the Department of VR?”

“Simple,” said Chuck. “I convinced President Nelson to give me acting authority as the Director of the Department of Virtual Reality until a new one could be appointed and confirmed. It will be me, of course.”

“How do you know that?” I asked.

Chuck adjusted his tie. “Because, like you, Nyle, I also have friends in high places in the government. I am also one of the most qualified agents for the job, seeing as I have worked in this Department since its founding fourteen years ago. I have no doubt that President Nelson will appoint me as Johnson’s successor.”

I was surprised by Chuck’s confidence in getting his new role. I had always assumed Chuck was basically just a low-level grunt in the Department whose sole job was to watch over me and report back on my activities to his boss. But it sounded to me like Chuck was a lot cleverer than I first thought, better at playing politics than I first assumed. If so, then perhaps I needed to be extra careful around him from now on in order to avoid giving him any information he might be able to use against me.

“I see,” I said. “And let me guess, you’re back in-game now to deal with me, right? If so, forget about it. I’m not going down without a fight.”

Chuck stroked his beard, a puzzled look on his face. “Forgive me, Nyle, but I do not recall ever saying I was here to fight you. Besides, it would be a very one-sided fight if it happened. I would naturally delete you and your friends on the spot. I wouldn’t be very fair.”

“Then what are you here to do?” I said, ready for anything Chuck had to offer.

Chuck looked at me with an odd look on his face. “Why, I am here to help you, of course.”

Okay, I wasn’t really ready for that. “Help us?”

“Yes, indeed,” said Chuck with a nod. “Trust me, if I was here to take you down, we wouldn’t even be discussing this right now. I would have simply attacked you without hesitation and destroyed you and your Teammates easily.”

“But …” I struggled to come up with words to counter his argument. “But I was part of the Hackers. I helped break into the Facility. I killed Amelia, helped the Hackers take you out, and even aided in Johnson’s death, at least indirectly. By all accounts, that should make me a criminal in the eyes of the Department.”

“Ordinarily, it would,” Chuck agreed. “But that would have been under Johnson’s leadership. Under my leadership, I have done my homework and learned that you were not nearly as compliant in these crimes as we thought. I learned that the Hackers had tricked you into working for them and that you had no idea what their true motives were until it was too late for you to do anything about them.”

“So … you’re not going to punish me?” I said.

Chuck nodded. “Yes. After all, you’re not the real threat around here. The true threat is Atmosfear and the Hackers, as well as the other members of Atmosfear’s Team. You were merely manipulated into serving their agenda.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I was prepared to fight Chuck for my freedom, even if it meant getting myself killed, but this was the best possible result I could have asked for. I always knew Chuck was a lot more reasonable than most Department agents, but actually hearing and seeing him speak in such a reasonable way put a lot of my fears to rest and even made me relax a little.

Just a little, though. Because if there was one thing I had learned in Capes Online since coming here, you couldn’t relax forever, not unless you wanted to die.

“Thanks,” I said. “But, um, can I ask what happened to the Hackers?”

“Currently, I have given orders to the rest of the Department to take them in,” said Chuck. “I have even reached out to the Glitch Elimination Task Force to help. Unfortunately, it appears that all of the Hackers have disappeared. They appear to be using the same cloaking technology Atmosfear is using to hide himself from the Department, which makes sense, given how they work for him.”

“Including Max?” I asked.

“Yes,” said Chuck. A troubled expression crossed his face. “Max’s defection is an especially bad turn of events for us. We now have two Project Second Life participants working against us. And they also know how to kill people in real life from in-game. Even I haven’t seen a situation quite this bad before.”

“At least you guys got Atmosfear,” I said. “I left him in the basement in the Facility with pretty much every bone in his body broken. Your Soldier Drones should have found him.”

Chuck pursed his lips. “That’s another piece of bad news: Atmosfear is gone. Again.”

I almost jumped off the cart when Chuck said that. “He’s gone? How? I smashed him to pieces. He shouldn’t have been able to think, much less walk.”

“I do not know,” said Chuck with a shrug. “When I stopped by the basement laboratory after I logged back on a few minutes ago, I couldn’t find him anywhere. It looked to me like someone had dragged him off, but regardless, we are still searching for him, although it will probably take a while for us to find him again.”

I couldn’t believe what I just heard, but at the same time, it really wasn’t all that surprising. Atmosfear had a tendency to slip through the fingers of justice like sand. Besides, we knew Atmosfear wasn’t working alone. He had Teammates who could have easily rescued him. Even so, hearing that Atmosfear had once again escaped justice made me want to abandon the mission entirely and just go looking for him myself.

But remaining calm, I said, “Do you guys have any idea where he might be now?”

“None whatsoever,” said Chuck, shaking his head. “If I had to guess, he might be somewhere down here, because some of his Teammates appear to be here as well, although there’s no guarantee of that. Regardless, we are keeping an eye out for him and will most certainly send our best to take him down should he pop up again anytime soon. Of that, I can assure you.”

I frowned. Chuck was always reassuring me that the Department was on the lookout for Atmosfear, but given how Atmosfear had managed to escape their clutches every single time we got close to capturing him, I was doubtful that they would be able to capture him. Then again, that had been the Department under Johnson’s authority. Maybe under Chuck’s leadership, the Department would actually be able to capture Atmosfear for good this time.

“With that out of the way, there is one last tiny—almost insignificant, really—issue I wish to speak with you about,” said Chuck.

I looked at Chuck in confusion. “And what would that issue be?”

Chuck looked me directly in the eyes. “The Test Subject. Where is she?”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

I had just been starting to relax—thinking Chuck’s presence meant things were going my way—when he asked that last question. His tone became far more serious than before, and, unless my eyes were mistaken, I thought Chuck was reaching for a gun at his side, although he also stood very still, like a cat about to pounce on a mouse.

“The Test Subject,” I repeated. “You mean the one the Hackers were after in the laboratory basement.”

Chuck nodded without moving. “Indeed. There is only one such Test Subject in the game and you know where she is.”

I felt Gears and Funky tense behind me, but I knew that now was not yet the time to fight. Chuck was infinitely stronger than all of us. If we could get out of this situation without having to fight, that would be ideal. I just needed to be smart about it.

“And you don’t?” I said. “Interesting. I thought the Department had ways of tracking players in-game.”

“The Test Subject is … different, as I am sure you have noticed by now,” said Chuck. “Unique, even, you might say. Tracking her is quite different from tracking other players, not in the least because she was never supposed to leave the lab at all. If she is untrackable, it is only because we forgot to add the proper tracking pixels to her.”

“What do you want with her?” I said. “What do you want with Sally?”

Even Chuck stepped back at the harshness in my voice, but I didn’t care. I wanted to know the truth behind the Test Subject and why Sally—beautiful Sally—was trapped in this place with me and everyone else. More importantly, I wanted to know why the Department wanted her.

“The Test Subject belongs to the Department of VR,” said Chuck. “I cannot go into too much detail on her, only that she is here for a very specific purpose.”

“Bull crap,” I said. “I want to know why you took Sally and put her into Capes Online. Why can’t she remember anything? Why can’t she remember who she is? Why can’t she … why can’t she remember me?”

I nearly broke down when I asked that last question. The puzzled look on Sally’s face when I asked her if she remembered me came to the forefront of my mind just then, mocking me and messing with my heart. Although I knew that physically Sally was only a few miles away in Underworld City, emotionally Sally felt like she was on the other side of the universe. And I had no idea if I would ever see her again.

“I can understand the emotions you are feeling,” said Chuck using what sounded to me like a carefully prepared script. “Being a married man myself, I understand what you are going through. But I cannot answer your questions, not in the least because I don’t have all the answers myself.”

I blinked. “What? But you said you’re the Director now.”

“As of less than two hours ago, yes,” said Chuck, nodding. “But I was never very involved with the Test Subject. That was always a part of the Department overlooked personally by Johnson. Those of us lower on the ladder only know some of the surface details about the Infinity Program, as it was called.”

“Great,” I said. “Just great. First we have Project Second Life, and now we have the Infinity Program. Are there any other top-secret government programs or projects I am not aware of yet?”

“Many,” said Chuck without missing a beat. “And in any case, it is imperative we get the Test Subject back before she can fall into the wrong hands. Namely, Atmosfear and his allies.”

“Why do you need her back so badly?” I said. “Surely you guys would have extensive files on the Test Subject. In fact, I know you do. I remember Johnson and you wanted to get into the Data Room back in the Facility to check on the Test Subject’s files.”

“There were external files relating to the Test Subject and the Infinity Program in the Data Room, that is true,” said Chuck, nodding. “But were is the operative word here. Remember your Deletion Bomb? That didn’t just delete my Avatar. It also destroyed the Data Room and most of the data contained within its servers.”

“You mean you guys don’t have a backup?” I said in surprise.

“Not for the Infinity Program, I can assure you of that,” said Chuck, shaking his head. “Johnson was very paranoid and worried about the information about the Infinity Program getting hacked or stolen. Most likely, he didn’t create any backups because he intended for the secret of the Infinity Program to die with him, which it would have if you had not stolen the Test Subject.”

“I didn’t steal her,” I said in annoyance. “I saved her.”

“Either way, the information about the Infinity Program is somewhere inside the Test Subject’s mind,” said Chuck. He tapped the side of his head with one finger. “From what I have been able to gather, Johnson downloaded all of the knowledge of the Infinity Program into the Test Subject’s mind. That was the only ‘backup’ he bothered with.”

“So in order to find out what the Infinity Program was about, you need Sally,” I said. “Right?”

“Correct,” said Chuck. “Her disappearance, as you can imagine, has put the Department in quite a pickle. That is why I am asking you to tell me where she is. It is imperative that we find the Test Subject and get her information before anyone else does. Although I do not know the full scope of the Infinity Program, I do know that it is not something you want to fall into the hands of someone like Atmosfear.”

I hesitated. On one hand, Chuck laid out a fairly convincing case for why I should tell him where Sally is. I was just as curious to know about this mysterious Infinity Program as he was. If the secrets to Sally’s presence here in Capes Online were in her mind—even if she for some reason did not remember it herself—then this was our best opportunity to get those secrets. Plus, Chuck was still the only VR agent I trusted even slightly. Unlike Johnson, I didn’t think he would mistreat Sally.

On the other hand, there was no telling what sort of horrific experiments the Department had performed on Sally, nor what they would have to do in order to extract those secrets from her mind in the first place. Given how Sally seemed to know even less about herself and her situation than we did, it was obvious to me that the secrets in her mind were likely buried deep within her subconscious. What would it take to get those secrets from her mind? And by the time the Department was down with her, would Sally even still be Sally anymore?

All of these questions rushed through my mind in a flash, but even so, I knew what my answer would be.

“No,” I said. “Sorry, Chuck, but I can’t tell you where Sally is.”

Chuck’s eyes narrowed, and for a moment, I was afraid he was going to strike me dead here and now. “No? Why not?”

“Because I don’t trust you guys anymore,” I said. “After all of the morally questionable things I’ve seen the Department do, I don’t want to see what you would do with Sally. Plus, it’s not really my place to tell you. Sally deserves to be able to make that choice herself.”

“Clearly, you don’t understand the seriousness of this situation,” said Chuck. “Although my knowledge of the Infinity Program is limited, I am aware that it could have great consequences not just for Capes Online, but the world itself, should the Program’s knowledge fall into the wrong hands. And we know for a fact that Atmosfear and his allies are actively searching for Sally as well. Trust me, she would be far safer in the hands of the Department than wherever she is now.”

I shook my head. “Sorry, Chuck, but no means no. Right now, Sally is safe where she is. We have more important things to worry about right now anyway, like stopping Atmosfear and his Team, as well as recovering Queen Somas’ stolen Crown. Perhaps we can talk about this later after we’ve dealt with everything else. It’s not like you need to know about the Infinity Program right now, right?”

Chuck pursed his lips. “Perhaps, but—”

“Then it’s agreed,” I said. “After my friends and I complete our mission, we can talk about Sally some more. Until then, you should get back to leading your Department. Maybe you can do what Johnson utterly failed to do and actually capture Atmosfear. Wouldn’t that be something?”

I knew how sarcastic and short I sounded, but I really wasn’t in the mood to argue with Chuck. Aside from the three-day deadline for completing this mission, I didn’t want Sally to go back into the Genesis Pod again. I couldn’t stand being separated from her for very long. I had already lost her once. I was not going to lose her again, at least not until I could figure out a way to keep her safe.

Chuck frowned. It was hard to tell what he was thinking. I mentally prepared myself for a battle I couldn’t win. Chuck might try to force me to tell him where Sally was, but I would at least give him hell before he did so.

Finally, Chuck nodded once. “Fine, then. I will respect your wishes. As you said, knowledge of the Infinity Program is not strictly necessary, and I trust you have ensured the Test Subject will remain safe from the hands of Atmosfear and his allies.”

Then Chuck leaned forward, his eyes locked onto mine. “But know this: The only reason I am agreeing to your deal is because I believe you are a good man. Were I Johnson, I would already be inflicting the Excruciating Pain debuff on you to make you talk. Don’t push your luck.”

That sounded an awful lot like a threat to me, but I merely nodded in response and said, “No problem. I’m a man of my word. Once we finish this mission, then we can discuss this issue further. You have my word.”

A notification suddenly appeared before me:

PROMISED OATH ALERT!

You have vowed to [Director Omar] to further discuss the issue of the Test Subject and the Infinity Program with him after you complete your mission! If you fail to fulfill your Promised Oath, you risk staining your reputation permanently and even dying.

Chuck must have seen the notification as well, because he swiped at something I couldn’t see and said, “Very well, then. I will leave you and your friends to complete your mission, then. But remember: Once it is completed, I will be back and I will want answers.”

With that, Chuck turned around and disappeared into thin air, leaving me and my Teammates all alone in the Cavern Hills, with me wondering if I had really made the right choice in striking that deal with Chuck or if I was going to live long enough to regret it.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

“What was that all about?” asked Gears. Her voice sounded unnaturally loud and shrill in the silence of the Hills. She looked at me with questioning eyes. “Who was that guy? What is Project Second Life? The hell is the Infinity Program? And why is the Department of VR so interested in Atmosfear and you? What makes you so special?”

Gears hit me with all of those questions at once, making it hard for me to focus on any one question long enough for me to answer them. I was still partly replaying our confrontation with Chuck in my mind, thinking about whether I had made a wise choice in striking that deal with him.

But with Gears pestering me with her endless questions, I had to push my own doubts aside for now in order to focus on the present. “It’s nothing, Gears. You don’t need to know about it.”

I turned away, only for Gears to step in front of me. “No, actually, I think I do need to know about it. I hate it when people keep secrets from me.”

“Gotta say I agree with her, Winter,” said Funky. He was sitting back down on the cart now, Lennox back in his lap curled up like a sleeping cat. “At this point, I think you need to let Gears in on the current situation, on what is actually going on here. It’s only fair, especially because she’s part of the Team.”

I bit my lower lip but decided Funky was right. After seeing Chuck, Gears now knew far more than she needed to. I had always intended to share my status in Project Second Life with Gears and the other newbies at some point, but I just hadn’t known when. I guess now was as good a time as any. And besides, Gears seemed like the type of woman who wouldn’t be satisfied until you answer all of her questions, and I do mean all.

As briefly as I could, I explained Project Second Life to Gears, as well as my own role within it. I told her about Atmosfear, the Department of VR, and everything else that I thought she needed to know. Luckily, Gears was a good listener, paying close attention to every word I said. I guess she wasn’t as much of a loudmouth as I thought.

“And that’s the real reason why we need to complete this mission,” I finished. “We have no idea what Atmosfear and his allies are doing with the Dweller slaves, but we can safely say, base on past experience, that it can’t be any good.”

Gears was silent for a long moment. I could see the gears ticking in her head as she considered what I just shared with her. It was a pretty unbelievable story, I had to admit, but I had told her nothing but the truth. It was now up to her to believe it or not.

Then Gears suddenly looked at me with renewed interest in her eyes. “So you’re a human mind uploaded to Capes Online in order to test digital immortality?”

I gulped. “Yeah, pretty much.”

Gears clapped her hands together all of a sudden. “Oh my God! This is like Christmas, New Year’s, and my birthday all rolled into one!”

Taken aback by her sudden change in attitude, I said, “Um, what? You mean you aren’t angry at me for keeping that a secret from you?”

“Why would I be angry with you?” said Gears in confusion. “It’s not like you owe me an explanation or anything. Besides, I always suspected something was different about you. At first I thought you were just obsessed with playing Capes Online and didn’t have a life outside the game, but now that I know you are actually in the game, that makes you a lot less pathetic.”

“You assumed I was a loser who didn’t have a life?” I said. I looked down at myself. “I don’t look that lame, do I?”

“Who cares?” said Gears. She immediately began walking around me, inspecting every inch of my body, poking and prodding with her fingers. “This is amazing. I’m a huge student of Bakerian philosophy, but I never thought I’d actually see his works made real.”

“Bakerian what?” I said, trying to follow Gears as she walked around me.

Gears stopped in front of me and looked at me like I was an idiot. “Um, Bakerian philosophy? You know, the philosophy founded by Robert J. Baker in the early twenty-first century about exploring the theoretical concept of digital immortality? Or perhaps I shouldn’t call it ‘theoretical’ anymore, seeing as I am currently talking to the embodiment of Bakerian ideals right at this very moment.”

I blinked. “I had no idea you were into philosophy.”

“Eh, most philosophy is useless,” said Gears with a shrug. “I much prefer engineering. But I had to minor in something other than the hard sciences in college, so I picked Bakerian philosophy because it was the only one I could stomach. Even then, I think Baker was still crazy, but I had to admit his theories about digital immortality were always interesting.”

Gears put her goggles over her eyes and peered closely at my chest. “How interesting. You look and act just like every other player in the game, but you are actually stuck in the game, whereas the rest of us aren’t. Kind of like during the Blackout, only you can’t log out ever. I wonder how the geniuses at SI Games pulled that off. Makes me want to take you apart line by line to figure out exactly how your coding all works.”

I pushed Gears away. “Can’t say I’m a fan of the idea of taking me apart line by line. Sounds painful.”

Gears flipped her goggles up, a manic smile on her face. “Oh, don’t worry. I would never try to do that on you … well, not now, anyway, when we’re in the middle of a very important mission. But this is still revolutionary. I want to send my philosophy professor—who was a huge Bakerian skeptic—a selfie with you to prove him wrong.”

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” I said quickly. “Project Second Life is above top-secret. Technically speaking, I shouldn’t even be telling you this. And you, in turn, shouldn’t tell anyone this, either.”

“Why?” said Gears, pouting. “This is way too good to keep as a secret from everyone. Just imagine how this could totally revolutionize society as we know it!”

“Well, if you did try to tell anyone, your character would get deleted and you are liable to be shot to death by Department agents in real life,” I said dryly. “But go ahead and tell everyone you know. It’s not like there are consequences for exposing government secrets to the public, especially ones like this.”

Gears’ face suddenly turned pale and she looked away. “Uh, you know what? Let’s keep this secret between you and me. It’s probably not wise to go around shouting about this in public anyway. Too many people would probably try to take advantage of you or something. Yeah, that’s it.”

But then Gears glanced at me again with a hungry look on her face. “Besides, keeping you a secret from everyone will make it easier for me to extract all your secrets and figure out exactly how you work. If I can reverse-engineer the digital immortality process … oh, the possibilities are endless.”

Gears’ manic behavior was starting to make me uncomfortable, to put it mildly, and I was also starting to regret letting her in on the secret. Still, at least she wasn’t going to blab about my true identity to the public. That was good. The fewer people who knew what I really was, the better. I wasn’t ready yet to deal with attention from the general public about Project Second Life, especially not right now when we had an important mission to complete.

“Right,” I said. “Well, I’m just hoping I’ll get some answers about Sally soon.”

“Same here,” said Funky, stroking Lennox’s neck with one hand. “But Winter, are you sure about your deal with Chuck? Chuck is the Director of the Department of VR, after all. He technically doesn’t have to agree to negotiate with any of us. There’s nothing to stop him from forcibly extracting Sally’s location from your mind or even sending some VR agents into the game to find her himself.”

I sat back down on the cart next to Cy, my hands lying beside me. “It’s the best I could do for now. If I could have had my way, I would never tell Chuck or anyone else in the department where Sally is ever. But Chuck does have power over me and there’s no way I can hide Sally from him forever like you said. The best I can do is delay telling him where Sally is, get some time to think of a way out of this mess we’ve gotten ourselves into.”

“I hope you’re right,” said Funky. “I know how the Department thinks. Chuck might not be as unreasonable as Johnson, but he’s still a Department agent through and through. The Department of VR is not exactly known for its honesty and transparency. Or honoring the deals it makes with others.”

Funky said that in a slightly bitter tone of voice, almost as if he had personal experience dealing with the Department. If Funky worked for SI Games like I thought, then he probably did have some past experience with the Department, so he understood them perhaps even better than I did. Once again I had the urge to ask Funky just who he was in real life, and once again I resisted the urge because now was not the time.

Gears also sat back down next to Monkey Wrench, who was fast asleep, having apparently gotten bored of the conversation already. “Well, I’ve never been a big fan of the government anyway. Government involvement in just about anything always makes it worse.”

“Can’t really argue with that, to be honest,” I said, “although I’m not sure what we can do about it right now. Chuck is going to be expecting answers from me soon and I don’t want to see how he will react when I tell him no.”

“Don’t worry about it, boss,” said Cy, slapping me on the back. “I’m sure it will all work out in the end. If not, you and Sally can just go and elope to France together or something.”

I looked at Cy. “There’s literally nowhere in the world we could run to that would keep us safe from the Department. They can track our every move.”

Cy shrugged. “It was just a suggestion, boss. But whatevs. I just happen to like France.”

I sighed but said nothing in response to that. Figuring out a way to keep Sally safe from the Department while also not incurring the wrath of the Department was something I did not look forward to doing. Sure, it was nice that Chuck was willing to overlook my role in the attack on the Facility and not blame me for Johnson’s death, but would he really be so nice after we completed our mission and I still refused to tell him where Sally is?

I did not want to find out.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

After that, our journey through the Cavern Hills was largely unremarkable save for the occasional wild animal attack. Actually, the wild animal attacks became worse the further we got from the city, even getting attacked by a large mob of massive Underworld Bats at one point that all of us had to work together to stop. Although the Underworld Bats didn’t give out much EXP individually, I killed enough of them to finally level up and reach Level 29. It was nice to level up again after what felt like an eternity of being stuck at Level 28. Once again, I was grateful for Sally’s mysterious ability to undo my Level-Lock. Had Sally not been able to do that, killing all of these low-level Underworld Bats would have been a huge waste of time and effort even once you factored in how easy they were to kill.

Once we killed the last of the large mob of Bats that attacked us, I took this brief reprieve to open my character screen and distribute the Stat Points and Power Points I had earned from leveling up:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 29

EXP: 908/27,654 (26,746 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 4

Available Power Points: 2

Available Ultimate Points: 2

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 5], Dodge [Level 5], Negotiation [Level 1], Dual-Wielding [Level 2], Blade-Throwing [Level 1], Aim [Level 1], Stealth [Level 1], Shaping [Level 1], Double Power [Level 1]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 1]

Ultimate Powers: Ice Giant [Level 1. Next Level: 9 UP]

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: 11

Justice: 11

Trust: 10

Fame: 511

Willpower: 19

I smiled when I saw the PPs, SPs, and UPs I now had. I even smiled at the large amount of EXP I still needed to earn to get to the next level. It was proof that I could indeed level up again, which made me feel so much better about myself. I was back in business and now it was time to distribute some points.

First off, I needed to distribute my SPs. I looked over my Stats and thought about what might be useful going forward. In the last battle against Cinders, my Stamina had taken a pretty big blow thanks to the negative effects of the Burned environment. Adding my SPs to Stamina wouldn’t make me immune to future negative buffs, but it would mean that any loss in Stamina wouldn’t be as bad as it was before.

Another area I needed to work on was Strength. Although I was plenty strong already, I felt like I could be stronger. If I ever found myself in a situation where my Powers were rendered useless like I was against Cinders, then I would have to rely on my Strength to win those kinds of fights.

And frankly, my Defense could use some work, too. Perhaps if I had had higher Defense earlier I wouldn’t have taken so much damage.

So I put 2 SPs into Stamina and 1 each into Strength and Defense.

Next were my PPs. Without even thinking, I put them into Freezing Touch. Freezing Touch was now exactly 3 PP away from Level 3. Being one of my more useful Powers, I was curious to see what Freezing Touch would do once it hit Level 3. Hopefully something useful.

And, of course, I added the two UPs into Ice Giant, because it was my only Ultimate Power and I had no reason to hold onto them, especially since UPs could be redistributed, unlike PPs and SPs.

With my Points all distributed, I looked over my character sheet one last time just to make sure everything was in order:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 29

EXP: 908/27,654 (26,746 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 4

Available Power Points: 2

Available Ultimate Points: 2

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: 3 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 5], Dodge [Level 5], Negotiation [Level 1], Dual-Wielding [Level 2], Blade-Throwing [Level 1], Aim [Level 1], Stealth [Level 1], Shaping [Level 1], Double Power [Level 1]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 1]

Ultimate Powers: Ice Giant [Level 1. Next Level: 7 UP]

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

Kids Mode: Disabled

Health: 46

Stamina: 27

Strength: 32

Defense: 21

Charisma: 13

Intelligence: 15

Agility: 21

Evasion: 15

Accuracy: 16

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 50

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 11

Justice: 11

Trust: 10

Fame: 511

Willpower: 19

Satisfied with my current stat spread, I closed my character screen and sat back. My Stats were still not much to speak of, and frankly, I had way too many Level 1 Powers, but as long as I could level up, I wouldn’t be stuck here at such low Stats for much longer. I was especially looking forward to getting even just one of my Powers to Level 5, which was the point where the Power would become part of my character and I would be able to remove my Costume without worrying about losing my Powers.

“You look satisfied, boss,” said Cy. “Just enjoying the ride?”

I shook my head. “It’s not so much the ride that I enjoy, Cy, but the fact that I have the ability to level up again. Just finished distributing my PPs, SPs, and UPs.”

“Cool!” said Cy. He sighed. “I wish I had an Ultimate Power like you. Turning into an Ice Giant back there was awesome.”

I looked at Cy in confusion. “Can’t Sidekicks learn Ultimate Powers, too?”

Cy shook his head. “Nope. Only Heroes and Villains can learn Ultimate Powers. I could swim in a sea of Omega Crystals full of the awesomest Ultimate Powers in the world and I still wouldn’t be able to get even one.”

I nodded. From a gameplay perspective, I could see why only Heroes and Villains were allowed to learn Ultimate Powers. Ice Giant’s cooldown effect of one week would be rendered null if Cy could pull off a similar powerful move. It was a little disappointing because I had been thinking about trying to find an Omega Crystal for Cy. On the other hand, it meant that I wouldn’t have to worry about Giggles, Atmosfear’s Sidekick, pulling out an Ultimate Power the next time we ran into those two. Atmosfear’s own Ultimate Power was tough enough as is. If Giggles could also use one, Atmosfear would be almost impossible to stop.

“How much longer until we get to where we’re going?” asked Gears in annoyance, looking up at Zazoom. “It feels like we’ve been riding through these boring Hills for hours. And where exactly are we going, anyway?”

“To the Abandoned Village, of course,” said Zazoom without looking at us.

“The Abandoned Village?” I questioned. “What is that?”

Zazoom glanced over his shoulder at us. “The Abandoned Village was once a thriving, prosperous Dweller village many centuries ago until a vengeful human spirit came and slew all of the Dwellers living within it. Men, women, and children alike were slaughtered in their own homes or on the streets they once walked peacefully upon.”

Cy gulped. “Are we going to have to fight ghosts now or something?”

Zazoom shook his head. “Oh, no. The Dire Spirit, upon slaughtering all of the villagers, then killed itself and cursed the very foundations of the Village. The Dire Spirit’s curse turns anyone who tries to live there crazy. Some even say that the spirits of the slain Dwellers will rise up from the streets to kill anyone who tries to make a home there. That is why the Abandoned Village has remained, well, abandoned for so many centuries and why it will always remain so.”

“So is the Abandoned Village actually cursed or is that just a superstition?” I asked.

Zazoom shrugged, although I caught a hint of worry in his seeming disinterest. “I do not know. I’ve never actually visited the Abandoned Village myself. My parents always warned me to stay away from that place when I was young, as did other elders I knew. Rumor has it that the spirits of the slain are especially cruel toward young children, although they aren’t any kinder toward adults, either.”

“So we’re going to an abandoned, cursed village that is supposedly haunted by the angry, child-hating spirits of the damned because … ?” said Cy.

“Because that is where the Thief was last reported going,” said Zazoom as if he was stating a simple fact. “Some of the Dweller hunters who stalk the Cavern Hills in search of prey reported seeing a human woman matching the Thief’s description entering the Abandoned Village.”

“And no one followed her there because … ?” I said.

“Because we do not want to risk angering the spirits of the slain, of course,” said Zazoom. He looked over his shoulder at us again with a quizzical expression on his face. “I thought that was obvious.”

“Right,” I said. “You don’t seem very afraid.”

Zazoom shrugged again. “I am, but at the same time, I know what must be done. As the Captain of the Guard, the loss of Queen Somas’ Crown is, in some ways, just as much my responsibility as anything else. If I can retrieve the Crown—even if it means risking the wrath of the slain Village spirits—then I might be able to redeem myself in the eyes of my Queen and win back her favor.”

I remembered how Queen Somas had treated Zazoom with more than a little contempt when we were in her court back in the Royal Tower. Back then I assumed she treated all her subjects that way, but I couldn’t recall her treating the other guards with that same amount of contempt. Perhaps Somas blamed the loss of her Crown on Zazoom, who was not merely the Captain of the Guard, but also clearly in charge of the Tower’s security. If so, then that explained why Zazoom had joined us on this mission despite not being a Hero or a member of the Team.

Gears just rolled her eyes. “Ghosts, huh? Oh, so spooky. I am literally shaking in my boots right now from fear alone.”

Cy looked at Gears in confusion. “You’re not shaking in your boots.”

“It’s a figure of speech, moron,” Gears snapped. “Sarcasm, in other words.”

Cy opened his mouth, perhaps to say something in response, before Zazoom held up a hand and said, “We are here!”

As soon as Zazoom said that, I rose to my feet, making sure to keep my balance, and looked over his head toward the Village ahead of us.

As Zazoom had said, the Abandoned Village was indeed, well, a village. In comparison to Underworld City, the Abandoned Village was tiny, perhaps the tiniest settlement I had yet seen in Capes Online. Huts carved out of stone and rock stood in a haphazard fashion. Nearly all of the huts appeared to be one-room buildings, with many of them having holes in the roofs. A few roofs had collapsed outright, while a few piles of stone indicated where some huts had once stood. Thick stone walls surrounded the Village, but they were so old, crack, and in some spots collapsed entirely that I doubted they offered any real defense against the various beasts wandering the Underworld.

The weirdest part of it all, however, was the smell. A stink much like dried blood entered my nostrils, making me grimace when I smelled it. It was weird because I couldn’t see any bodies in the Village, no corpses that had died recently or anything to indicate where the stink could be coming from. It just seemed to be emanating from the Village itself, growing stronger and stronger the closer we got to the Village’s limits.

“Euggh,” said Cy, pinching his nose closed with one hand. “What is that scent?”

“Oh, I forgot to mention that the Abandoned Village always smells like blood,” said Zazoom brightly. “And when I say always, I do mean always. All day. Every day. Even if they are no dead within the Village itself. It is also part of the curse, the scent of blood being a warning to any would-be settlers to avoid the Village lest they suffer the wrath of the slain spirits within.”

I wasn’t entirely convinced that the curse was a real thing, but I had to admit the stink did make me want to go away. “But the Thief is supposed to be here, right?”

“Or was,” said Zazoom. “It is possible that she has already moved on, although if she has, I am afraid I cannot tell you where she might have gone.”

“It’s still worth visiting the Village,” Funky remarked. “If the Thief is still here, then we might be able to find her and retrieve the Crown. If the Thief is not here, perhaps we will be able to find some clues that will point us in the direction she’s gone. Either way, it will be worth a visit.”

“Unless the spirits of the slain actually show up and try to kill us for trespassing on their territory,” said Cy with a gulp.

“Don’t tell me you actually believe that crap,” said Gears with another roll of her eyes. “That’s obviously just Dweller superstition. I doubt it has any basis in reality at all.”

“Uh, Gears?” I said. “You do know this isn’t actually reality, right? That this is virtual reality?”

“Same difference,” said Gears with a dismissive wave of her hand. “Likely we won’t run into any ‘spirits of the slain’ or whatever. And if we do, they’re probably just like normal enemies who can be killed with just enough firepower or by punching them just enough times.”

“Hope you’re right,” I said, glancing at the gates of the Village as we got closer, “because we’re almost there.”

Right before we could pass through the gates of the Village, the Horned Rider came to an abrupt stop. That caused me to look around Zazoom to see if there was maybe something in the Horned Rider’s path, but the path was completely clear. The gates that had once regulated the flow of traffic in and out of the Village had either been torn off their hinges or rusted off entirely at some point because the threshold was completely open and the gates themselves were nowhere to be seen other than their rusted hinges. The threshold was definitely wide enough for even two Horned Riders to walk by side by side, so size wasn’t the issue here.

“What’s the matter with Demos?” asked Funky.

Zazoom frowned. “I heard about this. Supposedly, even Tamed Beasts refuse to enter the Village. Legend has it that animals can sense its cursed nature and so avoid the place like the plague. Maybe Demos here senses that something is off and is afraid of going inside.”

“That’s okay,” I said as I rose to my feet. “We can just walk inside. That would probably be quicker and easier than taking Demos with us anyway.”

“I suppose,” said Zazoom, “but I don’t feel comfortable leaving Demos out here by himself. I will stay out here with Demos while you humans can go into the Village and search for the Thief.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said. “All right, guys, let’s go. We have no time to lose.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

Despite Demos’ unwillingness to enter the Village, I had to admit I didn’t think there was anything to worry about. Perhaps Demos was unwilling to enter because it smelled blood and didn’t like the smell. Although I thought that Gears’ skepticism was a little arbitrary when you considered all of the other weird and fantastical things that existed in Capes Online, I had to admit that a cursed village haunted by the spirits of the people who once lived here seemed more like something out of a generic fantasy MMO rather than a superhero-based one like Capes Online.

That is, until we crossed the threshold of the open gates and got this Team notification:

You have entered: The Abandoned Village.

You sense something is off about the place, but are unsure what. Despite the lack of inhabitants here, you get the feeling that someone is watching you. Better keep your guard up and try not to confuse the blowing of the wind for the whispers of the damned.

Debuff added: Afraid. -1% Courage. Duration: Until you leave the Abandoned Village.

“Um, what does that mean?” asked Cy. “The text that just appeared in that notification.”

“No idea, but I’m more interested in the debuff we just got,” I said, staring at the debuff notification with disbelieving eyes. “I didn’t even know it was possible for Hero Stats to get negatively affected by debuffs.”

“It is possible, but it’s very rare to run into a player or item capable debuffing Hero Stats,” said Funky. “There’s only a handful of locations in the game that can affect Hero Stats. Looks like we just walked into one of them.”

Although Funky spoke in his usual calm voice, I could tell even he was slightly unnerved by this notification. I couldn’t blame him. Out of all of the places in the game we could have gone to, we just had to pick the place that decreased our Courage by 1%. If that wasn’t bad luck, I didn’t know what was. Of course, I could see why the Thief—who was most likely a Villain—had chosen this spot to hide out. It would certainly make it less likely that a Hero would come knocking, especially when combined with the rumors about the spirits of the slain that were said to live here.

Cy gulped. “I-I’m not sure this is such a good idea, guys. Maybe we should just leave and go look for the Thief somewhere else that is slightly less scary? I mean, we don’t even know if the Thief is even still here anymore.”

I rolled my eyes at Cy’s pathetic attempts to get us to leave. Courage was one of Cy’s lowest Stats, so it was no surprise that he got hit the hardest by the Abandoned Village’s debuff. I myself felt a little less courageous than I normally did. A small part of me even wanted to turn and run away forever, but my Courage was still high enough to banish that thought from my mind.

“It’s too late for us to leave now,” I said. “Everyone, stick together and keep your guard up. If the Thief’s here, she might try to attack or ambush us, so be prepared for anything.”

With that out of the way, we advanced further into the Abandoned Village as one group, moving slowly but surely toward the heart of the Village. Cy and I took up the front, my Ice Daggers at the ready, while Funky and Gears took up the left and the right and Monkey Wrench took up the rear. It would have been nicer if Zazoom had come in with us, but I understood he wanted to make sure our ride didn’t run off or even get stolen. I could easily see the Thief, whoever she was, taking advantage of our absence to steal Demos and get away. With luck, the Thief wouldn’t be going anywhere today but in Dweller prison, where she belonged.

The Abandoned Village was even eerier up close than from a distance. The ruined, abandoned huts looked more like tombstones in a graveyard than the dwelling places of real people from long ago. One hut, in particular, reminded me of a monster with a wide open mouth, its windows acting as eyes and its open doorway yawning into steep darkness that made me think of a bottomless pit. The stench of blood was stronger than ever, again despite the lack of corpses, and it even seemed to be sinking into our clothes. Walking in this Village made me want to take a shower, although of course I wouldn’t be able to do that until I got back to my Base later.

Despite how scary the abandoned huts looked, we made sure to check inside each and every one we passed. We had no idea where the Thief was, but it seemed logical to assume she was probably hiding in one of the abandoned huts, assuming she was still here. And searching the huts barely took any time at all. As I observed earlier, the abandoned huts were all one-room buildings. A few of them had a storage room attached to the back or even a second floor in some cases, but even those were completely empty.

Well, not completely. Though we didn’t find any trace of the Thief, we did find some items and gear. Mostly, it was Crystal Flowers of various colors, along with assorted [Rusty Knives], [Broken Shields], and even a [Dweller Wheel]. That last item Gears took for herself, claiming that it could help her finish a Gadget she had been working on, although I personally didn’t see the purpose of a cracked metal wheel that was covered in layers of dust and dirt. We also found a few credits, oddly enough, even though the Dwellers didn’t use credits as their currency. Guess it was probably just another one of Capes Online’s quirks in order to make sure players could always find money somewhere.

Other than that, however, we didn’t find any other people other than ourselves. No Thief. No ghosts from beyond the grave. Nothing at all to suggest that the Abandoned Village had even been visited in a long time. We didn’t even see any footprints in the hardpacked dirt. The Abandoned Village looked exactly as you would expect it to: abandoned.

One interesting feature of the Village that we found where what I called ‘street lamps’ dotting the streets at various intervals. They weren’t like the modern street lamps you could see in Adventure City, though. They were tall, thin stone pillars with what appeared to be miniature versions of the Red Heart glowing atop them. A quick Scan revealed that these street lamps were indeed based off of the Red Heart and that they did not require active maintenance from people in order to keep working, which perhaps explained why they were still glowing despite the distinct lack of people.

But the street lamps’ eerie red glow only added to the creepiness of the Village, rather than take away from it. I wasn’t sure why, but I would have felt a lot safer if the Village had been completely dark.

“It doesn’t look like the Thief is here anymore,” said Cy as we reached the center of the Village, where a simple well had been dug out, although the well appeared to be completely dry. “Guess we wasted all our time coming here.”

I looked at Cy in disbelief. “But we haven’t even searched the entire Village yet. There are still a lot of huts to check.”

“Yeah, but don’t you think the Thief would have run away by now once she heard us searching the Village for her?” asked Cy. He leaned against the lip of the dry well, a frightened expression on his face. “It’s not like we’ve been very quiet or anything.”

“Well, we won’t know until we look everywhere,” I said, “but maybe we should take a break and rest anyway. We’ve been searching for over an hour now and still haven’t seen her anywhere.”

“Maybe we should split up,” Gears suggested, glancing at the different streets that branched off from the town square. “If each one of us takes a different part of the Village, we should be able to find the Thief a lot faster than it if we all stick together.”

I shook my head rapidly. “No way. Splitting up is almost always a bad idea. Haven’t you guys ever watched horror movies before? That’s the oldest cliche in the book.”

“What, exactly, are you afraid of happening to us if we split up?” asked Gears skeptically. “Don’t tell me you’re still hung up on the so-called ‘ghosts.’”

“It’s not the ghosts I’m worried about, but the Thief,” I insisted. “But even if the Thief wasn’t here, it isn’t like we hadn’t walked into the perfect set-up for a horror movie if you think about it. Abandoned town, supposedly haunted by the spirits of its former inhabitants, said inhabitants said to have met their ends at the hands of a mass murdering ghost … it’s all too on the nose.”

“Which is why I think you are worried about nothing,” said Gears, folding her arms in front of her chest. “Look, if there were any ghosts in this place, I think we would have run into them already. The whole ‘spirits of the slain’ shtick is obviously just meant to be a part of the setting’s background, with no actual influence over our actions or the game—”

Gears was interrupted when the street lamps surrounding the town square suddenly flared to life. Whereas before they had been softly glowing, giving us just enough light by which to see, they were now shining almost as brightly as stars, forcing all of us to cover our eyes to avoid getting blinded.

Then, without warning, walls of pure red energy shot from street lamp to street lamp. Before our startled eyes, a tall, red wall now surrounded the entire perimeter of the square, blocking off all possible escape routes.

“What the heck is this?” I said, looking around wildly at the walls surrounding us. “A trap?”

My question was answered in the very next moment when this notification appeared:

WARNING: A [Battle Zone] has been created! For the next 10 minutes or until the Battle is over, no player or NPC can leave this area.

“A Battle Zone?” I repeated. “What does that—”

A scream from the well interrupted me, causing Cy to jump away from the well and fall onto the street in shock. A second later, two hands appeared on the lip of the well and a hooded woman pulled herself up. She was a fairly short woman, probably about a foot shorter than me, wearing dark Assassin’s robes that hung loosely off her small frame. Her hood completely hid her face, although the dark curls of her hair peeked out from the hood. And even weirder, she didn’t have a nametag, although I suspected that was more due to the special properties of the cloak she wore than anything.

“Good God!” said the woman, a faint hint of an Irish accent coloring her words. She glanced over her shoulder at the empty well behind her. “Now I remember why I hate spelunking. Especially in haunted wells.”

“Who are you?” I demanded, raising my Ice Daggers.

The woman looked at us in confusion, as if taking note of us for the first time. “The hell? Heroes? Down here? How did you—?”

She stopped speaking abruptly when she noticed the red energy walls surrounding us on all sides. She did a quick rotation on the lip of the well as if to confirm that we were trapped and cursed foully under her breath.

“Damn it,” said the woman. She looked over at us irritably. “Who’s the idiot who got us trapped in a Battle Zone?”

“Hey, don’t look at us,” I said. “We didn’t touch a thing.”

“And I am the Queen of England,” said the woman with sarcasm dripping in her voice. “Freaking idiots, I swear.”

“Why are we idiots?” I said. “What, exactly, are we going to be fighting?”

Although I could not see her face, when the woman looked at me, I could just imagine her smiling grimly. “Fight? We’re not going to be fighting anyone, love. We’re going to get slaughtered like pigs by a bunch of angry ghosts. And it’s all your fault.”


CHAPTER THIRTY

 

A loud wailing noise echoed from the well, and a moment later, dozens of white, transparent beings exploded from the well’s mouth and flew into the air over us. The mass of white beings swirled in a circle in the sky above, resembling creepy white clouds that were nearly inextinguishable from each other due to how close together they flew.

“Goddammit!” said the hooded woman. She had jumped off from the well and was now staring up at the mass of white, transparent beings circling above us. “There are even more of them than I realized. We are definitely going to get slaughtered like pigs.”

She looked over at me pointedly. “So let me just say go to hell to you and your friends for ruining my day. Plus, your Costume is stupid.”

My temper rose when the hooded woman insulted me, but I said, in a calm voice, “Why are you blaming us for this? It’s not like we planned to fight … whatever those things are.”

“You don’t even know what they are?” the woman asked, her Irish accent more obvious than ever. “You’re a real genius, aren’t ya? Yes, I can tell. Intelligence must be your highest Stat. Your name should probably be something like Big Brain rather than Winter with how intelligent ya clearly are.”

“Big Brain?” said Cy before I could respond. “He’s one of the smartest Heroes in the game! Do you know him?”

“No,” the hooded woman said flatly. “And go to hell as well, Kermit the Bird. You look even stupider than your Hero here.”

Before I could respond to the hooded woman’s insults, one of the white beings above darted down toward us. It went straight toward me, but I managed to Dodge it and slash at it as it passed. But my Ice Daggers just went straight through its transparent form without taking even one HP off its bar, although when it came to a stop several feet away, I looked at it to get a better idea of what it looked like.

The white, transparent glowing figure looked like a Dweller, but with all of the color drained out. It wore dirty, ragged robes that hung loosely off its body like vines on a tree. Its claws and teeth, however, looked just as sharp as a normal Dweller, but I Scanned it anyway to find out what it was:

Dweller Spirit

LEVEL: 33

ALIGNMENT: Villain

CLASS: Dweller [Spirit]

WEAK POINT: N/A

WEAKNESS: Holy

RARITY: Rare

TYPE: Air

The spirit of a long-dead Dweller villager. Once a happy owner of a small merchant shop, this Dweller’s life came to an end when the Dire Spirit entered his home and slaughtered him and his family without mercy. Now a vengeful spirit, this Dweller Spirit seeks nothing other than to kill and destroy anyone who trespasses upon his former home and to curse their spirits with the same curse that keeps him and his fellow villagers chained to this mortal realm.

My eyes widened. “These are the spirits of the slain villagers that Zazoom told us about!” I looked over at Gears with a smirk. “See? I was right. Ghosts are real, at least these ones are, anyway.”

“Fine, you were right,” said Gears, “but maybe you should spend less time gloating at my face and more time, you know, actually fighting these things?”

Just as Gears said that the Dweller Spirit I had Scanned shot toward me again. This time, I wasn’t fast enough to dodge it. The Dweller Spirit passed straight through my body like it wasn’t there. My Health didn’t drop, but a sudden coldness spread through my limbs, and not the good kind of coldness, either, but a paralyzing one.

Shivering, I dropped my Ice Daggers as yet another notification popped up before me:

Debuff added: Spiritual Paralysis. -25% Agility, Evasion, and Dexterity. Duration: 4 minutes.

I could believe that I was slower than before. Trying to move my limbs felt like I was walking underwater. Even my thoughts seemed slower than usual. Turning around seemed to take forever as I tried to keep an eye on the Dweller Spirit that had attacked me, but the Spirit in question had already returned to the swirling cloud of Spirits above, perhaps preparing to attack us again when we least expected it.

“Boss, are you okay?” asked Cy in concern. “You look weak.”

“He’s got Spiritual Paralysis,” said the hooded woman with a snort. She seemed to find my predicament amusing. “Means his Agility, Evasion, and Dexterity have dropped through the floor.”

“Why didn’t the Spirit hurt him?” asked Funky, glancing up at the swirling cloud of Dweller Spirits above us. “It just left him with a minor debuff.”

I scowled. “I wouldn’t call a twenty-five percent decrease in three of my Stats a minor debuff, Funky.”

“’Tis the Dweller Spirits’ preferred way of killing their enemies,” said the hooded woman, shaking her head. “First, they weaken ya with all sorts of nasty and often uncomfortable debuffs. Then they go for ya throat.”

Just as the woman said that, one of the Dweller Spirits—whether the same one from before or a different one was impossible to tell because they all looked the same to me—rushed down toward me with its claws out. I tried to Dodge, but the Spiritual Paralysis debuff meant I couldn’t Dodge nearly as easily as normal. Still, I managed to avoid the brunt of its attack, although it did slash one claw across my chest, taking off a small portion of my Health before it zipped back up into the cloud of its fellow Dweller Spirits.

Clutching my bleeding chest, I snapped at the woman, “How the hell do you know so much about these creatures?”

The hooded woman thrust a thumb over her shoulder. “’Cause I just spent the last hour trying not to get killed by those damned things. Lost me Sidekick to those bastards.”

“If you know so much about them, then surely you must know how to harm them,” said Funky. “Right?”

The hooded woman chuckled grimly. “Friendo, if I knew how to hurt them, I wouldn’t have been running away from them, yeah? Far as I can tell, they can’t be hurt by normal means.”

“Well, at least their attack pattern is consistent,” said Gears, looking up at the swirling cloud of Dweller Spirits above us. “They’re just attacking us one at a time, and now that we know their general strategy, surviving this should be easy enough. If they were smart, they would all attack us at the same time and overwhelm us through sheer force of numbers alone.”

As soon as those words left Gears’ mouth, the cloud of Dweller Spirits suddenly stopped swirling. Their forms no longer swirling together, the now two dozen or so Dweller Spirits glared down at us with their red eyes before rushing down toward us, letting loose a horrible screeching sound that reminded me of dying cats.

The Dweller Spirits fell upon my Team like a rainstorm. Their swiping claws and gnashing teeth forced us on the defense. I had to use Dodge more than ever to avoid their attacks, but Spiritual Paralysis was still in effect and so I took more blows than I should have, which resulted in my Health steadily depleting as the three or so Dweller Spirits attacked me viciously.

In the confusion of battle, I couldn’t tell how the rest of my Teammates were doing or even where everyone was. The mass of Dweller Spirits attacking all at once made it seem like a heavy fog had descended on the town square, leaving me unable to see farther than a few feet in any direction. I could hear my friends fighting for their lives, but seeing as I was fighting for my own life at the same time, I couldn’t help them right now.

Three Dweller Spirits had chosen to attack me at the same time. They swiped at me with their claws, trying to bite me with their teeth. It was all I could do to Dodge, but Spiritual Paralysis severely limited my movement. I suppose I should have been thankful that Spiritual Paralysis apparently did not stack, but it was hard to feel comfort when I was currently also trying not to die.

I kept swiping at them with my Ice Daggers, but my Ice Daggers never landed and even when they did, the Ice Daggers would just pass harmlessly through their ghostly forms without taking even one point of HP off them. It did seem to make them hesitate to attack me at times, but mostly they were on the offense, relentlessly assaulting me with their constant attacks. Luckily, their attacks didn’t take off too much Health from my bar, but because they attacked so much they were able to steadily wear down my Health until soon I was at less than half of my normal Health.

This wasn’t going to work. The Dweller Spirits had managed to take out over half of my Health while I still hadn’t even taken one point of their own Health. I needed to change tactics if I was going to not merely win, but survive this battle.

Narrowly dodging a slash that would have gone through my chest, I hurled my Ice Daggers at the Dweller Spirits. My weapons, of course, simply passed through the Dweller Spirits without harming them whatsoever, but I wasn’t aiming to hurt them with that attack, but distract them.

Raising my hands, I fired twin Ice Beams at the Dweller Spirits. Two of them Spirits flew out of the way of my attacks, but the third Dweller Spirit got hit in the chest by one of my Ice Beams. To my surprise, the Ice Beam took off about a quarter of the third Dweller Spirit’s overall Health. Not enough to kill it, but now that I knew how to hurt these things, it was time to go on the offensive.

“Everyone!” I shouted as loudly as I could in order to be heard over the shrieks and screams of the Dweller Spirits. “The Spirits can be harmed with elemental attacks! Don’t try to harm them with physical attacks.”

I wasn’t sure if anyone heard me until I saw a huge fireball shoot through the air and strike a lone Dweller Spirit flying on the other side of the well. The Dweller Spirit screamed in agony for a moment before its Health bar dropped to zero and it exploded into white mist.

The sudden death of that Dweller Spirit brought about a sea change among the other Dweller Spirits. They all looked briefly at the white mist that had once been one of their own with disbelief as if they couldn’t believe that one of their own had been killed.

And I could understand that. After all, ghosts were supposed to be dead already. I wasn’t sure how ghosts could be killed twice. Probably just another video game quirk. If you couldn’t kill ghosts in Capes Online, that would definitely make the game far harder than it should have been.

But I brushed that thought aside for now and fired another Ice Beam at the same Dweller Spirit I had hit earlier. Like the rest of its fellow Spirits, this one was too distracted by the death of its brother to notice my own attack coming right at it until the Ice Beam hit it dead on in the chest, taking another quarter off its Health. The Dweller Spirit roared in pain and looked down at me, but I thrust both of my hands forward and unleashed twin Ice Beams that hit the Dweller Spirit in the chest and wiped out the last of its Health.

The Dweller Spirit cried out in pain for a moment before exploding into white mist like the one Lennox had killed, earning me this notification:

You have killed a [Dweller Spirit]! +1,500 EXP! Total EXP until next Level: 25,246

The death of the second Dweller Spirit seemed to snap the rest of them out of their reverie. They immediately tried to resume their assault on us, but now that we knew they could be hurt, the tide of the battle changed considerably. All of my Teammates began using whatever elemental attacks they had. Funky ordered Lennox to shoot fireballs at any Dweller Spirits he saw, while Gears had pulled out some kind of laser gun that she was using to shoot at our enemies. Cy was using Gust to blow away any Dweller Spirits who got too close and Monkey Wrench was unleashing a flamethrower upon any Spirits he could reach. Only the mysterious hooded woman seemed to lack any sort of elemental attacks, but she stayed out of the battle by standing in front of the well, carefully watching the battle between my Team and the Dweller Spirits.

But then I saw a Dweller Spirit rise out from the well behind her slowly but silently. Apparently the hooded woman—who I decided to call Hood since I didn’t know her real name—didn’t hear it coming up behind her, because her eyes were focused on the battle playing out before her. The Dweller Spirit raised its claws, planning to kill Hood without her knowledge.

“Hood!” I shouted. “Duck!”

I fired my twin Ice Beams at Hood. Hood instantly dropped to the ground, and just in the nick of time, because the Dweller Spirit flew directly into my Ice Beams. When my Ice Beams hit the Spirit, it instantly froze into a solid block of ice. When it fell onto the ground, the ice block shattered, instantly killing the Dweller Spirit.

“Thanks!” Hood shouted back. “I didn’t even hear that bloke coming up behind me.”

I gave her the thumbs up before turning my attention back to the two Dweller Spirits that had been attacking me. To my surprise, however, the Dweller Spirits were no longer trying to attack me. Instead, they had turned and ran, going all the way to the other side of the town square well outside of the range of my attacks.

It wasn’t just that I happened to run into a couple of especially cowardly Dweller Spirits. All of the Dweller Spirits—well, the ones that had managed to avoid getting killed by me and my Teammates—were retreating toward the same spot on the other side of the town square. When they all reached the same spot, they began swirling together into a cloud again, only this time they were swirling so fast they became a blur, and then turned into a white tornado, their own howls of anger and pain echoing from within the tornado like wind in the forest.

Then, with a loud boom, the white tornado exploded, causing a huge layer of thick mist to fall over everything. The thick white mist made it hard to see at first, cutting down visibility by at least half, but none of the Dweller Spirits came out to attack me, nor did I get any debuffs from the mist itself.

“What happened?” Cy’s voice called out from somewhere in the mist around me. “Did we win? Are all of the ghosts dead?”

“Don’t think so,” came Funky’s voice, which sounded closer to me than Cy’s. “The Battle Zone is still active. If the Spirits were dead, the Battle Zone would have deactivated.”

“Then what in the hell is all this mist?” asked Hood. She suddenly stumbled out of the mist next to me and looked around wildly. “Can’t see a damn thing with all of this mist.”

“It must be some sort of trap,” I said, looking around. “Maybe they think we will be easier to take down if we can’t see each other.”

“Then where are they?” Hood demanded. “Because if their plan is to reduce our visibility to make it easier to attack us, then they’re doing an absolutely awful job at that.”

A loud moaning sound suddenly sounded throughout the town square. The moaning sounded like a dozen voices moaning at once, sending a chill down my spine that had nothing to do with the day’s temperature or my own Ice Powers. Even Hood shivered and wrapped her arms around herself in a failed attempt to stay warm.

“What in the bloody hell was that?” asked Hood.

“I don’t know,” I said, looking around, “but whatever it is, it can’t be any—”

I was interrupted when something appeared in the mist around us. At first, it was a dark silhouette, but as it drew closer to us, it became more and more detailed until a monster from straight out of my nightmares emerged from the mist and looked directly at us.

 And that was when I knew we were screwed.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

The monster that had emerged from the mist was huge, easily twice as tall as me. It had a spectral, transparent quality about it, similar to the Dweller Spirits, but it was almost completely different otherwise. A long, snake-like tail flowed out from where its legs should have been, while it’s upper body was closer in appearance to a normal Dweller, save for the face and head. The face resembled the face of a snake, complete with thick fangs, while long, twisted horns curled from its forehead. The snake scales on its body resembled plate armor, although given how the creature was a ghost, I didn’t understand why it needed armor in the first place.

Above its head floated the nametag [DWELLER SPIRIT GOD], prompting me to Scan it to see what it was:

Dweller Spirit God

LEVEL: 60

ALIGNMENT: Villain

CLASS: Dweller [God]

WEAK POINT: N/A

WEAKNESS: Holy

RARITY: Very Rare

TYPE: Air

The combined form of the Dweller Spirits. When the Dweller Spirits of the Abandoned Village find themselves overwhelmed by a superior foe, they can combine into the Dweller Spirit God, an entity far stronger and more powerful than any one Dweller Spirit by itself. Fueled by the rage, despair, and hatred of the collective Dweller Spirits, the Dweller Spirit God will not stop until the threats to the Abandoned Village are utterly annihilated.

I gulped. “Uh, does anyone else see the giant ghostly god standing there?”

“Giant ghostly god?” said Cy. He popped out of the mist suddenly next to me, causing me and the hooded woman to start. “I love alliteration! My turn!”

Cy looked up at the Dweller Spirit God, stroking his chin. “Let’s see … a sneaky silly snake? No, that’s too silly. Maybe a raging reptilian roadster. No, that makes even less—”

“You can come up with a funny alliterative name later,” I said, summoning my Ice Daggers again. “Right now, we need to beat this monster before it kills us all.”

“Pfft,” said Cy, waving a hand at the Dweller Spirit God. “It doesn’t look that scary. At least, no scarier than the other Dweller Spirits.”

Of course, as soon as Cy said that, the Dweller Spirit God’s form began to glow red. At first, I assumed the Dweller Spirit God was casting some sort of buff on itself. It looked like a generic boss power up. Any gamer worth his salt knew that a boss or bad guy who turns red is usually entering some kind of super mode.

But my assumption was shattered to pieces when this notification popped up before me:

[Dweller Spirit God] unleashes Terror!

The Dweller Spirit God suddenly roared, its roar so loud it echoed across the pavement. A red wave exploded out in every direction from the Dweller Spirit God, moving so fast that there was no time to dodge it.

The red wave slammed into me, Cy, and Hood. Cy and I fell onto our hands and knees, while Hood just stumbled slightly as if she had been caught in a particularly powerful blast of wind, her hood fluttering slightly.

At first, I didn’t understand why I fell until yet another notification popped up before me:

Debuff added: Absolute Terror. -90% Courage. Duration: 10 minutes.

As soon as I read the words ‘Absolute Terror,’ a powerful sense of fear washed over me like a wave. My hands and knees began to tremble, my breathing became sharp and shallow, and my palms started to feel sweaty. Simultaneously, I wanted to get up and run away, but I also felt rooted to the ground.

“B-Boss,” said Cy in a trembling voice. He looked even worse than me, the few exposed parts of his skin white as snow. “We’re g-gonna die.”

For once, I couldn’t argue with Cy. I had never felt fear like this in my life before. I had been afraid in the past, but in the end, I always managed to overcome it or at least fight through it. I normally wasn’t a particularly fearful person, but this felt like all of my courage had been drained away, leaving nothing more than a frightened, terrified little child unable to defend himself.

No, I had felt this way once before, back when I was a very young child. I had gotten lost in the woods outside my home late at night and thought I would never find home again. Eventually, of course, I did manage to stumble my way home, but I recalled how I thought I was going to be lost forever and would die of starvation out in the woods somewhere or maybe get eaten by a bear or something.

That same feeling of fear—an emotion I hadn’t felt in over eighteen years—now came back full force.

I didn’t want to fight. I didn’t want to go on dangerous adventures anymore. I didn’t want to go after Atmosfear or his friends. Hell, I didn’t even want to fight the Thief who had stolen Somas’ Crown.

All I wanted to do was curl up into a little ball and hope that the monster would go away.

At least until Hood slapped me and Cy in the back of the head and snapped, “The hell do you think you two are doing? Get back on your feet. You can’t beat that divine bloke on your hands and knees.”

Although the intense fear still ran through my veins like blood, getting slapped by Hood did knock a little bit of sense in me, giving my more rational, confident voice a little more room to talk me out of my panic.

Even so, I couldn’t stand up. I just looked up at Hood and stuttered, “W-Why aren’t you s-scared?”

“Y-Yeah,” said Cy, nodding shakily in agreement. “Y-You were hit by that red wave, too.”

Although I couldn’t see her eyes, when she spoke, I could imagine that Hood had rolled her eyes in exasperation. “Does it matter why I’m not affected? That thing is gonna kill us all unless you get off your arses and hit it with some of those elemental powers ya have.”

“B-But we’re not s-sitting on our a-asses,” said Cy.

“Was a figure of speech, ya daft fool!” said Hood irritably. She rubbed her forehead. “Honestly, ye remind me of my preschoolers back in the real world. Only my preschoolers at least have an excuse for why they’re daft.”

Normally, I would have gotten angry at Hood’s berating me and Cy, but the Terror that gripped me overcome every other emotion I might have felt. All I could manage to say was, “I-It’s n-not that easy. Our C-Courage has dropped through the floor. We c-couldn’t f-fight even if we wanted to, which we really, really don’t.”

Hood sighed in exasperation before she suddenly looked up and said, “Look out, ya blokes!”

Startled, Cy and I looked over in time to see the Dweller Spirit God had sneaked up on us. Before we could react, the Dweller Spirit God snatched up me and Cy with its massive hands and lifted us into the sky. A part of me wanted to struggle for my freedom, but the Terror debuff had completely destroyed my willingness to fight. More than anything, I found myself hoping and praying that the Dweller Spirit God might decide to let us go. Maybe he could go after Funky or Gears instead. Yeah, Gears would be a much better target than—

The Dweller Spirit God tightened his grip around my body. Sharp, cold pain—like getting stabbed with icicles—exploded through my body. I screamed in fear and pain but still didn’t fight back. Cy also screamed and I saw our Health bars dropping like a rock out of the corner of my eye the tighter the Dweller Spirit God gripped us.

I tried to call out for Funky and Gears to help, but then the Dweller Spirit God squeezed and I screamed again. All I wanted was for the pain to end. A small part of me warned me that if I didn’t free myself soon, Cy and I would die. Not only would we fail our mission, but we’d be forced back to my Base, thus leaving Sally in the hands of the Dwellers and all but guaranteeing the war between the humans and the Dwellers. Yet without my Courage, I felt as powerless as a newborn baby and could only hope that my death, when it came, wouldn’t be too painful, at least.

That was when a bright, golden light suddenly exploded from behind us. The golden light instantly dissolved the white mist that surrounded the area, allowing me to see that Funky, Gears, and Monkey Wrench were lying on their hands and feet in other parts of the town square. At the same time, the Dweller Spirit God roared in pain and dropped Cy and I both.

The two of us hit the ground roughly, losing maybe one HP each, but our Health bars had stopped dropping and were already regenerating slowly but surely. Even better, this notification appeared before me:

The Star of Dawn has eliminated all field effects and status conditions!

Debuff lifted: Terror. Your Courage has returned to you and your Teammates!

As nice to read as that last notification was, I didn’t need to read it to know that my Courage had returned. The overwhelming fear that had sunk into my bones and froze my blood had gone away completely, replaced by my normal confidence and courage. And yes, there was more than a little anger mixed with my courage as well, prompting me to rise to my feet despite how much pain I was in. Even Cy managed to get back up, although he still looked scared, but not to the point where he couldn’t fight, at least.

A roar ahead caused me to look up. The Dweller Spirit God was clutching its eyes, evidently trying to protect them from the blinding golden light which had dispelled its mist and rid us of our Terror. Its misty form was starting to smoke as its Health bar slowly but surely went down. The Dweller Spirit God kept backing up, but it was obvious to me that the effects of the ‘Star of Dawn,’ whatever that was, affected the entire Battle Zone equally, meaning that there was no place in here for the Dweller Spirit God to run. Even the well was probably not safe for it anymore.

“Hey, ya fools!” came Hood’s voice behind me. “What are you waiting for? Finish the damn bastard before he recovers!”

Startled, I looked over my shoulder to see Hood holding up a golden necklace from within her hood. The golden necklace had a bright, shining star at the end of it. The light was so bright that I got my first glimpse of Hood’s face, which almost made me gasp in surprise. “You’re—”

A loud roar of pain made me look back at the boss. Lennox was now flying around the Dweller Spirit God, raining down hot, burning flame onto its misty form. The Dweller Spirit God roared in agony, swiping at Lennox blindly, but its claws kept missing because its eyes had been permanently damaged by the light. Even better, Gears and Monkey Wrench were running around it, using their weapons to deal even more damage to the boss. Its Health bar was dropping like a rock now, but it still had over half of its Health left. We needed to finish it off now.

“Cy!” I said. “Let’s send this monster back to where it belongs!”

Activating Blizzard, I thrust my hands out and unleashed a powerful blast of cold energy at the Dweller Spirit God. At the same time, Cy slammed his fists together and fired a blast of wind at near-hurricane levels, which combined with my cold energy to create a huge snowstorm that blanketed the entire Battle Zone.

But it found its center in the Dweller Spirit God, which was now at just over a quarter of its Health. Sleet the size of baseballs pummeled it while icy wind cut through its ghostly form like knives. Combined with Lennox’s fire and Gears and Monkey Wrench’s lasers, its Health bar went from a quarter to zero almost instantly.

And once the Dweller Spirit God’s HP hit zero, it let loose one final cry of pain and then exploded into a small cloud of white mist.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 

Breathing hard, I cut off Blizzard. That final attack had cost me all of my remaining Energy, but that was okay. But this was the second time in one day that I had used Blizzard to take out a boss and now I was starting to feel a little tired. I wasn’t sure if overusing Combo Powers like that had any negative side effects, but hopefully it would go away soon.

Once I stopped using Blizzard, however, I got a mountain of notifications:

Congratulations! Your Team has successfully defeated the Dweller Spirits. The Battle Zone has been lifted and all players and NPCs within the Battle Zone’s previous area may now leave.

You completed your first Battle Zone! Here are the rewards for winning the Battle Zone:

-For winning without losing any of your Teammates or Allies, all EXP gained from defeated foes increased by +10%

-For winning your first Battle Zone, you have unlocked your Battle Rep, which is currently ‘Amateur.’ Win more Battle Zones to increase your Battle Rep and win the rewards you deserve!

-For ending the battle with a Combo Power, Blizzard’s Level has been automatically raised to 2

Combo Power Level up: Blizzard (Level 2). 55% chance of Freezing an enemy and 5% chance of inflicting Frozen Solid on an enemy. -1 minute on cooldown time.

[Dweller Spirit God] has died! +11,000 EXP for all Teammates and Allies!

SECRET MISSION COMPLETED: Lay the dead to rest

By slaying the Dweller Spirit God, you have finally put the spirits of the Abandoned Village to rest. With nothing to be afraid of anymore, the Afraid debuff has been lifted and the Courage of you and your Teammates returns to full.

REWARDS: +5 Courage for every Teammate!

My jaw dropped when I read all of those notifications. A million and one questions popped into my head when I read that notification. I knew nothing about Battle Zones or how they worked, but it looked to me like they had a whole bunch of benefits associated with them if you won. I would definitely have to ask Funky about this later. I also wondered how I completed a Secret Mission without even knowing about it. That didn’t seem right to me, but it also seemed like my knowledge of Capes Online wasn’t nearly as comprehensive as I liked to believe.

“Yay, we won!” said Cy, jumping up and down with a big smile on his face. “We beat the scary ghosts! Yay!”

Tearing my attention away from the notifications, I noticed that the Abandoned Village didn’t seem quite as scary as before. The darkness seemed shallower, the empty huts looked more like ruins than haunted houses, and the tension in the air had gone away entirely. I still didn’t quite feel comfortable here, mind you, but I no longer felt like I needed to keep my guard up all the time, either.

“Nice,” said Gears as she, Monkey Wrench, and Funky approached us. “That extra ten percent increase in EXP we got from winning the Battle Zone was just enough to push me and Monkey Wrench over the edge and level up.”

“Same here,” said Funky, patting the head of Lennox, who was now resting on his shoulders again. “Lennox leveled up as well and even got a new Power. I’d say that battle was worth it.”

“Yeah, I guess it was,” I said, glancing at my notifications again. “I didn’t level up, but the increase in Courage is nice. But this entire Battle Zone thing confused me. What exactly is a Battle Zone and how come I haven’t heard about it until now?”

“A Battle Zone is a special area set aside specifically for a battle between two specific parties or individuals,” Funky explained. “They’re different from Team Battles, which are exclusively for Teams, in that a Battle Zone can be between anyone. Two Teams, one individual versus a Team, two individuals against each other … hell, even two players of the same Alignment can fight each other this way. Battle Zones have no real limits placed upon them, so they can be an excellent way to train and get all sorts of cool rewards.”

“I’ll say,” I said. “My Combo Power got kicked up to Level Two thanks to me using it.”

“That’s another feature of Battle Zones,” said Funky. “How you fight is almost as important as winning. The more cool tricks and Powers you use, the more likely you are to meet hidden requirements that will pay dividends. I’ve even heard that some Battle Zones will reward the winner with an automatic level up at no extra charge.”

I whistled. “Battle Zones sound like heaven. Why don’t we do these more often?”

Funky folded his arms in front of his chest. “For one, Battle Zones are rare. You need to seek out Battle Zones, which randomly spawn depending on a fairly complicated algorithm I can’t get into right now. While Capes Online Plus players can make Custom Missions, Battle Zones can only be generated in-game and are very hard to find. It’s common for most players to only find one or two over the course of their career and there isn’t any way to make them more likely to appear.”

I frowned. “So we just got lucky with this one?”

“Sort of,” said Funky. “The best way to find a Battle Zone is to undertake a mission that will require you to fight a boss or enemy. It’s not guaranteed you’ll find one even then, but Secret Missions are more likely than others to have Battle Zones, which is another reason why Secret Missions are so sought after by Heroes and Villains alike.”

Scratching my chin, I said, “About that. I got a notification telling me that I completed a Secret Mission, even though I know for a fact I did not choose that Secret Mission in the first place. So how did I complete it?”

“Some Secret Missions are known as ‘open missions,’” said Funky. He adjusted the visor of his helmet. “Basically, that means anyone of any Alignment can complete the mission without even having to know of its existence first. Those are extremely rare, though, even rarer than normal Secret Missions. That is what I call lucky.”

“I’d say,” I said. “And Battle Rep means …?”

“It basically determines the rewards you get from Battle Zones,” said Funky. “To put it simply, the higher your Rep, the better rewards you receive if you win a Battle Zone fight.”

“Neat,” I said. “But what happens if you lose a Battle Zone?”

Funky smiled, but it was a grim smile. “Depending on the exact conditions of failure, you will take anywhere from a hit to your Rep to losing your EXP. In extreme cases, you might even be set back a Level or lose a Power outright.”

My eyes nearly fell out of my sockets when Funky said that. “Lose a Level? Are you serious?”

“Very,” said Funky. “I’ve never fought in a Battle Zone with those kinds of penalties, but Battle Zone fights always have serious penalties for losing. That’s for balance, by the way. Battle Zones would be too game-breaking if there were no penalties or consequences for losing.”

I nodded. “What would have happened if we had lost this battle?”

Funky shrugged. “No idea. I didn’t get a chance to inspect the Battle Zone’s parameters. If I had to guess, though, I would have expected us to forfeit all of our experience and maybe be forced to respawn in our Bases.”

I gulped. “Man, those consequences for losing are serious.”

“Exactly,” said Funky. “I know some players who even actively avoid Battle Zones for precisely that reason. They don’t want to accidentally lose and end up losing their EXP, Levels, Powers, or something worse.”

I nodded again. Although Battle Zones obviously had a lot of benefits, the drawbacks were so steep that I was now starting to rethink my desire to find another one as fast as possible. “Only reason we won this one was thanks to Hood pulling out that sweet necklace with the glowing star on it.”

“Speaking of that woman, where is she?” said Funky. He looked around the town square. “I don’t see her anywhere.”

We all looked around and found that Funky was right. Hood had completely vanished.

“Do you think she slipped away while we were talking?” I said.

“Obviously,” said Gears, rolling her eyes. “But the real question is, why did she run off and where to?”

“Oh, you mean the hooded woman?” said Cy. He thrust a thumb over his shoulder. “I saw her heading out toward the village gate. She looked like she was in a hurry.”

“And you didn’t mention this because … ?” I said.

Cy shrugged. “I didn’t want to interrupt your questions about the Battle Zones you had for Funky. Questions, by the way, I could have answered, too, you know.”

Cy’s defensiveness perplexed me, but I didn’t have time to focus on his passive aggressiveness. I immediately ran past him toward the street that would take us to the village entrance, running as fast as I could in order to catch up with Hood.

“Hey, boss, where are you going?” Cy called after me as I ran. “We haven’t found the Thief yet!”

“Don’t worry!” I called back. “I just want to catch up with Hood and thank her for her help!”

Of course, that was a lie. I had a strong suspicion about who Hood was and I’d be damned if I was going to let her slip away while we weren’t looking. Even if she wasn’t who I thought she was, I still wanted to talk to her. She was clearly another player in the Underworld and I wanted to know how she got here. She might be able to tell us how to get out of here.

It didn’t take me long to spot Hood. The hooded woman was making her way down the street at a quick but silent pace. She didn’t seem to notice me coming up behind her until I shouted, “Hood!”

Without even bothering to look over her shoulder, Hood suddenly burst into a sprint. I quickened my pace, but found it hard to keep up with her. My Stamina was low from the Battle Zone, so I found it difficult to keep up with her quick steps. Hood also seemed a lot lighter and more agile than me, able to jump over debris and potholes with the ease of an Olympic gymnast. I usually just blasted my way through debris or used Flight to give me an extra boost over potholes, but I never took my eyes off her.

Hood tried to lose me by making her way through the ruined huts, but I always managed to keep her in sight no matter how far she went. Once I did briefly lose her when she disappeared between two destroyed huts, but when I squeezed through, I saw her and resumed my chase.

Although Hood was lighter and faster than me, I was slowly but surely starting to catch up to her. The distance between us was rapidly closing and soon she would be within range of my Ice Powers. Heck, I could probably hit her with an Ice Beam right now or even use Ice Slide to catch up with her, although given how close I was, I didn’t think I would need to use any of my Powers to catch her.

As Hood ran by a hut that was slightly taller than the others, she dropped a small, round object that I couldn’t identify at first. That is, until I got close enough to see that it was a bomb and it vanished into the entrance of the nearest hut … the hut I just happened to be running past.

The bomb exploded and the hut collapsed right on top of me as I passed. Surprised, I couldn’t stop in time to avoid getting buried underneath the rock walls of the hut, which collapsed on the street. Hitting the street, I found myself briefly dazed by the collapsing hut. Although the weight of the walls on my back was heavy, it would be easy to remove with my Super Strength.

Not that it mattered, however. Hood was far ahead of me by now and was about to slip through one of the open village gates. And I knew that once she disappeared through the gate that I would probably never see her again. By the time I got the walls of the hut off of me, Hood would be long gone and I would never know who she was.

Right before Hood could pass through the village gates, something large and fast burst through the gate and slammed into Hood hard enough to knock her over onto the street. Hood tried to get back up immediately only for the large beast to place one massive hoof on her chest and pin her to the ground. Hood immediately stopped struggling against the beast’s weight, and no wonder:

Demos, the Horned Rider, was the beast that was pinning her to the street. And sitting atop of Demos, a look of absolute hatred and disgust on his face, was Zazoom. The Dweller glared down at Hood so hard it looked like he was trying to shoot fire from his eyes at her.

“Well, well, well,” said Zazoom in a soft, but deadly, voice, “long time no see … Thief.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

 

I couldn’t say I was surprised at what Zazoom called Hood. I had suspected that she was the Thief who had stolen Somas’ Crown. That was the main reason I had chased her down, after all. It was probably also why Hood had slipped away after we killed the Dweller Spirit God and why she had been so dismayed to see us in the first place. The Thief Class was a Villain Class and Villains were generally not known to like Heroes very much.

Still, it was good to have that theory confirmed by Zazoom. I shoved the remains of the hut’s walls off of me and walked over to the gate where Zazoom had Hood pinned down. Hood was not struggling to free herself, but I could tell even without her saying a word that she was probably thinking about all of the ways she was going to kill Zazoom once she was free again. Zazoom, to his credit, didn’t seem afraid of her, although that may have had something to do with the fact that he was in control of the situation rather than her.

“Thanks, man,” I said as I stopped before the Horned Rider. “I thought she was going to get away for a second there.”

“You’re welcome, Hero Winter,” said Zazoom, nodding at me once before returning his attention to Hood. “I thought I smelled the Thief’s distinctive scent when we approached the Abandoned Village, so I am pleased to see that my nostrils were not deceived.”

I glanced at Demos, which was also glaring at Hood like she had personally insulted its mother. “How did you get Demos in here? I thought animals were too afraid of the Abandoned Village to enter.”

“I am not entirely sure myself,” said Zazoom. “It just happened. One moment, I felt nervous and afraid about entering the Abandoned Village. Then, a few minutes ago, all of my fear toward the Abandoned Village went away and Demos also relaxed.”

I nodded. I remembered the Secret Mission stating that the defeat of the Dweller Spirit God had lifted the Afraid debuff that had afflicted me and my Teammates. If I had to guess, I would say that the death of the Dweller Spirit God must have made the Abandoned Village seemed less scary than before. I had never completed a mission that altered the atmosphere of a location before, but I wasn’t complaining. If we hadn’t stopped the Dweller Spirit God, then Zazoom wouldn’t have been able to help us capture Hood and she would have gotten away for good.

The sounds of multiple sets of feet beating against the cobbled street made me look over my shoulder. Cy, Funky, Gears, and Monkey Wrench were running toward us, with Lennox flying above them all. My Teammates looked a little winded from running, especially Gears, who I could tell was the most exhausted of them all based on how red and sweaty her face was.

“Boss!” said Cy as my Teammates came to a stop, panting slightly. “Please don’t just take off like that again. We almost lost you.”

“Yes,” said Gears with a gasp. She clutched her side and winced. “Running is not my favorite exercise.”

“Sorry,” I said, scratching the back of my head. I gestured at Hood. “I just didn’t want the Thief here to get away before we could stop her.”

“You let me go right now!” Hood yelled, her Irish accent making her already loud voice seem even louder. “Let me go right now, ya ugly cow, or I’ll—”

Hood was cut off when the Horned Rider increased the pressure on her chest just enough to make it impossible for her to talk. Hood gasped for air for a moment before Demos lessened the pressure, although he did not lift his hoof off her chest entirely.

Zazoom wagged a finger at Hood. “Now, now, Thief, you don’t want to anger Demos here. He is a gentle beast, but Horned Riders are famous for their fuse-like tempers. Once he gets angry enough, even I won’t be able to control him anymore. Right, Demos?”

The Horned Rider snorted through its massive nostrils, which just so happened to get some snot on Hood’s clothes. Hood cursed softly under her breath, but she didn’t say anything to Demos himself.

As amusing as it was to see Demos step all over Hood, I knew this was not the best way to interrogate her. So I had Zazoom force Demos to remove his hoof off Hood, but before Hood could escape, Cy quickly tied her up with his Capture Ropes. Additionally, Gears put some of her homemade Handcuffs on Hood’s wrists and chained her ankles together with simple but effective Metal Chains. Gears explained that this was to make sure Hood couldn’t escape. The Thief Class was the best Class in the game for escaping from seemingly impossible situations, so adding extra bindings to Hood was the only way to make sure she couldn’t get away from us.

We sat Hood against the wall of a ruined hut. With her arms tied to her sides, her wrists and ankles chained together, and all of us surrounding her on every side, there was no way Hood would be able to get away from us without us noticing. Especially with Zazoom keeping a careful eye on her, who looked close to killing her himself.

“Mind loosening these cuffs a bit?” Hood asked me, raising her chained wrists. “They’re too tight.”

I shook my head. “No. Not until you give us the Crown and tell us why you stole it from the Queen in the first place.”

“No,” said Hood. “It’s my Crown, I stole it fair and square, and I need it.”

“It is the Queen’s Crown, you lying human,” Zazoom snarled. Smoke began to rise from his back spikes, a clear sign that he was going to about to lose his temper. “And you will give it back or else—”

I held up a hand. “Wait a minute, Zoom. Let me do the talking. I’ll get her to give us the Crown.”

Zazoom closed his mouth, but he didn’t look any happier. If anything, he looked even angrier having to control his tongue. That was fine. I wanted Hood to be as scared of Zazoom as possible. I had no real intention of letting Zazoom kill her—even though he probably should—because I wanted to see something first.

Before anyone could react, I stepped forward, grabbed Hood’s hood, and pulled it off her face. Nearly everyone gasped at what we saw. Even I was shocked into silence by the face that stared at me, despite expecting it.

It was the face of Sally. Hood’s round face and dark hair were a nearly exact copy of Sally’s own. The only noticeable differences were the eyes—green rather than Sally’s brown—and a scar across her left cheek. Other than that, Hood could have been Sally’s twin sister. Had I not known that Sally was still back in the Royal Tower in Underworld City, I might have assumed Hood was actually somehow Sally herself. And without her hood, her real nametag, [VILLAIN SNEAKERS], hovered over her head.

“Whoa,” said Cy, standing to the left of Sneakers, his eyes wide. “She does look just like Sally.”

Sneakers scowled, making her resemble Sally even more. “Who is ‘Sally’? Never heard of her.”

I was still too stunned to speak. How come Sally and Sneakers looked so much alike? I suppose it could have just been a coincidence. After all, identical strangers existed. Who was to say that there wasn’t a woman somewhere in the world who happened to resemble Sally?

But that didn’t ring true to me for some reason. What were the odds that Sally would end up in the Underworld at the same time that a Thief who looks just like her also showed up? In my time in Capes Online, I’d learned that there were very few coincidences. I suspected foul play, although I couldn’t say who could have been behind this. The leaker from the Department, the one who was working with Atmosfear, was a good candidate, but I needed to get more info from Sneakers before I jumped to any conclusions.

“Your name is Sneakers?” said Gears with a snicker. “What a lame name for a Thief.”

Sneakers glared daggers at Gears. “All the good names were taken. Besides, I wouldn’t talk about lame names if my name was Gears. What, was Tool unavailable?”

“Girls, please,” I said, holding up my hands before Gears could snap back. “Remember, I’m the one who is going to be asking questions here. So if you have any questions, Sneakers, you should address them to me.”

“Yeah,” said Gears. She held up her wrench and waved it threateningly at Sneakers. “And if you insult me again, I will be happy to introduce your nose to my best friend, Mr. Wrench.”

“She’s referring to her actual wrench,” Monkey Wrench said quickly to Sneakers. “Not me. Although I’m not a fan of you, either.”

“Enough,” I said. I got down on one knee so my gaze was level with Sneakers’. “Now, then. I’m going to ask you a few questions, but first, I think a few introductions are in order. My name is Winter.”

“I know who you are,” said Sneakers with a snort. “You’re the bloke who defeated Dark Kosmos during the Blackout, ain’t ya? Lot less impressive in person than in the videos I saw on Capes Online TV.”

I rolled my eyes. “Listen, lady, I could care less about what you think about me. I just want to know who you are.”

“Me?” said Sneakers. “I’m just a Thief. Just a girl wanting to have a little fun. Is that a crime now or something?”

“No, but I want to know how you got down here,” I said. “And by ‘here,’ I mean the Underworld in general. I was told my friends and I were the first players to get down here.”

“What a coincidence,” said Sneakers. “I was told the exact same thing when I got down here. Either you’re lying or someone is pulling our leg.”

“Both of you can be right,” Funky said, causing Sneakers and me to look up at him. “We were the first Heroes to show up here, but it’s easily possible for Sneakers to be the first Villain to arrive here. Remember, the notification we got only said we were the first Heroes, not the first players in general, to find the Underworld.”

Frowning, I pulled up my notification log and scrolled through all of the past notifications I had received over the last few hours until I found the one I was looking for. “Yep, it says we’re the first Heroes.”

“And mine says I’m the first Villain,” said Sneakers. “Well, I still think you lot are a bunch of idiots.”

Ignoring Sneakers’ rather pathetic attempts at baiting me into an emotional reaction, I stroked my chin. “Why are there separate notifications for Hero and Villain players? Let me guess, because of the Alignment System, right?”

“Bingo,” said Funky with a swift nod. “Keep in mind that although Capes Online is technically one game, in practice it’s more like two separate games that occasionally intersect. Heroes and Villains don’t overlap much, so that’s why the game gave us separate notifications for finding the Underworld.”

I knew that already, but it was good to have it confirmed by Funky. Once again, I found myself wondering just what it would be like to play as a Villain. I just couldn’t imagine myself playing as a character belonging to that Alignment even knowing that it was just a game mechanic and not an actual reflection of a person’s morals.

“Right,” I said. I looked at Sneakers again. “It still doesn’t explain how you got down here, though.”

“And I don’t have to tell you a thing,” said Sneakers. “Other than to piss off and let me go so I can complete my mission.”

I summoned an Ice Dagger in my hand and thrust it against Sneakers’ throat, only stopping at the last possible moment. Sneakers froze, looking at me with obvious fear in her eyes.

“I wouldn’t be so mouthy if I were you,” I said. “Remember, we have you tied up and outnumbered six to one. And that’s not counting Demos here. One stab of my Ice Dagger in your throat and you’ll die just as easily here as you would in real life.”

I could sense the others looking at me in surprise. Even I was a little taken aback by my own viciousness. I wasn’t sure where it came from, other than a desire to get answers from Sneakers. It was definitely troubling, but I pushed such thoughts out of my mind for now in order to focus on the situation at hand.

Sneakers gulped. “Fine, fine. I was exploring the Sewers yesterday, along with me Sidekick, when I fell down a hidden door I found next to a ladder. Turned out the hidden door was hiding a slide, a slide that went down and down forever until it deposited us here.”

“Here?” I repeated. “You mean the Underworld?”

“Where else?” said Sneakers. “Anyway, we ended up in a small cave not far from here. We tried to climb back up it, but even with my super high Dexterity and Agility, I wasn’t able to make any headway up the smooth slide. So we decided to take a look around and see if we could find another way back to the surface. I thought this place was just another part of the Sewers until I ran into his folks.”

Sneakers gestured with her head at Zazoom. “Ran into a whole party of Dwellers, who tried to hunt me down like I was some little fawn. ‘Course, I’m far from harmless, as you might have guessed, and so I managed to kill the whole lot of them except for one, who I captured and interrogate very much like what you’re doing to me.” She smiled. “Are you absolutely sure you’re a Hero? Because threatening to kill someone if they don’t answer your questions doesn’t seem very heroic to me.”

I bit my lower lip. Sneakers’ question was obviously made in jest, but it did make me look at my actions again. Was I really acting like a Villain? I didn’t think so. It wasn’t like I was torturing Sneakers, after all. I was just trying to get some important information from her. That’s all.

Again pushing those thoughts out of my mind, I said, “Keep talking. What did you do next?”

“Well, after using a few, er, ‘enhanced interrogation techniques’ on the Dweller I caught, I found out about Underworld City,” said Sneakers. “And Queen Somas and her pretty little Crown. I found out how important it was to the Dwellers’ civilization and even how much it might fetch on the market. Given how it’s a Legendary item, it is practically priceless.”

“A Legendary Item?” I said. “What’s that?”

“The highest possible level of item rarity,” said Funky. “There are very, very few Legendary items in Capes Online. Of the ones that exist, they are usually extremely powerful, extremely expensive, and extremely rare.”

“What the footballer said,” said Sneakers. “And given how I’ve never had a Legendary item before, well, you can guess how interested I became when I heard that.”

“Is that the reason you stole the Queen’s Crown, then?” Zazoom snapped. “Just to satisfy your own greed?”

Sneakers rolled her eyes. “Of course not. As interested as I was in stealing her Crown, I was frankly more interested in finding a way out of this hole in the ground than trying to steal a Crown from a bunch of murderous lizard people who hate humans. Besides, how could I possibly make my getaway if I don’t know how to get away in the first place?”

Her reasoning made sense, but something about her attitude still pissed me off. Even so, I pulled my Ice Dagger away, seeing as there was no reason for me to keep threatening her life now that she was talking. “Then why did you steal the Crown in the first place?”

“Because it’s the only way I can complete my mission, obviously,” said Sneakers. “Probably the most lucrative mission I’ve ever accepted, given the rewards I am supposed to get if I deliver the Crown to the right person.”

“You’re on a mission?” I said. “What mission?”

Sneakers shifted around uncomfortably in her chains and ropes. “It’s simple. In exchange for knowledge about how to get the hell out of this place, I just needed to steal the Crown from Queen Somas and deliver it to a certain location. There are other rewards as well—such as an obscene amount of credits—but that’s the mission in a nutshell, as you Americans might say.”

I stroked my chin in thought. “Interesting. We’re also on a mission, but ours is to retrieve the Crown for Queen Somas. If we can retrieve the Queen, she will show us the way out of here. But how can two players have contradictory missions?”

“Happens all the time, mate,” said Sneakers. “I’m a Villain. You are Heroes. Heroes and Villains fight all the time. Of course we’ll have contradictory missions. Duh.”

“Sneakers is right,” said Funky, folding his arms in front of his chest. “It’s pretty common for Hero and Villain players to have opposing missions. A common example is a Villain player trying to assassinate or kidnap someone, while a Hero player has to protect that same person from the Villain player.”

“But if that’s true, then that means we can’t all win here,” I said. “Either we return the Crown back to Somas and complete our mission or Sneakers takes the Crown to whoever gave her the mission in the first place and completes her mission. Either way, we can’t both win.”

“It’s just part of the game,” said Funky with a shrug. “One of the draws of Capes Online is PvP battles and missions. If Heroes and Villains didn’t occasionally clash, that would make for a pretty poor superhero game, wouldn’t it?”

I had to admit that Funky was right. Even so, something about that didn’t feel right to me. I wasn’t sure what, other than I hated the thought that the only way for me to win was for someone else to lose. Then again, given all of the evil things Villains were trying to do, maybe that was for the best.

“Okay, fine,” I said. I looked at Sneakers again. “Can you tell us who gave you this mission in the first place?”

“Sure,” said Sneakers. “Not like I have much of a choice with that glorified icicle you got there.”

“Then tell us who it is,” I said.

“Fine,” said Sneakers. “He’s some Aussie bloke who calls himself Huntsman. And I have to say, he didn’t strike me as the kind of guy who you want to get on the bad side of.”
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“Huntsman?” I said sharply. “Are you sure that was his name?”

“As sure as sunshine, mate,” said Sneakers, nodding. “Why? Is he an old drinking buddy of yours or something?”

I shook my head. “No, but we’ve met him before. You could say we didn’t get along the last time we met.”

Sneakers chuckled. “Let me guess, he got the drop on ya, didn’t he? Locked you up in a cage or caught you in a bear trap or something.”

“How did you know?” I said in surprise. “We didn’t mention that.”

“Because that’s how I met him, naturally enough,” said Sneakers. “Him and his little witch of a girlfriend. Me Sidekick and I were just making our way through the Underworld, trying not to get killed by everything, when we accidentally stepped into one of their traps. Ended up getting pulled up by my ankle into an oversized flytrap, while poor Blood Eyes—that’s the name of me Sidekick, in case ya didn’t know—fell into a pit and broke his legs. Huntsman said he was surprised to see us, but frankly I think he knew we were there the whole time and set up that trap to capture us.”

Hmm. It sounded like that was how Huntsman typically introduced himself to others. But I wondered if Sneakers was right about Huntsman knowing she and her Sidekick were there the entire time. Had Huntsman known about me and my Teammates when we got there? Is that why he had those traps set up to capture us? Or had he originally set those traps for the Dwellers and it was just a coincidence that we happened to walk into them?

Either way, it was a good reminder to be careful around him. I had no idea where Huntsman was right now, but I had no intention of letting Round 2 against him end as badly for us as Round 1 did.

“So Huntsman captured you and your Sidekick,” I said. “What did he do after that?”

“Offered us a job,” said Sneakers. “In exchange for showing us the way out of this place, all we had to do was steal the Queen’s Crown and give it to him. Seemed simple enough, so I accepted the mission. Of course, I didn’t have much of a choice. Jerk would have killed me if I said no.”

“Why didn’t you let him?” I asked. “If he had killed you, you would have been able to respawn in your Hideout.”

“Because I hate dying, for one,” said Sneakers. “Dying is the worse, ‘specially since I have Real Pain enabled. If you think I am going to lose all of experience—when I am so close to leveling up I can practically taste it—and half of my money just to get away from a crazy Aussie, you’ve got another thing coming. Besides, Huntsman offered me some of the best rewards I’ve ever seen offered by any mission ever. I’d be a complete idiot to say no.”

“Did he say why he wanted the Crown?” I said.

“Nope,” said Sneakers with another shake of her head. She shifted her position again. “All he said was that he wanted it. And frankly, I didn’t care to find out why he wanted it. All I knew was that if I upheld my end of the bargain, that I would be able to leave this place. Plus, I had to admit, I was thinking about possibly taking the Crown for myself and selling it in the Marketplace. Could make a pretty penny off of a Legendary item, even if it was a Legendary item no one had ever heard of before.”

“I see,” I said. I gestured at the Abandoned Village all around us. “What brought you here? Were you supposed to meet Huntsman here or something?”

Sneakers once again shook her head. “No. I was supposed to meet Huntsman somewhere else. The real reason I am here is because when I stole the Crown, I got another mission—a Secret Mission, at that—telling me there was a Cursed Scepter located at the bottom of that dried up well there. Supposedly, the Cursed Scepter belonged to an ancient Dweller King at some point and it was thought lost to the ages. If I could get the Cursed Scepter, then I would have two Legendary items, which is why I made this little detour in order to see if I could pull this off.”

“It didn’t really work out that way, now did it?” I said, remembering how angry Sneakers seemed when we first saw her emerge from the well not too long ago.

Sneakers scowled. “That’s putting it mildly. There’s a whole dungeon down there, there is. Practically a maze, if you ask me. Thought Blood Eyes and I were going to spend the rest of our lives down there lost forever. And I didn’t even find the damned Scepter. Had to run as soon as I accidentally woke up those damn Dweller Spirits. Whole thing was a big waste of time, although the Battle Zone rewards were a nice consolation prize, I must admit.”

Ah. That made sense. The Battle Zone victory notifications had mentioned that Teammates and Allies had gotten some of the prizes. Sneakers must have counted as an Ally. She certainly wasn’t a Team Winter member, nor could ever even be one, thanks to the fact that Villains could not join Hero Teams and vice versa. It made me wonder how the whole Ally thing worked and if there was a system behind it like every other game mechanic in Capes Online.

“But then you blokes came along and took care of the Spirits for me,” said Sneakers. “Which I suppose I should thank you for—me prim and proper Catholic mum would expect me to—but seeing as you are Heroes and I’m a Villain, I’m just going to tell you to piss off again.”

“Maybe if you didn’t want us to catch you, you shouldn’t have tried to slip away without being noticed,” I said. “Just a thought. It looks really suspicious when someone tries to sneak away without telling anyone why or where they are going.”

“I was going to deliver the Crown to Huntsman, complete my mission, and get the hell out of here,” said Sneakers irritably. “But now, of course, it looks like I’m going to fail my mission and be stuck down here forever. Well, I suppose I could always log off and log back into my Hideout, but no way in hell am I going to lose two missions in a row, especially since …”

Sneakers’ voice trailed off just then. She wore a worried look on her face like she had been just about to reveal something to us that she shouldn’t have.

That, of course, didn’t go unnoticed by me. I leaned forward and said, “Especially since what? Were you going to say something?”

Sneakers looked at me again and spat in my face.

Although Sneakers’ saliva didn’t hurt me, it did make something snap in me. I reached out and grabbed Sneakers’ throat, closing my hand tightly around her neck. Sneakers immediately began to gasp for air. She struggled to fight against me, but due to the chains and rope tied around her, she was unable to dislodge my hand from her neck.

“Did you think that was funny, you dumb witch?” I said in a harsh voice. “Because I don’t think that was very funny. Or have you forgotten exactly who you’re dealing with her? I could make you hurt more than anything you’ve ever felt in your whole life, and I might just do that, you dumb—”

A hand rested on my shoulder. I instinctively looked up and saw Cy standing behind me, his hand on my shoulder. He wore a very worried expression on his face, which looked totally out of character for him.

“Boss, you don’t need to be so harsh,” said Cy. “You’re literally killing her. I think she got the point.”

At first, I was going to snap at Cy for interrupting me when I was in the middle of an important interrogation, but then I looked at Sneakers again and noticed that her Health bar was slowly but surely diminishing the longer I strangled her. And the look of pure terror on her face—on a face that looked almost exactly like Sally’s—hit me in a way that all of the words in the world never could.

I took my hand off of Sneakers’ throat, stood up, and stepped back. Sneakers immediately began to gasp for breath, but she didn’t say anything. She just looked at me with new wariness, as if I was a rabid dog about to pounce.

But I wasn’t really looking at her anymore. I was looking at my own hands, wondering what I had just been about to do. Had I just been about to strangle a woman to death with my bare hands? Yeah, she was a Villain and I was a Hero, but that seemed needlessly harsh even taking into account the Alignment system. After all, Sneakers hadn’t been about to kill me. She was as defenseless as they came right now, her bound state making it impossible for her to fight back.

A Villain might kill a defenseless captive, but would a Hero do it?

No, of course not.

But then why was I about to do that very thing? And would have done it, if Cy hadn’t stepped in and snapped me out of whatever temporary insanity had overtaken me?

Then again, when I glanced at my Alignment bar and saw that I was only 80% Hero, perhaps that explained it.

“Winter?” asked Funky. “Are you all right?”

Snapping out of my thoughts, I looked at Funky and said, “Huh?”

“I said, are you all right?” asked Funky. “You zoned out there for a moment.”

Shaking my head, I said, “Sorry about that. I just … was thinking about something else. That’s all.”

“Well, focus on the present,” said Gears. She twirled her wrench in her hand, keeping a careful eye on Sneakers the entire time. “Don’t want to let this woman get the drop on you when you’re not paying attention.”

“Yes, I am the threat here,” said Sneakers sarcastically. “The wee, tied up lass who can’t even scratch her arse. Certainly not the armed to the teeth Heroes with huge muscles or the big ugly cow monster thing breathing in me face, no sir.”

“What should we do about her, boss?” asked Cy. “I think she’s told us about everything she knows.”

“Kill her, obviously,” said Zazoom. He raised his long, deadly-looking claws. “The laws of the Underworld state that all Thieves—especially Thieves who have stolen from the Royal Family—are to be put to death immediately. We don’t even have to wait until we get back to Underworld City. We could kill her here and now and bring her corpse to Queen Somas as proof that we killed her.”

I held up a hand. “No. We’re not killing her. Not yet, anyway.”

Zazoom looked at me in disbelief. “Why not? She has already proved herself a threat to the Underworld. And she has stolen directly from the Queen herself. If we do not put her to death now, then she might get away and steal from us again.”

I bit my lower lip again. I had no real love for Sneakers. She was a Villain and, as Zazoom said, a Thief. Back in the real world, I would have loved to bust a thief like her and make sure she got to spend a long time behind bars. While I didn’t consider theft to be nearly as bad as murder or rape, I still thought of thieves as scum and lowlifes who weren’t deserving of any sympathy.

But at the same time, I couldn’t bring myself to kill her or let someone else kill her. Maybe it was because she looked so much like Sally and I still didn’t know why. Maybe it was because I was still spooked by my own attempt to murder her earlier and was worried that it might be a sign of something much worse going on within me.

Whatever the reason, I couldn’t kill her. Not yet, at least.

“We’ll take the Crown from her and deliver it to Queen Somas,” I said finally. “Furthermore, we’ll bring Sneakers with us to the Queen alive.”

“Alive?” Zazoom questioned. “Why?”

“So Somas can pronounce judgment on her,” I said, looking at Zazoom. “I know what the laws of your land state about Thieves, but maybe the Queen will want a chance to pronounce her final judgment on her. Queen Somas strikes me as the kind of ruler who likes to personally pronounce her judgment on Thieves like Sneakers. Maybe you should let her have a chance to do so.”

Zazoom snarled, displaying his rather large fangs, but then he nodded once and said, “I agree. I would still prefer to murder the Thief myself, but you are correct that the Queen would prefer to see the Thief alive than dead. Besides, I know for a fact that the Queen will kill her anyway. At this point, the Thief is a walking corpse.”

I had to agree, but at the same time, I couldn’t let myself feel too good about that. Mostly because I saw what I had almost become when I almost killed her … no, not what I had almost become, what I was becoming.

Because I had a feeling that my personal transformation wasn’t done yet.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

 

It was easy to load Sneakers into the cart due to how lightweight she was. We put her in the very middle of the cart, her arms and legs still bound with rope and chain. This way, she wouldn’t be able to roll off the sides out of the cart and escape.

Sneakers seemed to accept her fate. Although she was scowling so much her face was probably going to get frozen in that position forever, she didn’t even try to fight back. Mostly, she muttered some very Irish cuss words under her breath about how this was stupid and all of the horrible stuff she was going to do to us when she got free.

I had to admit I understood where she was coming from. Not being able to complete your mission because it conflicted with another player’s mission was definitely not my idea of fun in a game, but there was no way we could both finish our missions. Nor did Sneakers understand the consequences if we failed to complete our mission. If we did not retrieve the Crown for Queen Somas, then there was no telling what she might do to Sally. Somas might understand that Sally and Sneakers were not the same, but that didn’t mean she would treat Sally nicely if she didn’t get her Crown back.

Speaking of the Crown, we forced Sneakers to give it over to us after we left the Abandoned Village. Luckily for us, Sneakers gave it over to us without too much of a fuss, although I could tell she was obviously not happy about having to give up the thing which she had spent so much time trying to get. The Crown was currently in my inventory, but I well remember what its description said when I Scanned it:

Crown of Queen Somas

Material: Gold

Rarity: Unique+

The Crown of Queen Somas is the official headdress of the current King or Queen of the Dwellers of the Underworld. In addition to signifying the authority of its wearer, the red ruby in the middle of the Crown gives the wearer control over the Red Heart. The destruction or disappearance of the Crown would result in great distress for the Dwellers, which is why it is so closely guarded.

+20% to all Stats

Powers: Absolute Command (1/1)

NOTE: This item can only be equipped by Dwellers.

It certainly looked impressive. The Crown was about as big around as a wooden barrel and had to weight at least 20 pounds, which made me wonder how Somas wore it. Then again, Somas was much bigger and stronger than a human or even most Dwellers. A 20 pound Crown probably felt like nothing on her head.

More importantly, however, I wondered why Huntsman wanted this Crown so badly. Did he want to use it? The 20% increase to all Stats was definitely a nice bonus that could turn even the weakest players into a force to be reckoned with. And the Absolute Command Power sounded intimidating as well, although I had no idea what that Power did, exactly.

But I didn’t see how Huntsman could use it. Aside from the fact that the Crown was too big for anyone but Somas to wear, its description very specifically stated that only Dwellers could equip it. And Huntsman was most definitely not a Dweller. Maybe he wanted to sell it? If what Sneakers said was true, Huntsman could easily make a lot of money by selling this thing on the Marketplace.

Regardless, I was glad we had it in our possession now. Once we returned this Crown to Somas, we would get Sally back, find a way out of this place, and also avert a potential war between humanity and the Dwellers. That didn’t even include the other rewards Somas would undoubtedly give us for returning her Crown.

The only problem I could see was that returning the Crown did nothing at all to Huntsman or the other Hero Slayers. It wouldn’t free the Dwellers who had already been taken captive by Atmosfear’s Teammates. And it definitely would not help us figure out how Sally got here at all. A glance under my missions tab in my character menu showed that I still had the other mission—the one I got from that Dweller lady back in Underworld City after we defeated Cinders and Blinders—uncompleted.

I felt bad about that, but I didn’t see how we were supposed to do anything about that yet. Better to take things one step at a time. That was what Dad always taught me and it was how I approached life in general. First we needed to get the Crown to Somas. Once we successfully delivered the Crown to her, then we would figure out how to fix our other problems.

But we still had a long way to go until we returned to the City, so I had plenty of time to think. And one of the things I thought about was my Alignment score.

When I first entered Capes Online what seemed like an eternity ago now, I had been given a choice in my Origin Story, essentially the player tutorial. I was given the choice of saving a woman who was being robbed by a bunch of thugs or actually help the thugs rob her. My choice would make me either a Hero or a Villain. Obviously, I had chosen to save the woman and, despite dying in the process, that still earned me the Hero Alignment, an Alignment I was more than happy with.

But it seemed like my Alignment was changing now. It started when I killed Amelia Banks, my least favorite Department of VR agent, who had been playing a Hero character at the time. Her death knocked down my Hero Alignment a peg. Then I used the Darkbane, which had the effect of gradually corrupting its user the longer you used the weapon. At the time I didn’t think much of it, seeing as I was still the same person I always was, plus I had needed the Darkbane’s power in order to make me stronger.

But now I was starting to think that there was more to the Alignment System than I first believed. Everyone always told me this was just a game, that whether you played a Hero or Villain here didn’t reflect your actual life and morals, but what if it did? What if Capes Online affected us more than we would like to admit? Or did the game affect me differently than everyone else because I was actually in the game while my Teammates simply played it?

The lack of answers to those questions disturbed me more than anything. And even worse, I wasn’t sure where I was going to find those answers.

“You okay?” said Funky all of a sudden. “You look worried.”

Snapping out of my thoughts, I looked at Funky and said, “What?”

“I said, you look worried,” said Funky. He sat next to me, one knee up while the other was down flat. Lennox, meanwhile, had taken a position in front of Sneakers, his tail wagging back and forth as he kept a close eye on the Thief. “Something on your mind?”

I scratched the back of my neck and winced at a particularly large bump in the road. “A lot of things, honestly. Between Sally’s appearance here in Capes Online, the Department of VR, and whatever the Hero Slayers are doing, it sure seems like life just likes to throw me curve balls.”

Funky shrugged. “Life does that to everyone.”

“I know,” I said, “and I’m not even really complaining, honestly. But I have to admit that it is stressful. And …”

I trailed off, not sure whether I wanted to ask the question that was really on my mind. It was possible Funky might have the answer to it, but it was also possible he might not.

“And?” said Funky. “What else? Is it about your brother?”

I started. “My brother? You mean Busker?”

“Unless you have another brother you haven’t told me about, then yes,” said Funky, nodding. “Are you still thinking about him?”

I licked my lips but didn’t answer right away. That was another stressful thing to add on top of everything else: The death of my brother, Joseph Maxwell, better known in-game as Busker Burn. I felt bad about forgetting about such an important thing, but in my defense, a whole lot of stuff had happened since Busker’s death and I hadn’t had any time to properly mourn him. And given how hectic my schedule was going to get, I doubted I would be getting that proper mourning time anytime soon.

“Yeah, I am,” I said, shifting slightly in my seat for comfort. “I am not sure I will ever forgive the Department for doing that.”

Funky nodded. “I understand. Do you still want me to go to his funeral?”

Oh, right. I had forgotten about Funky’s offer to do that. “You still want to do that?”

“Sure,” said Funky. He patted me on the shoulder. “We’re still friends, right? It’s the least I can do for you after everything else you’ve done for me. I will even livestream it like I said I would so you can see it for yourself.”

I had to admit that I could feel tears starting to come on, but I didn’t let myself cry. I didn’t want Gears to start making fun of me for crying and besides, now wasn’t the time to cry. I was the Team Leader. The last thing I needed to do was to start crying like a baby.

So instead, I simply said, “Thanks, man. I really appreciate it.”

“No problem,” said Funky. “And don’t worry about finding out the date for the funeral. I can figure it out myself.”

“Right,” I said. Then I scratched my chin and looked around all of a sudden. “Hey, do you remember Busker’s Sidekick? Spiritus, I think her name was?”

Funky frowned as if deep in thought. “Yes, I recall Busker having a Sidekick with that name. Didn’t she look like the Grim Reaper or something?”

“She did,” I said, nodding, “but she was far from being the actual Grim Reaper. Anyway, the point is I remember she was with us when we found Sally back in the Facility, but I don’t know where she is now. Seems like she simply disappeared.”

Funky looked around as well as if noticing Spiritus’ disappearance for the very first time. “You’re right. I don’t see her anywhere. When did you last see her?”

I paused. “Before we entered the portal. I don’t remember her coming through the portal with us.”

“Do you think it’s possible that she was trapped back in the Facility?” asked Funky. “That would explain why she didn’t make it through the portal with us.”

“I’m not sure,” I said. “It’s possible she could have gone through the portal and simply vanished afterward—remember how big that tunnel we appeared in was?—but somehow I doubt it.”

“What I find even weirder is how she was still here despite the fact that Busker is dead,” said Funky. He folded his arms in front of his chest. “When a player character is deleted, their Sidekick is turned into a Civilian to await the next player character who will use them. Seeing as Busker was deleted and died, there’s no reason she should still be considered his Sidekick.”

“Spiritus explained that to me already,” I said. “She said that Busker was both dead and not dead, but she wouldn’t explain what she meant by that.”

“Now that is weird,” said Funky. “How can someone be dead and alive at the same time?”

“Beats me,” I said with a shrug. “Maybe she means that Busker is still alive in Capes Online somehow? Like how I am.”

“I am not sure about that,” said Funky. “How could your brother have uploaded his mind to Capes Online if he only had access to his GamePod? I, of course, am hardly an expert on the whole mind-to-game upload process, but I have a feeling such a process would require far more than an ordinary commercial GamePod to pull off.”

“I don’t know,” I said. I rubbed my forehead. “There’s a lot I don’t know about what is going on here. If Busker is somehow still alive in Capes Online, then I have to find him, but I don’t know where to start looking for him.”

“Perhaps you should focus on finding Spiritus first,” Funky suggested. “She was the one who told you that, wasn’t she? If so, then she probably knows where Busker is and how to find him. Assuming, of course, he is somehow still alive in the game.”

I nodded, but I had to admit I wasn’t feeling very confident about Funky’s suggestion. The way I saw it, either Spiritus had given us the slip at the last minute or she had stayed behind in the Facility for reasons unknown to us. I didn’t understand why she would stay in the Facility, though. All of those Soldier Drones surely would have killed her if she was all by herself. It would have made more sense to come with us through the portal. Yet she did not.

There was also the fact that Spiritus had known that Sally was in the Genesis Pod the entire time. Could Spiritus have chosen to stay behind in order to carry out one of my brother’s last orders? But what could Busker have asked her to do that required she stay behind in the Facility?

I wasn’t joking when I told Funky there was a lot I didn’t know going on here. To me, Capes Online seemed less and less like a game and more and more like real life. And I feared it was only going to get more complicated from here on out.

Shaking my head, I rubbed my Energy Cannon, only to remember that it had gotten destroyed during my battle with Cinders. I felt a little irritated when I remembered that. My Energy Cannon had been my only non-Elemental attack. I had gotten the weapon off of a boss Villain I defeated during the Blackout and had used it faithfully ever since. I had managed to salvage most of the parts, but I had no way of putting the damn thing back together, so I had left the parts in my inventory.

It made me wish I was a Gadgeteer sometimes. I had heard that Gadgeteers could not only create new Equipment but repair existing ones. Fighters like me, however, did not have the power to repair our broken Equipment, which sucked big time.

Unless …

I looked at Gears. “Hey, Gears, can I ask you something?”

“Hmm?” said Gears. She sat toward the back of the cart, tinkering with what looked like a small remote-controlled drone. “What is it?”

“You’re a Gadgeteer, right?” I said.

Gears looked at me like I was an idiot. “Yeah. Did you notice that just now?”

I shook my head. “No, I mean, do you have the ability to repair Equipment? Like Equipment, for example?”

Still eying me skeptically, Gears slowly nodded. “Yes. Repair is one of my Skills and in fact is one of my highest-leveled Skills. Why do you ask?”

Smiling like a fool, I pulled out the Energy Cannon Remains from my inventory and handed it to Gears. “Can you repair my Energy Cannon? It was destroyed during the battle against Cinders, but I think I got all of the parts necessary to fix it.”

Frowning, Gears set aside her drone and took my Energy Cannon Remains. She looked over the burnt, blackened metal, occasionally muttering under her breath, before she nodded once and looked up at me. “Of course I can repair this. I’ve fixed far worse Equipment than a blown Energy Cannon. Shouldn’t take me more than a day.”

“Really?” I said in surprise.

“Of course,” said Gears. “And not only will I repair it, but I can already see how I can improve upon it and make it stronger.”

“You’ll do that free of charge?” I said.

“Nope,” said Gears without missing a beat. “Although it won’t be very hard for me to repair it, I still demand to be compensated for my time.”

Rubbing my forehead, I said, “Okay, how much?”

Gears flashed me an evil smirk. “Oh, I don’t work for credits. Credits are easy to earn, especially for a prolific Gadgeteer such as myself. No, I would rather have access to things like materials and Equipment. Stuff I can use to practice my Skills further, if you catch my drift.”

I bit my lower lip. Where was I going to get a bunch of materials and Equipment Gears might want? And on such short notice? It wasn’t like I just had a bunch of raw material on hand for Gears to use to her heart’s content, after all. I had a good amount of credits, but I was far from rich.

That is, until I remembered the Basement of my Base—and all of the boxes and crates full of Equipment that it had—and I said, “All right, Gears. I can get you access to a huge amount of Equipment and Materials, more than you can even imagine, if you will repair and improve my Energy Cannon for me.”

“Really?” said Gears skeptically. “And where, exactly, would you find this huge amount of Equipment and Materials?”

“I will show you later after we get out of the Underworld,” I said. “Trust me, it’s real and I do have access to it. We just can’t access it right away, that’s all.”

Although Gears still looked quite skeptical, she nonetheless nodded and said, “Fine. But I will expect you to show it to me later. If you try to go back on your word—”

“I won’t,” I said. “Besides, it isn’t like there’s anywhere I could go to hide from you in this game. You can trust my word.”

“All right,” said Gears. She put the Energy Cannon Remains in her own item inventory as she said, “I will look at these more later on. I’m already getting awesome ideas for how to make it super strong. Trust me, you are going to love it.”

I was just about to tell Gears I hoped it was good when my Hero Sense suddenly started going off. I stood up in the cart immediately and started looking around.

“What’s the matter, boss?” asked Cy. He sat opposite me, his hands folded behind his head as he kicked back and relaxed. “Did you see something?”

“My Hero Sense tells me there’s a Villain somewhere around here,” I said, looking around. “But I don’t see anyone.”

“It’s obviously referring to me, you daft Hero,” said Sneakers in annoyance.

I shook my head. “No. If it was warning me about you, I would know that. It’s warning me about another enemy in the area, but I can’t see—”

I was interrupted when Zazoom brought the Horned Rider to an abrupt halt. I was nearly thrown off the cart as a result but managed to retain my balance and looked at the back of Zazoom’s head. “Zazoom, what’s the matter?”

Zazoom, however, sat very still in his seat at the front of the cart. His clawed hands clutched the reins of his Horned Rider so tightly that it looked like he was about to snap them from the pressure.

“We are not alone,” said Zazoom. “Look.”

I did look at our surroundings once again. We had stopped somewhere in the middle of the Cavern Hills. On all sides we were surrounded by large, rocky hills. They kind of reminded me of the Texas hill country where I grew up, only larger and uglier-looking.

But I still didn’t understand what Zazoom meant until I saw movement in the shadows between the hills. The movements were swift and silent and even my Perception had a hard time showing me what I saw, but I considered it significant that my Hero Sense kept buzzing in the back of my head whenever I saw movement in the shadows.

Summoning my Ice Daggers, I said, “Everyone, get ready. I think we’re about to be attacked.”

As soon as I said those words, an arrow lanced out from one nearby hill and struck me in the shoulder.
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When the arrow struck me in the shoulder, I cried out in pain and fell back down onto the cart, dropping my Ice Daggers at the same time. Red hot blood bled out of my arrow wound as my Health went down by nearly one-tenth. Although it was far from the worse pain I had experienced in Capes Online, the sudden, unexpected nature of the pain had taken me by surprise.

“Boss, you okay?” said Cy, crawling over to me and looking at me with worried eyes. “Where did that arrow come from? Who shot you?”

“Don’t know,” I said through gritted teeth. “But it’s not staying there.”

I grabbed the shaft of the arrow and, with a supreme force of will, ripped it out of my shoulder. The pain in my shoulder exploded and I cried out again, seeing my Health bar drop by another tenth before I chugged a Health Potion that Cy quickly handed to me. My shoulder wound vanished and the pain went away as my Health returned to full, but I still lay on the floor of the cart, breathing hard as I tried to understand what just happened.

“Are you all right now, boss?” asked Cy in a worried voice. “Can you get up?”

With a sigh, I sat up and said, “Yeah, but where did that arrow even come from? Zazoom?”

I looked up at Zazoom when I said that, but the Dweller did not seem to be listening to me. He was whipping his head this way and that, his eyes narrowed as he attempted to locate the archer who had shot that arrow in the first place. At least, I assumed he was looking for the archer. If not the archer, then perhaps the archer’s allies, because I could tell based on the movements around us that we were definitely not dealing with just one enemy here.

“Is it Huntsman?” asked Funky. He was crouching low in the cart, his hands and knees on the cart, while Lennox was crouching as well, looking ready to take flight. “Has he found us again?”

Terror broke out across Cy’s face when Funky said that. “H-Huntsman? If he’s back, then—”

“No, humans,” said Zazoom, still without looking at us. “The Hunts is not attacking us. If my suspicions are correct, then we are being attacked by something far worse than the Hunter could ever hope to be.”

“Worse than Huntsman?” Cy repeated. “How do you get worse than Huntsman? He’s like, the worst of the worst!”

I would have disagreed with that statement—I could think of several people, just in Capes Online alone, who were far worse than Huntsman—before another folly of arrows suddenly fired from the hills toward us. The arrows made a long arc up into the air and then fell down directly toward us. I knew that if we didn’t act fast that the arrows would hit and kill us all.

But then Lennox flew up into the air and, opening his mouth, unleashed a huge cloud of fire directly at the incoming arrows. The fire cloud immediately turned the wooden arrows into ash, causing a shower of hot ash to fall down on us instead. In comparison to getting stabbed with arrows, however, the ash felt almost like heaven. Only the metal arrowheads made it through the fall, but without their shafts, they simply bounced off the floor or off our heads, not causing nearly as much damage as they otherwise would have.

“Good thinking, Funky,” I said. “But I don’t think we’re home-free just yet.”

As soon as I said that, more arrows came flying out of the shadows around us. Lennox and I used our Fire and Ice Powers, respectively, to deflect or destroy as many arrows as we could, but the arrows kept flying out in obscene numbers and every now and then one would get through. Zazoom’s Horned Rider, meanwhile, was growling and acting like it was agitated, but Zazoom himself seemed perfectly calm. He sat still in his seat, his head bowed slightly like he was praying, before he suddenly looked over his shoulder at us and snapped, “Stop!”

Startled, Lennox and I both cut off our elemental powers. Before I could ask Zazoom why he asked us to stop, Zazoom stood up and let loose the loudest, most dangerous-sounding roar I had ever heard from him. It was so loud that it even drowned out my own thoughts, forcing me and my friends to slam our hands over our ears as this notification popped up:

[Dweller Zazoom] uses Roar of the Bold!

A ceasefire has been called. No more enemy attacks can be declared for: 5 minutes.

My eyes widened when I read that notification. I hadn’t known that Zazoom had a Power, and a fairly good one, at that. Being able to stop all enemy attacks for five minutes seemed like a game-changer to me. I wondered if it could be used against enemy players like Atmosfear or Huntsman. If so, then defeating the Hero Slayers would be a lot easier than I thought, assuming we had Zazoom with us when we fought them.

“No more fighting!” Zazoom roared, his words so loud that it was like a bomb going off in my ears. “Come out and show yourselves like true warriors, Scavengers!”

There was no response from the shadows at first, making me think that maybe these ‘Scavengers,’ whoever they were, had gotten scared by Zazoom’s obvious display of power and ran away. If so, good riddance. I wasn’t in the mood to battle yet another group of powerful enemies that wanted me dead. Yes, combat was a big part of Capes Online, but you could only fight so many bad guys in a short period of time before you started to get sick of it.

To my surprise, however, figures began to emerge from the darkness around us. At first hard to see, when they stepped into the light of the crystal stars overhead, I saw that the mysterious figures were Dwellers just like Zazoom.

But they looked different from all of the Dwellers I had seen so far. Instead of dark robes or heavy armor, these Dwellers wore leather armor. Each one wore a variety of different scars on their bodies, ranging from simple scratches across their forehead to deep gashes in their chests. A few were even missing eyes, teeth, and even limbs. One Dweller was missing his whole tail, which explained the unbalanced way he walked.

They also carried a wide variety of weapons. Most of them carried a bow and arrow set, but there was a good number of swords, axes, spears, and even daggers. Their weapons, however, looked rusted and pitted, like they had reclaimed them from a battlefield or stolen them from a junkyard or something. Despite that, I could tell that each one was a hardened warrior, although they seemed noticeably thinner than the Armored Dwellers I saw back in Underworld City.

Above each of their heads was the nametag [SCAVENGER REBEL]. The one nearest me was named [SCAVENGER REBEL TALOM], prompting me to Scan him to find out just what a ‘Scavenger Rebel’ even was:

Scavenger Rebel Talom

LEVEL: 35

ALIGNMENT: Unaligned

CLASS: Dweller

WEAK POINT: Eyes

WEAKNESS: Fire

RARITY: Common

One of the many rebels against Queen Somas’ rule, the Scavenger Rebels are known for their sneaky, underhanded combat tactics and the sheer ferocity by which they kill all of their enemies. They are lead by Rebel Leader Osorias, a Dweller whose cruelty and bloodthirstiness makes even the average Dweller look at him with disgust. Although their banishment from the City has made the Rebels weaker on average than ordinary Dwellers, they are not to be underestimated in combat.

These guys were rebels against Queen Somas? That was weird. I didn’t remember Zazoom telling me that any Dwellers disagreed with Somas’ rule. I had always assumed that all Dwellers obeyed the Queen unquestioningly. It appeared, then, that the Dwellers were far less of a hive mind than I first thought.

Then I got another notification, which read:

Skill Level up: Scan [Level 5]. Now you can see the Type of any character you Scan. Level up Scan even further to see more information on other characters and your surrounding environment!

That was cool. I was wondering when Scan would level up again. Funky had told me that I would get to see the Type of a character once Scan reached Level 5. Knowing what I did about the Type System and how it worked, I had a feeling that Scan was going to be more useful than ever. I mean, it was already my most useful Skill. But now it had just gotten even more useful.

“Whoa,” said Cy in a low whisper of a voice, his eyes darting back and forth as they took in our current situation. “Look at all of these guys. Gotta be at least fifty of ‘em. And they’re all pretty close to us in Level, too.”

“Better watch out,” said Funky. “Only reason they’re not attacking us now is thanks to Zazoom’s Power. Otherwise, I am fairly certain they would all be rushing the cart now and hacking us apart even as we speak.”

I shuddered at the thought of getting my body hacked to pieces by the rusty weapons that the Rebels wielded. And even worse, I knew Funky was right. We were a strong Team, but up against fifty or so Rebels, I didn’t think we stood much of a chance against them in a straight fight. Maybe that was why Zazoom had used his Power. I hoped Zazoom had a plan because I certainly did not.

Zazoom looked around at the assembled Rebels, disgust lining his reptilian features. “Tell me, where is Osorias? I know he is here. Osorias never misses an opportunity to show his sorry face whenever I am outside the City.”

Zazoom’s tone when he spoke about Osorias was odd. He sounded angry, but in a personal way, as if Osorias had insulted his mother. I wondered if Zazoom and this Osorias guy had some kind of history together. I suppose it was the same kind of history that the Scavenger Rebels had. That is to say, a history I knew absolutely nothing about but which seemed fairly important.

The Rebels were silent for a long time and I wasn’t sure if it was because they were trying to decide how to answer Zazoom’s question or if it was because they were waiting for the five-minute timer on Roar of the Bold to run out so they could resume attacking us. Lacking access to the timer myself, I could only go by the personal clock in my HUD, which showed that one minute had passed already. It wouldn’t be long now before the Roar of the Bold wore off and we found ourselves at the mercy of the Rebels once again. I summoned my Ice Daggers again just to be safe, even though I knew that the Ice Daggers would be useless against their arrows.

Finally, a dark chuckle broke out from the shadows and out stepped yet another Scavenger Rebel, but this one was different from all of the others. For one, he was tall and muscular, like what I imagined a Dweller bodybuilder would look like. His long, dinosaur-like tail swung out behind him like the branch of a tree, while his bright yellow skin reminded me of poisonous frogs. His dark eyes gleamed with hostile intelligence, while his sharp teeth were bared in a grin that was at once amused and threatening. A long bone club was slung across his back, while a set of leather and metal armor clung to his body like a second skin.

Hovering above his head was the nametag [SCAVENGER REBEL LEADER OSORIAS], so I quickly Scanned him to find out just who he was:

Scavenger Rebel Leader Osorias

LEVEL: 40

ALIGNMENT: Unaligned

CLASS: Dweller

TYPE: Earth

WEAK POINT: Face

WEAKNESS: Water

RARITY: Unique

The infamous leader of the Scavenger Rebels, Osorias earned his epitaph, ‘Butcher of Innocents,’ after he killed over 100 innocent Dwellers in one night. Feared by enemy and ally alike, Osorias has managed to draw together all of the Underworld’s most dangerous and deadly murderers, thieves, brutes, and thugs with the aim of making himself the undisputed King of the Underworld. Some rumors even stat Osorias is a wizard, although no one has been able to confirm if he has any magical powers yet.

Whoa. While it was cool to see Osorias’ Type, the flavor text describing him sent chills up my spine. He murdered over 100 innocent people in one night? For no reason? That boggled my mind. I almost wondered if the flavor text was even accurate, but Scan had yet to fail me so far.

Which was exactly why I was already forming a plan to take down Osorias once the effect of Roar of the Bold was over. If Osorias was like any other boss, then taking him out would crush the Morale of his minions and send them packing. At least, it should make them easier to defeat, though first I was going to wait to see what Zazoom would do.

“Osorias,” said Zazoom, his tone curt and sharp. “May the Queen’s eternal wrath be upon you, your children, and your children’s children.”

Osorias laughed. His laughter was deep and reminded me of an erupting volcano more than anything. “The Queen’s eternal wrath, eh? Tell me, will the Queen’s eternal wrath last even after I kill her and claim the Crown for myself? Because I do not see how her wrath can be ‘eternal’ if she herself is no longer alive to dispense it.”

“You know exactly what I mean,” said Zazoom. “But it is comforting, I suppose, to see that you are still the same arrogant rebel you’ve ever been, Osorias. It means I know what to expect from you.”

“Of course you know what to expect from me,” said Osorias in a smug tone. “We grew up together, after all. Side by side. Born in the same nest to the same mother.”

I gasped. “Zazoom, does that mean that Osorias is—”

“Yes,” said Zazoom in a disgruntled voice. “Osorias is indeed my twin brother. As much as I wish he was not.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

 

Twin brother? The two of them looked nothing alike. At least, I thought so until I looked a little bit more closely at Osorias and realized that he and Zazoom actually did look very much alike, similarities beyond the fact that they were both Dwellers. The shape of their snouts, for example, was exactly the same. The only major difference, aside from skin color, was Osorias’ massive muscles in comparison to Zazoom’s relatively slim form. Otherwise, the two looked eerily alike.

Osorias laughed. “You don’t sound too happy about that, brother, but that is just how you are. Always distancing yourself from me, even after I showed you the truth.”

“You’ve shown me nothing of the sort, Osorias,” said Zazoom. “You are simply rebelling against the Queen for no reason other than because your ego has convinced you that you deserve to be the King. As the Captain of the Guard, you know I can never support that.”

“Words,” Osorias sneered. “You have always been in love with the sound of your own voice. So annoying.”

I raised my hands before Zazoom could respond. “Hold on, hold on. What, exactly, is going on here? Zazoom, you never mentioned that you had a twin brother. Or that said twin brother was actively rebelling against Queen Somas’ rule and trying to overthrow her. Care to explain?”

Zazoom sighed as if I had asked a question he didn’t want to answer, but then he said, “The Underworld’s problems are far deeper than we first explained to you. Ever since the loss of the Queen’s Crown, the Queen’s authority has been … weakening, to put it mildly.”

“It was always weak and illegitimate,” Osorias said. He spread his arms as if to indicate all of his fellow Rebels. “But I must admit that it’s been easier than ever to recruit Rebels since the Queen’s Crown was stolen. Once I lay my hands on the Crown, even Queen Somas will have to bow to my rule.”

“The Crown is not yours, Osorias, and never will be,” Zazoom snapped. “You don’t understand what you speak of. You never have.”

“Can you get back to the explanation?” I said before Osorias could respond. “Remember, we’re kind of out of the loop here and don’t have all of the background information that you guys do.”

“Fine,” said Zazoom. “As I said, the Queen’s authority has been weakening in the weeks since the Hunter’s attacks on our city have occurred. There are some Dwellers who are convinced that the Queen can no longer be trusted to rule over and protect us. Some even seek another leader, a new King or Queen to rise up and replace her.”

“And that, of course, would be me,” said Osorias. He flexed his massive, muscled arms, his reptilian grin sending chills down my spine. “Assuming I can get the Crown, that is.”

“You mean Osorias only recently rebelled against the Queen?” I said. I looked around at the dozens of Rebels on all sides of us. “Man, he didn’t waste any time recruiting people, now did he?”

“Oh, Osorias rebelled against Queen Somas years ago,” Zazoom said, shaking his head. “But for most of those years, they have only been a petty, insignificant annoyance that attack citizens or occasionally fail to assassinate the Queen. All they have done is spread fear and chaos wherever they go and everyone hates them.”

“So they’re basically terrorists, then,” I said. I suddenly eyed Osorias with renewed dislike.

“Terrorist?” Zazoom repeated in confusion. “What is a terrorist?”

“Someone who uses fear and violence to threaten people to get power,” I said. “Humans are pretty well-acquainted with those types of folks.”

Of course, my own experience with terrorism was limited, especially since most of the world’s major terrorist organizations in the real world had been taken out long before I graduated high school. Still, I had some Iraqi War veterans in my family and in my circle of friends, so I knew all the stories about terrorists and what they did.

Osorias and his Rebels might not have been willing to blow themselves up for some false deity, but I could tell without even trying that they were cut from the same cloth as real-life terrorists. Whatever fear or worry I might have had about them suddenly vanished, replaced by a cold fury that made me want to take down all of them.

“Terrorist,” Zazoom repeated, this time with interest. “Normally, I don’t care much for human language, but I like that word and think I shall use it from now on.”

“We Scavenger Rebels do not spread fear and terror among the innocents,” said Osorias, stepping forward and putting a hand on his chest. “We fight against the unjust rule of Queen Somas. We are simply returning to the traditions of old, before the establishment of the Royal Family, in which the leader of the Dwellers was whoever was strongest.”

I smiled. “Is that why you’re not in the Royal Tower now? Because you’re not strong?”

“I am stronger than you think, human,” Osorias growled. “The old tradition of right by might ensured that our people were powerful. It is no coincidence that we Dwellers were at the height of our power before the Royal Family was established, but began to decline afterward, even forcing us to flee humans and hide deep beneath the surface of the earth. Why? Because we had weak leadership. That is why.”

Osorias pointed a clawed finger at me suddenly. “And look at how far we have fallen, that Queen Somas has asked for the help of humans—our mortal enemy, the one who drove us underground in the first place—to retrieve the source of her oppressive power. If we had a truly strong ruler, we would never have had to ask for the help of humans. This merely vindicates everything I have ever said or believed about Somas and the Royal Family.”

The other Rebels suddenly began chatting among themselves in the Dweller tongue. Although I couldn’t understand the words, I understood the scandalized tone quite well. No doubt they were just as offended as their leader was by our presence here in the Underworld. Guess that meant that Queen Somas and her subjects were technically the progressives of Dweller civilization, although given how Somas was literally holding Sally hostage, I kind of doubted she would ever be considered the Martin Luther King of her people.

“Queen Somas has only enlisted the aid of these humans out of necessity,” said Zazoom. “They are hired swords only. Once we return the Crown to the Queen, the humans will be sent off and we will never see them again.”

“But now the humans know of our lands,” said Osorias. “Do you really think that will stop them from coming back here at some point, perhaps with an army of their own to conquer us? Another thing Queen Somas did not anticipate. If I am in charge, however, I will build up a great army that will not merely defend the Underworld, but allow us to conquer the surface again and reclaim our birthright.”

“You’re too late there, man,” I said, folding my arms in front of my chest. “We’ve already got the Crown. Should have attacked us sooner.”

Osorias, however, chuckled deeply when I said that, even though I didn’t think I made any jokes. “Oh, we are all aware of your journey to the Abandoned Village and your fight against the Spirits that dwell within. Our spies within Underworld City informed us of your arrival and the mission that Queen Somas gave you. In addition to that, I sent one of our spies to tail you to the Abandoned Village and inform us of when you left.”

“That’s how you guys set up this ambush,” I said as realization dawned on me. “You guys were watching us the whole time, just waiting for us to walk into your trap when we least expected it.”

“Exactly,” said Osorias. He leaned forward, his eyes alight with malicious madness. “Once the Ceasefire effect is over, we will slaughter every last one of you—including you, dear brother Zazoom—and take the Crown from your dead bodies. We could, perhaps, have stolen the Crown from the Thief ourselves, but why waste precious time and energy when we could simply wait for you humans to do our dirty work for us?”

Wow. When I first met Zazoom, I had initially dismissed the Dwellers as a race of strong but unsophisticated brutes. Yet it was clear to me now that Dwellers could be just as smart and clever as humans. And the fact was that we had just walked into a trap because of our underestimating them. In my defense, though, we had literally never even heard of the Scavenger Rebels until now, so there was no way for us to anticipate they might do something like this. Zazoom did, though, and now I wondered why he had never mentioned them to us until now. Maybe he just didn’t think we’d ever run into them.

Regardless, I suspected we didn’t have much time left before the Ceasefire effect ended and the battle resumed. My Teammates and I would, of course, fight to the death, but we were still outnumbered two to one. If the rest of my Teammates had been here, I would have been far more optimistic about our chances of winning. As it was, however, there was just me, Funky, and Gears, not counting our Sidekicks or Zazoom. I suppose Sneakers was here as well, but no way in hell was I going to allow her to fight alongside us. She would probably just slip away unseen during the chaos of the battle and get away. Heck, she might even sabotage our efforts just to spite us. She certainly seemed like the type to do something like that.

Therefore, we needed a way to end this fight before it even started. Blizzard might work, seeing as it was an AOE attack that could strike multiple enemies at once, but there were too many places for Dwellers to hide and wait for the storm to end. Plus, something told me that Blizzard might not be strong enough to take out all of these guys, which would still force the rest of us to battle.

Then again, who said we needed to fight these guys? Maybe we could end this conflict in a different way.

I stepped up onto the seat next to Zazoom and looked out across the wasteland at Osorias. “Okay, Osorias—that’s your name, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” said Osorias, his eyes narrowing. “Why? Are you so stupid you forgot it already?”

I shook my head. “No, I just want to make sure we’re all on the same page here. You’re the leader of the Rebels, right?”

“Of course,” said Osorias, who I could tell was starting to get annoyed by my questions. “There is no question of that.”

“Okay,” I said. I put a hand on my chest. “My name is Winter. I am the leader of Team Winter, a superhero team.”

“So?” said Osorias irritably. “All you humans are the same to me. Even in your silly Costumes, I can’t tell you apart.”

“Because I want to make a deal with you,” I said. I gestured at my Team and his Rebels. “As you can see, we’re outnumbered by you guys. While I am confident that my Teammates could easily destroy your Rebels with little difficulty, that would still be a huge waste of time on our part, time we don’t have. Queen Somas gave us a three-day deadline by which we must return the Crown to her. We’re making amazing time, to be sure, but I know that a big Team Battle would slow us down considerably, so I want to propose a way to end this conflict quickly and with as little loss of life on both sides as possible.”

Osorias snorted loudly, but to my relief, he simply said, “And what would that method be? Are you going to surrender yourself and give up the Crown voluntarily? Because if you do, then I might even spare your pathetic life.”

I grinned. “Sorry to disappoint you, Osorias, but I’m not going to make it that easy for you. No, we’re going to solve things the old-fashioned way: Fighting like men. You and me. Alone.”

Osorias frowned. He eyed me like he thought I was trying to pull one over on him. “Explain.”

“It’s simple,” I said. I jerked a thumb at my chest. “You and I fight in a simple, one-on-one battle. I will represent Zazoom and my Teammates, while you will represent your Rebels. If you win, I will give you the Crown. If I win, however, your Rebels will leave us alone and allow us to return to Underworld City unmolested in order to return the Crown to Queen Somas. Do you accept?”

Shock whispers spread throughout the Rebels all around us. I could even sense my own Teammates behind me were surprised by my offer. Zazoom leaned toward me and whispered, “Hero Winter, what in the world are you doing? You have no right to gamble the Queen’s Crown like that.”

“Shh,” I whispered back. “I know exactly what I am doing. Don’t worry about that.”

Zazoom still looked at me skeptically and I realized that he resembled Osorias almost exactly when he looked at me that way. Not surprising, given they were brothers, though it still unsettled me a little.

Osorias, however, was now tapping his chin in thought. His eyes darted back and forth, almost like he was reading something none of us could see before a malicious grin spread across his features and he looked at me with glee.

“Very well,” said Osorias. “I accept your offer for a Duel between you and me. Neither of us will bring in any allies or seconds. But I would like to add a few conditions of my own before I accept it fully.”

I frowned. “And what might those be?”

Osorias’ grin just grew bigger and more monstrous. “First, what the winner of the Duel will receive. If I win, I don’t want just the Crown. I want to take all of your fellow humans as my slaves.”

This time, the shocked whispers came from my Teammates. I had to admit I was taken aback by Osorias’ terms, but I didn’t let shock show on my face. “Is that all?”

“No,” said Osorias with a shake of his head. “If you win—which is as likely as Queen Somas abdicating her throne and naming me her successor—then you will be named the new leader of the Scavenger Rebels. How does that sound?”

Even I was surprised by that. Osorias was offering to give me leadership over his own men? That was weird. He must have been really confident in his own skills if he was willing to bet his own leadership. It made me immediately suspicious of him. Why would he make such a huge bet if he wasn’t sure he could beat me in a fight?

“Winter, you need to say no,” said Funky behind me. “I don’t trust Osorias. He’s not going to play fair.”

“I actually agree with Funky for once,” said Gears. She rubbed her hands together anxiously. “No way am I going to let myself become a slave to these overgrown crocodiles.”

“Aye,” said Sneakers, nodding. “I’ve seen with me own eyes what those blokes do to humans they capture. Trust me, it ain’t pretty.”

“I understand y’all’s concerns, but what choice do we have?” I said. “The Rebels have us outnumbered two to one. If we say no, they’ll just kill us all.”

“But slavery?” said Funky. “Come on, man, you know these terms are ridiculous.”

“And I would like to add that I am not happy about the idea of betting the Crown,” Zazoom added. “If you were anyone else, Hero Winter, I would strike you down personally just for that suggestion alone.”

I raised my hands. “Wait, guys. Negotiations aren’t over yet. I’ll see if I can get us better terms.”

I looked over at Osorias again. “You’re a tough negotiator, but here’s my counter offer: Instead of taking my Teammates as slaves, how’s about you take me as your slave? Oh, and you get my Base on top of that if you win, my Base that to have a secret entrance to the Underworld from the surface.”

It pained me to make those terms, but I didn’t want to put my friends’ lives in danger if I could help it. I was the one who came up with this plan, after all. I had no right to risk the lives of others if I didn’t have to.

Osorias scratched his chin again, a look of deep thought on his reptilian features. “Hmmm … having a private entrance to the surface would make it easier to invade and conquer the world once I get the Crown. Besides, humans are not good for anything other than food, and then only if prepared properly. Very well, then. I accept your terms. Let us begin our Duel immediately.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

 

As soon as Osorias said that, a couple of notifications appeared before my vision:

Skill Level Up: Negotiation [Level 2]. You are now 2% better at negotiating for better and more favorable terms from Civilians and other NPCs. Level up this skill further to earn even more rewards!

[Scavenger Rebel Leader Osorias] has accepted your terms for the Duel! Here are the terms for your reference:

IF YOU WIN: You and your Teammates may take the Crown back to Queen Somas without fear of being attacked by the Rebels. Additionally, the Title of [Scavenger Rebel Leader] will transfer from [Scavenger Rebel Leader Osorias] to you.

IF YOU LOSE: You agree to hand over the Crown to [Scavenger Rebel Leader Osorias], as well as become his personal slave and transfer ownership of your Base and everything within it to him.

RESTRICTIONS: None

PENALTIES: Permanent 50% decrease in all Stats for forfeiting a Duel

ACCEPT? Y/N

Interesting. This was the first time I had ever been offered a Duel, but unlike most game mechanics in Capes Online, I had actually heard about this one from my perusal of the Capes Online Forums and Wiki. I didn’t know too much about them, though, other than most players disliked Duels and generally tried to avoid them where possible.

Basically, a Duel was where two players (or a player and NPC) agreed to single combat with each other. Duelists can bet pretty much anything they want and put whatever restrictions they want on their Duels. But Duels only began when both sides agreed to the terms, so there was always a lot of negotiating involved, especially when Dueling NPCs. That was probably why my Negotiation Skill leveled up just now.

The reason most players tried to avoid them was because you couldn’t guarantee you could win a Duel, plus a lot of people found the negotiation process tedious and boring. I didn’t mind it myself, but I could see why some people might. And despite agreeing to the terms of the Duel, I wished I didn’t have to do it or at least didn’t have to risk so much.

Another problem about Duels was that if you forfeit them, then that technically counted as a loss and so you would often receive some sort of penalty for forfeiting. The exact penalties seemed to vary from Duel to Duel, but I’d seen reports about anywhere from players losing all of their EXP to instantly dying and being sent back to their Bases/Hideouts. One guy on the Capes Online Forum even said he lost all his Costume and Equipment for trying to forfeit a Duel he had agreed to. The permanent 50% decrease in all Stats was incredibly harsh.

Still, this was our best shot at getting back to the City without having to fight our way through dozens of armed, angry lizard people who had a special hatred against humans. I mean, it was theoretically possible that we could fight our way through all of the Rebels and make it back to the City in one piece, but I wasn’t confident that our skill would be enough to trump their numbers. But I might be able to win a one-on-one fight even against an enemy with ten more Levels than me.

“You’re really gonna fight him, boss?” asked Cy, glancing across the space between us and the Scavengers at Osorias. “Are you sure about this?”

“I am,” I said. I stretched my arms. “Not like I can back out of this Duel without suffering the consequences, anyway.”

“Well, okay,” said Cy, “but if things get dicey, I’m always willing to help.”

“Thanks, Cy, but don’t worry about it,” I said as I cracked my neck. “But Duels are strictly one-on-one fights, so none of y’all can help me. That includes you, Cy.”

“You mean you can’t bring me into battle?” said Cy in surprise. “But I’m your Sidekick.”

“I know, but I told Osorias that this would be a one-on-one fight and I don’t intend to go back on my word,” I said. I nodded at Osorias. “Besides, he’s going to be on his own as well. It will be a battle between our skills. The winner will be determined by whoever is the better fighter. Seems fair to me.”

“But what will happen to us if you lose?” asked Gears. She tugged at her pigtails anxiously, keeping her gazed very firmly averted from Osorias. “Will they kill us, too?”

“Not sure,” I said with a shrug. “They are going to take the Crown, but I already have it, so they won’t have to take it from you guys. But that doesn’t mean they will leave you alone if I lose, so I would get yourself ready for another fight, just to be safe.”

“Guys, we need to think more positively here,” said Cy, tapping the side of his head. “Why don’t we think about what will happen if boss wins? We’ll get our own mini-army of Dweller warriors. Won’t that be awesome?”

“Those things are disgusting,” said Gears with a shudder. “The less I see them, the better.”

“I still think this is foolish,” said Zazoom, shaking his head. “Osorias is not an honorable fighter. He will use every dirty trick in the book to kill you. Especially since you are human. Osorias hates humans more than any other Dweller I know. He’s likely relishing the chance to kill you.”

I looked out over at Osorias. Osorias was currently deep in discussion with what I assumed were his lieutenants, although their nametags didn’t show any specific ranks to them. Likely Osorias was going over strategy with them, though I noticed that they appeared to be handing him items of some sort. One of them even draped some kind of bone necklace over his neck that had a glowing red jewel, similar to the Red Heart, on it, although I was too far away to Scan the item and see what it did. Probably nothing good.

Osorias did look pretty bloodthirsty. He kept licking his lips and had a very pleased grin on his face. He seemed to have the utmost confidence that he would be able to beat me in a fight. His confidence could be felt even from here and honestly almost scared me. I looked away. No good to let myself get psyched out before the Duel even started.

“Don’t worry,” I said, waving off Zazoom’s concerns. “I’ve beaten guys far tougher than Osorias before. Besides, I have a secret weapon he will never see coming.”

That ‘secret weapon’ I referred to was, of course, the Darkbane. The weapon’s +10% increase to all Stats was nearly a gamebreaker in itself. It would likely give me the edge over Osorias that I needed to win.

But despite what I said to Zazoom, I really didn’t want to use it. I didn’t want to become more Villainous than I already was. I had seen how even being 20% Villainous was having detrimental effects on my personality. What would I be like when I reached 30%? 40%? More? I didn’t even want to know. Would I become as bad as Atmosfear? I hoped not, but you never knew. It was a risk I didn’t want to take.

But just because I didn’t want to take it did not mean I would never take it. Fact was that I couldn’t let Osorias win. Sally’s safety was riding on my getting the Crown to Somas as fast as possible. I believed that Somas would keep her word and not harm Sally while we were away, but that did nothing to calm me down or make my anxiety go away. If anything, it just made me more willing to do whatever it took to take down Osorias. If that meant using the Darkbane to beat him, then so be it.

“If you insist on getting yourself killed fighting that monster, then at least take this,” said Gears.

As soon as Gears said that, a notification appeared in my view:

[Hero Gears] would like to give you Metal Gauntlet x2. Accept? Y/N

Curious, I accepted Gears’ gift and saw a new item labeled ‘Metal Gauntlet’ appear in my item inventory. A quick check revealed that the Metal Gauntlet was a piece of Equipment, a Weapon specifically, and that I could equip it to my character. It added +5 to my Strength and apparently granted me the Power ‘Slash.’

Equipping the Metal Gauntlets, my hands became encased in thick metal gloves that nonetheless fit my hands smoothly. I flexed my fingers, opening and closing my hands to make sure the Gauntlets did not limit my movement. It felt like I wasn’t wearing any gauntlets at all, yet I also felt stronger than normal. The fingertips were topped with sharp metal claws that resembled small knives more than actual claws.

“This is pretty nice,” I said, looking at Gears, “but where did you get these?”

“I made them myself, obviously,” said Gears, folding her arms in front of her chest. “Not only do they increase your Strength, but they also give you a brand new Power to boot. All Slash does is increase your chances of landing Critical Hits on your enemies.”

“You mean you don’t have something better you can give me instead?” I said. “Increase chances of Critical Hits is nice and all, but seems kind of tame in comparison to what I could get.”

“Hey, I didn’t have to give you anything,” said Gears, putting her hands on her hips. “Besides, I’m not giving you those forever. Once you beat Osorias, I am going to take them back and make a note never to give you anything again if this is how you react when someone gives you something for free.”

Gears’ attitude annoyed me, but then Osorias suddenly called out, “Human! Are you ready to fight? Or do you need more time to consult with your followers about the best way to surrender to us?”

Turning my attention away from Gears, I snapped back at Osorias, “Actually, I was talking with my friends about all of the neat things we’re going to make you guys do when you become my slaves. Was thinking of maybe having a statue built in my honor or something like that.”

Then I looked back at my Teammates and I said, “Okay, it looks like Osorias is ready, which means I’m going to have to get down there and fight. Remember, none of you guys can intervene for any reason. Got it?”

“Got it,” said Funky, nodding. “Good luck, man.”

“Yeah, boss,” Cy chirped up, giving me the thumbs up. “We know you can win. Teach that overgrown lizard what happens when you fight Team Winter.”

“Just try not to get yourself killed right away,” said Gears with a sigh. “And if you do lose, don’t blame my Gauntlets. Only losers blame their tools for making bad Inventions.”

“May the Underworld be with you, Hero Winter,” said Zazoom, patting me on the shoulder. “And the Queen’s grace and all her blessings.”

Sneakers didn’t say anything. I guess she didn’t really care one way or another, seeing as we weren’t her friends. Still, it did hurt a little not to hear anything from her. It was probably because she looked so much like Sally, even though I knew for a fact that she wasn’t Sally. Still, Sneakers had to realize that our winning would benefit her as well. I doubted the Rebels would treat Sneakers any differently from my Teammates if I lost.

Nodding at my friends, I turned and jumped off of the cart. Landing on my feet on the hard-packed dirt, I walked forward until I stood face to face with Osorias about ten feet away from him. The two of us then stopped, looking at each other very carefully, each one daring the other to make the first move. I didn’t show any of the anxiety or worry currently bubbling inside my head, but neither did Osorias show any worry he might have felt.

Then, after what felt like an eternity of staring, Osorias suddenly roared, “Let the Duel begin!”
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Even before Osorias finished roaring, I acted quickly. Summoning my Ice Daggers, I rushed toward the massive, muscular Dweller as fast as I could. Osorias swung his massive club at me, but I activated Flight and shot into the air over him. As Osorias’ club missed me, I flew over his head and landed behind the Dweller. And before he could react, I stabbed both of my Ice Daggers into his back.

A small sliver of HP disappeared from Osorias’ bar when my Ice Daggers struck, but before I could pull them out, the spikes on Osorias’ back began smoking and then jets of flame shot out and slammed into my face and body. The flames melted my Ice Daggers and sent me staggering backward.

A glance at my HP showed that the flames alone had taken over one-tenth of my overall Health off. Even worse, I got this notification:

Debuff added: Burned. -1 HP/3 seconds. Duration: 1 minute.

That was when Osorias spun around and slammed his very thick tail into my midsection. The blow sent me flying until I hit the ground hard and rolled for a couple of feet until I came for a stop. The attack did not add the Dazed debuff onto me, but it did knock out another tenth of my HP, not to mention really hurt a lot.

Shaking my head, I looked up just in time to see Osorias’ huge club falling right toward me. Activating Dodge, I rolled out of the way of the club, which crashed into the ground right where I’d been lying not even one second ago.

Rolling to my feet, I fired twin Ice Beams at Osorias. The Ice Beams hit Osorias in the chest and even took off some of his Health, but they didn’t even slow him down. Osorias just snarled and ran toward me, swinging his huge club over his head. He once again brought his club down on my head, but at the last minute I Dodged again, this time sidestepping to the left.

When the club smashed into the ground, I immediately grabbed Osorias’ arm and activated Freezing Touch. Ice exploded out from my hands and rapidly spread over Osorias’ arm until his entire arm was frozen solid.

With a grin, I raised a fist and smashed it straight through Osorias’ arm, smashing his arm into a million pieces and taking off more than a quarter of his Health. It also caused him to let go of his club, now that the arm he used to wield the club was gone.

Osorias roared in pain. He staggered away from me, the wound where his arm had once been now bleeding profusely. Thanks to the residual ice, his green blood became somewhat frosty as it spewed out of his stump and onto the ground. Dweller blood smelled even worse than how Dwellers normally smelled, reminding me of rotten eggs and old fish lying out in the sunlight for too long.

Even so, I couldn’t stop grinning when I saw how much pain Osorias was in. “Sorry about that, Osorias. I thought we humans were supposed to be weak.”

Osorias bared his teeth at me and suddenly smiled. “That is because you are, human. Watch.”

The red gem Osorias’ necklace suddenly flashed and I got this notification:

[Scavenger Rebel Leader Osorias] used Regeneration!

[Scavenger Rebel Leader Osorias] activated the Healing Crystal!

A brand new arm exploded out of the stump where Osorias’ old arm had been. The new arm was thin and almost skeletal at first, but then the red gem flashed again and the muscles on his new arm expanded until they matched the muscles on his other, still-existing arm. In less than two seconds, Osorias had two arms again and you wouldn’t have guessed he had even lost one if not for the green, slightly frozen blood trailing down his armpit to his legs. Additionally, his Health shot up an extra 10%, which didn’t leave it full, but did leave it higher than it was before.

“Good as new,” said Osorias, flexing his arm and fingers. “It’s like I didn’t lose an arm at all.”

“What …” I stared at the new arm in surprise. “How did you do that?”

Osorias gestured at the necklace hanging off his neck. “You can thank the Healing Crystal for that. A chunk of the Red Heart stolen long ago, the Healing Crystal grants any Dweller who wears it the ability to regenerate a lost limb and randomly restore up to 10% of their maximum Health. It is, of course, an item only a Dweller can wear, so don’t think about stealing it from me to use its powers for yourself.”

“Now that’s just OP,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “Seriously, the devs have to nerf that. It’s not fair if they don’t.”

“Life itself is not fair, human,” said Osorias. “But allow me to demonstrate the fact myself.”

Osorias rushed toward me again, this time almost too fast for me to keep up. He threw his newly-regenerated fist at me. It was too late for me to Dodge, so I crossed my arms in front of my face like an ‘X’ and took the brunt of his punch head on.

Luckily, I managed to block the punch, but just barely, which caused a notification to pop up and then instantly minimize before I could read it. It looked like I got a new Skill, but the notification minimized before I could confirm exactly what Skill I got. Didn’t matter. I would have plenty of time to read it later after I survived this fight with Osorias.

With a yell, I thrust my arms out and forced Osorias back. I activated Ice Shackles, causing four chains made of ice to burst out of the ground and wrap around Osorias’ wrists and ankles. Osorias, however, snapped them with ease and then rushed at me again, throwing punch after punch at me. It was all I could do to Dodge, his attacks coming so fast and so furious that I felt like I was trying to avoid bullets being fired from a machine gun.

But then one of his punches got through and slammed into my face. The blow knocked me flat off my feet, making me hit the ground with a gasp. Osorias raised a claw foot and tried to slam it down on my chest, but I caught his foot with my hands and shoved him back. Surprised, Osorias went stumbling backward as I rolled back to my feet, summoned my Ice Daggers, and rushed at him again.

I managed to get in a good couple of slashes—taking Osorias down to where his Health was before—before Osorias swung his long arms wide, knocking the Ice Daggers out of my hands. But that was okay. I jumped out of the reach of his arms and then slashed at him with my Metal Gauntlets, which cut through his chest and took off a good 15% of his Health in one blow, much to my surprise.

A notification appeared before me:

You landed a Critical Hit! Damage multiplied 1.5x!

Wow. That must have been the Critical Hit ratio Gears told me about when she gave me these Gauntlets. Now I found myself feeling really silly for complaining about that, especially in the face of a foe as powerful as Osorias.

Despite that, however, Osorias’ Health was still well above half full, so I went in on the offense again, slashing at him rapidly with my Metal Gauntlets. Unfortunately, I didn’t get another Critical Hit, but I did manage to get in quite a few good blows, taking his Health down to less than half in just a few seconds. I might just win this fight after all.

But just as my claws went for Osorias’ face, he suddenly ducked and my attack missed. I expected Osorias to take advantage of my opening to punch me, but instead he backed away quickly, doing several backflips to put himself well outside of my range.

“Where are you going?” I asked with a grin, holding up my claws. “Afraid of getting a little scratched?”

Rising to his full height, Osorias certainly looked like he had taken more than a few hits. His chest, face, and arms were covered in scratches and bleeding wounds from where I had attacked him. His Health was less than half full but still above 25%. Despite that, however, he showed no fear or worry at all. Actually, he seemed almost amused, as if he was in on a private joke I didn’t understand.

“I fear nothing, human,” said Osorias. “Not the Queen, not the gods, certainly not you. But you have proved yourself a little bit harder to kill than I first thought. Therefore, I will need to take drastic measures.”

Osorias suddenly began twisting his hands and fingers into strange shapes. His hands moved like lightning, making it hard to follow what he was doing, but then a notification appeared before me which told me exactly what Osorias was doing:

[Scavenger Rebel Leader Osorias] uses Earth Storm!

My eyes narrowed. “Earth Storm …?”

Before I could fully comprehend exactly what that meant, the earth around me shook. And then massive pillars of stone shot up out of the ground around me into the sky. It was all I could do to Dodge them, trying my best not to get impaled on their spiky ends. Luckily, I managed to Dodge each and every one of the pillars, although it was close there for a few seconds.

When the last of the pillars finally shot out from the ground, I stopped Dodging and looked around at my surroundings. The ground around me was full of seven foot deep holes where the pillars had once been. If I wasn’t careful, I could easily fall into them, but I had managed to land on the one patch of earth that had not been uprooted by Osorias’ spell. I briefly wondered how Osorias pulled that off until I remembered Scan telling me that there were rumors he was a wizard. Perhaps there was some truth to those rumors.

As for Osorias himself, he stood on the outside of the area, still smiling and unharmed. I could see why. His Healing Pendant flashed and then his Health went up by another 10%. He was still under half full, but not as much as before, and he would just need another heal from his Pendant in order to get back up into the green. It made me a little jealous of him, to be honest, although it also gave me a target to aim for: Namely, his Pendant.

“Nice trick back there, Osorias,” I said, summoning two more Ice Daggers in my hands and making a battle pose. “But for all its flash, you didn’t hurt me even once.”

Osorias’ smile, however, never left his face. “I wouldn’t be so confident if I were you, human. Look up and tell me what you see.”

“Oh, I’m not falling for that trick,” I said, shaking my head. “You must think I am really stupid if I am going to take my eyes off you for even a second.”

“I don’t think you’re stupid so much as you’re extremely unobservant,” said Osorias. “But if you insist on not knowing your environment, then so be it. It will make winning this Duel so much easier for me.”

Against my better judgment, I looked up into the air anyway. I didn’t expect to see anything and in fact expected Osorias to take advantage of my brief distraction to attack me. It’s what I would have done if I was in his shoes and seemed like a smart enough tactic.

But that all left my mind as I soon as I looked up and saw the dozens and dozens of earth spears—each one seven feet tall and one foot thick—falling back down toward the ground.

Directly toward me.
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There was no way even Dodge would protect me from those pillars. Aside from how numerous they were, I was surrounded on all sides by seven-foot-deep pits that I wouldn’t be able to easily climb out of if I fell into them. It was a simple, but brilliant, plan on Osorias’ part. In one fell swoop, he had not only made Dodge useless, but had also created enough pillars that I wouldn’t be able to destroy them with Ice Beam.

Now I understood why Osorias was so confident in himself. If I had that kind of power, I probably wouldn’t worry about some uppity human challenging him to a Duel, either.

But now wasn’t the time to let myself get worried. I had to find some way to survive this attack, but how? Dodge was out of the question and I had no way of creating some sort of ice barrier that I could use to protect myself. I questioned just how useful ice would be against dozens of seven-foot-long stone pillars anyway.

My only hope was to get out of the attack’s area of effect, but given how small our Duel area was, I didn’t have much choice. The only safe space appeared to be where Osorias was standing and I kind of doubted he would be nice enough to let me stand by him and avoid getting impaled by his own attack.

But then, maybe I didn’t need to ask nicely in order to survive.

Activating Flight, I shot into the air toward Osorias. The Dweller’s smirk vanished, replaced by an ugly scowl, and he raised his club with both hands, holding it like a baseball bat. He looked ready to hit a home run, but if my plan worked the way I wanted it to, he was about to strike out.

The stone pillars were getting closer and closer, but I paid them no attention. My focus was entirely on Osorias and his club. I needed to time this just right, because if I didn’t, I was going to lose this Duel. And I couldn’t afford to lose.

Once I got within reach of his club, Osorias swung his club, aiming directly for my face. But at the last possible moment I cut off Flight. Instead of dropping like a rock, I took advantage of my forward momentum to roll between Osorias’ legs, past his tail, and onto the ground behind him. Before Osorias could even react, I jumped to my feet and blasted him with two Ice Beams at his back.

The Ice Beams took off a nice chunk of his Health, but that wasn’t what I was aiming for. Osorias went stumbling forward from the impact of the blows, dropping his club as he reached the edge of one of the pits his Earth Storm attack created. His arms swung wildly as he attempted to remain upright, but gravity worked against him and Osorias fell on his back into the pit.

As soon as Osorias disappeared into the pit, the stone pillars finally hit the ground. Most of them slammed into the few parts of the earth that hadn’t been uprooted, but one pillar went directly into the pit where Osorias had landed. Although I couldn’t see Osorias, I heard the ugly squelch of the pillar’s sharp point stabbing into his stomach and saw his Health bar drop from slightly less than half full to zero in less than a second.

As soon as Osorias’ HP hit zero, I got hit with multiple notifications at once:

Congratulations! You have won your first Duel!

[Scavenger Rebel Leader Osorias] is defeated! +10,000 EXP! Next level: 5,746

You have earned a new Title: Scavenger Rebel Leader. By right of combat, you are now considered the official leader of the Scavenger Rebels. Check out your Titles in your menu for more information!

New Skill Unlocked: Block [Level 1]. Block melee attacks more efficiently, although this Skill is less effective against ranged attacks or attacks from an enemy at a higher level than you.

I had to admit I was pleased by these notifications. I was surprised at how much EXP Osorias gave upon being defeated. He was about 10 Levels higher than me, true, but I thought I might get something like 5,000 EXP from him. Maybe it was because I beat him in a Duel or maybe he counted as a boss monster or something. But hey, I wasn’t going to complain. I was now less than 6,000 EXP away from getting to Level 30. That was nice.

Getting a new Skill was great, too. I suspected it would be very useful in battle, seeing as I was more of a melee fighter than anything. It was a little disappointing to see that it was less effective against ranged attacks, but I suppose they had to put some limits on it to make it not overpowered. Perhaps there was a version of Block out there that allowed a player to defend against ranged attacks better or something.

But perhaps the most important notification was the one informing me that I was now the leader of the Scavenger Rebels. It was my second ever Title, right after Adventurer, and I wasn’t sure whether that was a good thing or a bad thing.

“You did it, boss!” said Cy, coming out of nowhere and hugging me. “I thought you were going to die for a moment there, but then you pulled off that awesome trick and got him to kill himself with his own attack!”

“Thanks, Cy,” I said as I pushed him off, “but you really don’t need to hug me to death. I’m okay.”

“Cy was right, though,” said Funky as he and the rest of my Teammates, including Zazoom, approached me. “That was some fast thinking. I’ve seen the Earth Storm Power used before. It can be a very hard attack to avoid, much less survive.”

“Yeah, it was a neat trick, I guess,” said Gears. She then gestured at my hands. “But I think we all know what really helped Winter win: My Metal Gauntlets. If it wasn’t for their increased chance to land a Critical Hit, I am fairly certain that Osorias wouldn’t have even felt the need to use his big, flashy area of effect attack in the first place.”

“Kind of hate to admit it, but these Metal Gauntlets were pretty useful,” I said, flexing my clawed fingers. “Can I keep them?”

“Ten thousand credits,” said Gears with a smile.

“Wha—?” I sputtered. “Ten thousand credits? But we’re on the same Team.”

“So?” said Gears, cocking her head to the side. “Inventing ain’t cheap. And it’s not like I’m rolling in money here, either. My father always used to tell me that you should never do something you’re good at for free.”

I sighed, but before I could remove my Metal Gauntlets to give them back to Gears, I heard a loud groan come from the pit that Osorias had fallen into. Startled, I looked over my shoulder to see the stone pillar shaking and shuddering until it exploded into a cloud of dust and dirt. We had to cover our eyes with our hands to avoid getting blinded, but I soon lowered them just in time to see one of Osorias’ claws reach up and grab the lip of the pit. With a grunt, Osorias pulled himself up over the lip onto the ground, at which point he stood up and glared at all of us.

If Osorias looked bad before, he looked like a walking corpse now. His leather armor was dirty and shattered in several spots. His stomach, oddly enough, wasn’t torn open, but it was covered in blood and dirt. Some of his teeth had been knocked from his mouth and more than a few of his claws had been shattered outright. Blood leaked out from his nostrils as well and many of the spikes running along his back had been broken or smashed.

Despite that, Osorias somehow stood upright, although it seemed to take a lot of effort on his part. And even worse, his Health now sat at a small but respectable 10%, no doubt thanks to the Healing Pendant, which had somehow avoided getting destroyed by the stone pillar that I had dropped on him. Osorias had to be afflicted with all sorts of debuffs right about now, but he didn’t show even the slightest hint of pain. As much as I hated him, I had to admit I could respect a man who stood strong even in the face of unbearable pain, even if that ‘man’ was actually a lizard person.

“What the hell?” said Cy, taking a step backward in fear. “I thought he was dead! Didn’t the notification say he was killed?”

I checked my notifications again and shook my head. “No. It just says I defeated him, which I guess is different from actually killing him. But if he’s still standing, doesn’t that mean I didn’t win the Duel?”

“It doesn’t quite work like that,” said Funky. “In normal fights, you typically have to kill your enemy in order to win and gain rewards, but in Duels, all you really need to do is incapacitate your enemy. If your rival is rendered unable to fight, even if they aren’t dead, that is usually enough to be considered the winner of a Duel. Also, coming back to life after your death doesn’t undo the results of a Duel, either.”

“Then how did you come back to life?” I asked Osorias, aiming my question squarely at him. “I saw your HP drop to zero. You should be dead. And I mean really dead because NPCs like you don’t respawn.”

Osorias sniffed, causing more ugly green blood to drip down his snout. “It’s one of the Powers granted to me by the Healing Pendant. If I die, I can be brought back to life once at 10% Health. That Power only works once, however, so if I die again, I will die for good.”

“Wow,” I said. “That item really is OP.”

“It is useful,” Osorias shot back. He coughed up a ton of blood suddenly, but still remained standing. He wiped the excess blood from his lips. “Disgusting.”

“For once, I agree with you on something,” I said. “So what are you going to do? Challenge me to another Duel? Or just try to sic your lackeys on me and my friends and overwhelm us through sheer numbers?”

Osorias frowned. “My lackeys? The Rebels no longer listen to me. They now listen to you.”

Startled, I was about to ask him what he meant by that when I suddenly remembered that I had gotten his Title. Opening the TITLES tab, I clicked on [Scavenger Rebel Leader] and read its full effects:

[Scavenger Rebel Leader]

By attaining this Title, you are now the undisputed Team Leader of the Scavenger Rebels. All members of the Scavenger Rebels answer directly to you and will do whatever you ask, although higher-leveled Rebels may resist your commands or even attempt to overthrow you. You can now invite people to join the Rebels or remove members from the group at your discretion. As well, you now have access to the Scavenger Rebels’ Team Points, which you can distribute as you see fit.

Unfortunately, due to being a human, Scavenger Rebels are 5% less likely to obey your commands and 10% more likely to quit the Team in general. Gain the Loyalty of your Teammates by successfully leading them to victory in battle and missions.

Wow. If I was reading this correct, that meant I was now the leader of two Teams now. I quickly went over to the TEAMS tab and saw, right underneath Team Winter, the Scavenger Rebels, which I opened in order to see the full details of my new Team:

NAME: Scavenger Rebels [Edit]

MEMBERS: Dwellers

TOTAL MEMBERS: 32/100

ALIGNMENT: Unaligned

TEAM MISSIONS: N/A

TEAM POWERS: Morale Booster [Level 2], Zerg Rush [Level 1], Rain of Arrows [Level 1] 

TEAM POINTS: 22

TEAM REPUTATION: Infamous

I scratched my chin. While the Scavenger Rebels were clearly the bigger Team, I didn’t understand why they only had 22 TPs instead of 32, nor why only one Power was Level 2 and the others were not. I guess it was a reflection of Osorias’ leadership style or something. Regardless, I would focus on it later. Right now, I had more important things to worry about.

Closing my character menu, I looked around at the Scavenger Rebels that surrounded us. Although we were definitely outnumbered, none of the Scavenger Rebels looked like they were going to attack me or my friends. In fact, most of them still looked a little bewildered, as if they couldn’t quite believe that their leader had been defeated in combat by a human. More than a few of them looked a little annoyed at the realization that they now had to obey the orders of a human like me, so I glared at them to make sure they knew I wouldn’t put up with any disobedience from them.

I looked back at Osorias. “Even if the Rebels are no longer under your command, you obviously had a reason to pull yourself out of the pit like that. What is it?”

Osorias took a deep, shuddering breath, and said, “Because I will not die in such a humiliating way.”

Osorias suddenly rushed toward me, his claws out, but he didn’t get very far before Zazoom darted past me and tackled Osorias to the ground. The two brothers wrestled against each other for a few seconds, but since Osorias was still in bad condition from our Duel, Zazoom had little trouble overpowering him. He forced Osorias down on his stomach, twisting his brother’s large arms behind his back, a deep, warning growl emitting from his throat as he looked at his brother

“In the name of Queen Somas, I arrest you, brother,” said Zazoom with a snarl. “You will be coming back with us to the City, where you will be tried for your crimes against the Queen’s name.”

Osorias, oddly enough, did not try to fight against Zazoom. He merely lay there with a resigned look on his face. I suspected Osorias knew he was in no position to win even if he did fight back. After all, the entirety of the Scavenger Rebels were now on my side, rather than his. If I wanted, I could order all of his old Teammates to attack him and tear him apart.

But I decided not to. The way I saw it, this was a matter for the Dwellers to handle with their own legal system. It wasn’t my place to execute Osorias. And anyway, we were heading back to the City anyway. Taking Osorias with us wouldn’t slow us down that much.

Turning to face my Teammates, I said, “Everyone, let’s go. Underworld City isn’t far now and I, for one, am eager to end this mission and get back to the surface.”
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As it turned out, bringing along dozens of extra people actually slowed us down quite a bit. Because Zazoom’s cart was not big enough for everyone, the Scavenger Rebels had to walk. They were fast walkers, to be sure, but their progress was slowed by the fact that they had to walk Osorias with them. The former Rebel leader walked beside the cart, his wrists and neck tied together with thick black metal chains that appeared to negate his magic. I could tell that a few of the Rebels seemed apologetic in their handling of Osorias, while others seemed to take a little too much glee in pushing around their former boss.

Regardless, the trip back to Underworld City was far more peaceful than our trip to the Abandoned Village. I could only guess that the presence of the entirety of the Scavenger Rebels likely scared away potential random encounters. I didn’t mind that, though. After the Dweller Spirit God and Osorias, I was more than happy to have some time to rest.

Before we headed out, however, I did consider disbanding the Scavenger Rebels entirely and sending them on their way. After all, I didn’t come to the Underworld seeking to become the leader of a group of Dweller terrorists. But Zazoom said it was smarter to keep the Rebels with me. If we let the Rebels go, they might try to exact revenge on Osorias at some point or even free him outright. By taking over the Rebels as their leader, I had effectively nullified whatever loyalty the Rebels might have felt toward Osorias.

Although I was still uncomfortable walking around with a bunch of terrorists, I had to admit it was kind of nice to have what amounted to my own personal protection team. I had the Rebels set around all sides of the cart, meaning that we were going to be safe no matter where enemies attacked us from. It also meant that anyone who wanted to attack the cart would have to go through the Rebels first. A part of me had been worried that Huntsman might try to attack us at some point, but now that our numbers had increased so much, I felt pretty safe in just relaxing.

“This is so cool,” said Cy, who sat next to me in the cart. He looked around at all of the Rebels walking around us, an excited smile crossing his features. “We’ve got our own personal army of lizard warriors! This is like something straight out of a fantasy novel, only it’s real.”

“The smell is certainly real,” said Gears, wrinkling her nose. “God, they smell like someone dunked a bunch of rotting corpses into sewage water. I think I’m going to be sick if we don’t find some fresh air soon.”

“Aye,” said Sneakers. She still sat in the middle of the cart, a sickened look on her face as the cart bumped and rocked. “Feel like I am going to lose my lunch if I have to endure that stench any longer.”

“Don’t worry,” said Funky with a smirk. “Soon we’ll reach the City. Once we give the Crown back to Somas, she will show us the way to the surface and we won’t have to come back here ever again.”

“You blokes might be able to leave, but what about me?” said Sneakers. “Aren’t you still planning to give me over like a prisoner?”

“Sure,” I said. “You stole from the Dwellers. You broke their laws. So get ready to face the consequences of your actions.”

Sneakers groaned but said nothing in response. She just went quiet again, although whether she was thinking of a way to escape or silently cursing me in her mind, I couldn’t tell. Nor did I really care. Sneakers was completely unable to escape from us. I wasn’t worried about her in the least.

Osorias was the bigger threat. Although his Health bar was still in the danger zone, it was slowly but surely recovering as we walked. It seemed like his Health bar would raise a couple of points every other second, although given how much HP Osorias had, it would still be a long time before he got back to full Health. He probably would have gotten back to full Health sooner if Zazoom hadn’t removed his Healing Pendant, which now adorned Zazoom’s neck.

All in all, though, I wasn’t worried about either of our prisoners. They were both powerless to free themselves or do anything other than complain about their current situation. They were aware they couldn’t get away from us and that soon they would be in the custody of Queen Somas, who would deal with them as she saw fit. It filled me with satisfaction knowing that we were this close to completing our mission and finding our way back to the surface.

The only real problem was that we still didn’t know where Huntsman and his allies were. For that matter, we had yet to free any of the Dweller slaves that had been kidnapped by the Hero Slayers. Neither Sneakers nor Osorias knew anything about the slavery situation, so it wasn’t like we could ask them where they were.

But frankly, I thought that retrieving the Crown was the more important thing in the long run anyway. Failing to retrieve the Crown would mean that the Dwellers would be forced to invade the surface eventually, but once we gave the Crown back to Somas, war with the surface would be averted. Heck, the Dwellers might not even need our help after they got the Crown. Perhaps they would be able to find and free the slaves themselves.

Regardless of how that situation turned out, I was just glad I was going to see Sally again soon. I had been worrying about her in the back of my mind ever since we left Underworld City. Once we returned the Crown to Somas, she would give Sally back to us and the two of us would be back together again. Sally’s presence here in Capes Online still left us with loads of questions, but those questions would hopefully be easier to answer once we returned to the surface.

Looking at the Scavenger Rebels again, however, caused a question to pop into my mind. I looked at Funky and said, “Funky, I don’t understand something. How can I be the leader of both Team Winter and the Rebels at the same time? I thought you could only lead one Team at a time.”

Funky shook his head as he stroked the back of Lennox’s neck. “Nope. There is no limit to the number of Teams a player can lead or join. You could lead a thousand Teams at once if you wanted. It’s just that most players don’t because of how difficult it is to organize so many people together. If you have more than one Team, it’s usually a lot simple to simply combine the two Teams into one.”

“That would also bring you closer to making your Team into a League,” I said. “Right?”

“Right,” said Funky. “In fact, that’s probably the easiest way to make a League. By combining two or more Teams together, you don’t have to spend quite as much time trying to convince individual players to join yours.”

I nodded. A League was basically just a larger, more complicated Team that came with its own unique benefits and bonuses. Unfortunately, you could only form a League once your Team reached 100 Teammates. Team Winter only had eight members at the moment, so we were a far way off from being able to start a League of our own just yet.

But hearing what Funky said about combining Teams made me curious. I opened my TEAMS tab and saw an option that I hadn’t noticed before that read ‘COMBINE TEAMS.’

Curious, I clicked the button and was faced with this option:

Would you like to combine [Team Winer] and [Scavenger Rebels]? Y/N

WARNING: Once a Team is combined, you CANNOT undo it.

I didn’t see any danger is selecting ‘yes.’ Even if I couldn’t undo the combination, I could always kick out any Rebels I felt we didn’t need.

But when I clicked ‘Y,’ an error notification popped up:

ERROR: Unable to combine Teams of differing Alignments.

“What?” I said. “It says I can’t combine Teams of differing Alignments.”

“Yeah, that’s one of the restrictions put upon Team combinations,” said Funky, nodding. “So you couldn’t combine a Hero Team and a Villain Team together. Just another facet of the Alignment System.”

Frowning, I opened the tab for the Scavenger Rebels again and squinted. “So I can’t combine the Rebels with Team Winter because of our differing Alignments, but I can still lead the Rebels? What’s up with that?”

“What Alignment do the Rebels have?” asked Funky.

I looked at the Rebels’ page again. “Unaligned.”

“Ah,” said Funky, nodding. “I see. Yes, Unaligned Teams can be lead by anyone. Heroes, Anti-Heroes, Villains, Anti-Villains … anyone of any Alignment can lead them. They’re extremely rare, though, and usually restricted to NPC Teams, since it’s easier for NPCs to be Unaligned than players.”

“So anyone can lead an Unaligned Team, but you still can’t combine Unaligned Teams with Hero or Villain Teams?” I questioned.

Funky nodded again. “That’s correct.”

“Seems kind of dumb to me,” I said. “Or at least inconsistent.”

Funky shrugged. “Nobody’s perfect. And besides, it’s extremely rare for players to end up in control of NPC Teams like you. I can only think of a few other players who have done that the top of my head. It’s probably just a scenario the developers didn’t think was likely to happen. Happens all the time in game development.”

“Yeah, I guess,” I said. “But what is up with ‘Unaligned’? I’ve seen that Alignment a few times, but I don’t know how you get it.”

“Unaligned characters are simply characters who aren’t Heroes or Villains,” said Funky. “Most NPCs are Unaligned. That’s basically what the Civilian Alignment means, although some NPCs are actually labeled Unaligned because they aren’t technically Civilians.”

“Is it possible for players to be Unaligned?” I said, looking at Funky questioningly. “I would think not, given how your Alignment is affected by your every choice.”

“It is possible,” said Funky slowly, “but it’s extremely hard to do. It requires balancing your Hero and Villain Alignments. That means you have to do both Heroic and Villainous things equally. It’s also very hard to play, because the Unaligned don’t have access to any of the various Hero and Villain Classes, Powers, Equipment, and Costumes, meaning they have to rely exclusively on leveling up Stats, Skills, and general strategy to play well.”

“Why would anyone want to play as Unaligned anyway?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “It sounds way too restrictive to me.”

“Self-imposed challenge,” said Gears. She rolled her eyes. “Lots of players—mostly idiot men who want to look cool—try to become Unaligned, but most of ‘em fail because they always lean toward one Alignment or another. Personally, I think it’s dumb, but then, most people are stupid, after all, so I guess I shouldn’t be surprised to see so many people try something that is clearly dumb.”

“Aside from her comments on other peoples’ intelligence, Gears is correct,” said Funky. “Unaligned accounts are one of the most popular self-imposed challenges that most Capes Online players try. There are even in-game rewards that you get if you successfully become Unaligned, although very few players have ever managed to achieve those rewards.”

I shook my head. “I gotta agree with Gears on this one. It sounds to me like being Unaligned is more trouble than it’s worth.”

“It all depends on your point of view,” said Funky. “Lots of people see it as an interesting challenge. You can find streamers who livestream an Unaligned run, although very few ever complete it. It’s one of those things that’s more interesting to watch than play, in my opinion.”

I shook my head again. I knew from experience how easy it was to push your Alignment one way or another. I couldn’t imagine how difficult it must be to perfectly balance your Alignment so you wouldn’t become a Hero or a Villain. And the fact that you were locked out of all Classes, Powers, Costumes, and Equipment from both Alignments seemed like madness to me. The only reason I had gotten as far as I had was because of the Powers I wielded. I couldn’t imagine taking on the Dweller Spirit God, for example, without Blizzard.

But I guess it was like Funky said. Some people just liked to challenge themselves. And being Unaligned certainly sounded like a challenge to me, albeit not one I really was interested in trying out myself.

Deciding to focus on other things for now, I looked over at Zazoom and shouted, “Zazoom! How much farther until we reach the City?”

“Not much farther now,” said Zazoom. “Should be just around this corner. Once we pass this corner, the Western Gate should come into view.”

I smiled when Zazoom said that. Although Underworld City was far from my most favorite place in Capes Online, it was where Sally was currently being kept. Soon, I would be with Sally again and would be able to help find a way to get her memories back.

As Zazoom said, when our caravan turned the last corner, the Western Gate came into view. Or what was left of it after Cinders’ attack, anyway. From a distance, I could still see the blackened scorch marks along the walls and ground outside the Gate. The burned remains of the Gate itself must have been moved at some point after we left and a hastily constructed makeshift Gate now stood in its place, probably a temporary one until they could build a proper Gate to replace the one destroyed by Cinders.

A sense of relief washed over me as our caravan made its way over to the Western Gate. I hadn’t realized it, but until now I had been very tense. Probably from worry over Sally. A part of me had been worried that Sally might be in danger, but it looked like Underworld City was still in one piece, so perhaps Huntsman and the Hero Slayers had chosen to stay away from it after we beat Cinders.

Two Armored Dweller guardsmen stood at the Gate. They stood on either side of the temporary Gate, swords and spears drawn, standing at attention. There was something off about the way they stood to me, almost like they were more like puppets than actual living beings. Of course, technically they were NPCs and NPCs could be thought of as puppets in a way, but I mean they looked more like puppets than actual people. Even weirder, they did not seem to recognize the Scavenger Rebels, even though I would think these guards would at least be curious to know why an infamous terrorist group was just waltzing up to their front door with their former leader in chains.

When our group came to a stop before the guards, Zazoom parked the cart and shouted, “Hail, Guardsmen! Our mission to retrieve the Queen’s Crown was successful. Not only did we retrieve the Queen’s Crown and capture the Thief who stole it, but we even defeated the Scavenger Rebels and arrested their leader, Osorias, along the way. We wish to present this news to the Queen Herself.”

Oddly enough, the guards did not respond to that. They didn’t speak, move, or do anything to show they even acknowledged our existence. Zazoom might as well have not said anything for all the good his little speech did.

“Weird,” Cy muttered to me. “What’s wrong?”

“Not sure,” I whispered back, “but I don’t like this. Keep your guard up.”

Zazoom, however, tossed his reins to the side and jumped down to the ground. Righting himself, Zazoom marched up to the two guards and said, “Did you two not just hear what I said? As the Captain of the Guard, I demand that you let me and my caravan into the—”

Without warning, the two guards suddenly looked up, their eyes glowing a strange purple color, and then raised their swords and slashed Zazoom across the chest.
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Zazoom’s Health dropped from full to less than a quarter full when the guards’ blows struck. Zazoom yelled in pain and collapsed onto the ground, clutching his bleeding, bloody chest, gasping for pain and coughing up even more blood. The two guards weren’t done yet, however. They stepped forward and raised their bloody swords above their heads, ready to finish Zazoom off.

Activating Flight, I launched into the air toward the two guards. Cutting off Flight at the last second, I summoned my Ice Daggers and slashed at the two guards when I got close enough. One of my Ice Daggers slashed open the throat of the guard on my right, causing him to drop his sword and collapsed onto the ground in an instant. My other Ice Dagger slashed the hand of the left guard, making him drop his sword, too, although he didn’t die but just staggered away.

Breathing hard, I Scanned the guard to find out exactly what was wrong with them:

Armored Dweller Guardsman Jokas [Possessed]

LEVEL: 35

ALIGNMENT: Unaligned

CLASS: Dweller

TYPE: Earth

WEAK POINT: Feet

WEAKNESS: Water

RARITY: Common

A member of the Underworld Royal Guard, Armored Dwellers pack all of the ferocity and viciousness of their fellow Dwellers with advanced weapons training and military tactics. More than one human has fallen prey to their swords after fatally underestimating their strength and cunning. Their armor does, however, limit their Agility somewhat, although it also greatly boosts their Defense.

My eyes locked on the bracketed word next to the Guardsman’s name. Possessed? What in the world did that mean? Were they possessed by ghosts or something? Did we actually fail to kill the Dweller Spirits and now they were possessing the city guards?

Those troubling thoughts left my mind when Jokas picked up his dropped sword and threw it at me. The sword hurtled end over end through the air toward me, but I ducked it easily and rushed toward Jokas. Before the Armored Dweller could react, I grabbed his stomach and activated Freezing Touch.

Ice exploded over Jokas’ body, quickly covering the Guardsman’s entire form in a thick sheet of ice. In less than a second, Jokas was a glorified frozen statue, all save for the head, which was still free. Jokas struggled to break free of the ice, but he clearly lacked the strength to free himself.

Breathing hard, I took a few steps away from Jokas and looked over at the makeshift Western Gate, which was still closed. Although there were only two Guardsmen assigned to the Western Gate, I knew from the last time we were here that there were hundreds, maybe even thousands, of Guardsmen patrolling the streets of the City. And if all of them were Possessed like these two … suddenly, my little caravan of about forty-two people, not counting the prisoners, didn’t seem like such a big group anymore.

A groan behind me caused me to look over my shoulder. Zazoom still lay on the ground, clutching his bleeding wound. His Health was slowly but surely dropping in time with the blood bleeding out of his chest wound and I knew it wouldn’t be long before he died completely.

“You guys!” I shouted, pointing at two Rebels. “Give Zazoom as many Health Potions as he needs. Now. And if any of you are Healers, get to work on him stat.”

The two Rebels immediately went over to Zazoom, pulling out Healing Potions and tipping them into his mouth. A female Rebel clutching a wooden stick that reminded me of a mage’s staff also walked over and began waving her stick over him, pouring some kind of odd-looking white dust on his chest that closed his wounds. I had not realized that the Dwellers had Healers, but it made sense. After all, every civilization needs doctors.

“What was up with that?” asked Cy, who I had not noticed walk up to me.

Startled, I looked and saw that Funky, Gears, Cy, and Monkey Wrench had left the cart to join me in front of the Gate. Sneakers was still sitting in the cart, but she was now surrounded by a couple of beefy Rebels, so she was in no position to make a quick escape when we weren’t looking.

“I don’t know,” I said, looking at Jokas again, who was still struggling—and failing—to free himself. “I’ve never seen anything like it before. Purple eyes and a tag that says Possessed amended to the end of their names … it’s weird.”

“Possessed?” Funky repeated. He squinted, perhaps Scanning Jokas for himself, and gasped. “You’re right. They are Possessed. Which, if I am not mistaken, means we’re screwed.”

“Screwed?” I said, looking at Funky in shock. “Why would you say something like that?”

“Because, Winter,” said an amused voice with a French accent behind me, “your friend knows that even the strongest armor cannot protect the mind from being assaulted.”

Startled, all of us looked around for the source of the voice, but it was impossible to tell where it was coming from. It was almost like it had simply come from thin air, which sent a terrible chill down my spine at the implications that our enemy might be invisible and we couldn’t see him.

“Where are you?” I said, holding my Ice Daggers before me. “Show yourself.”

“Show myself?” said the voice, which now sounded like the owner of the voice stood right next to me. “But I am showing myself. It is not my fault you are too stupid to notice.”

Confused, I kept looking around. “Yeah, that really doesn’t help things. I don’t see a Frenchman nearby, so—”

“Look at Jokas and tell me what you see,” said the French voice.

Puzzled, I looked at Jokas again. The Guardsman had gone oddly silent now, his head on his chest. It looked almost like he was praying or perhaps had given up and resigned himself to his fate as our prisoner.

Then Jokas looked up again, his eyes still shining purple, and said, in a guttural French voice, “Hello, Winter. It is so wonderful to meet you for the first time.”

My eyes widened in shock. Cy stepped away, fear on his face, while Funky, Gears, and Monkey Wrench just brandished their weapons before them, even though Jokas was in no position to harm any of us.

“Who are you and why do you have a French accent?” I said. “I am pretty sure the Dwellers aren’t French.”

Jokas chuckled. “Ah, you are funnier than I thought, but still hardly a comedian. No, this isn’t my body. This is a puppet—and an ugly one, at that—which my Powers allow me to speak through. Trust me, my real body is the epitome of beauty and grace in comparison to this clumsy, disgusting puppet.”

“Powers …?” I said. “Are you a player?”

Jokas nodded. “But of course. Allow me to introduce myself. You may call me Puppetmaster. And I am the current ruler of the hearts, minds, and bodies of every single citizen in Underworld City. Pleased to meet you.”

“Puppetmaster?” I repeated. “Never heard of you.”

“I have,” said Funky grimly, causing me to look at him. Funky’s eyes were fixed on Jokas, his hands balled tightly into fists. “Most infamous Invader of all time.”

“Why, thank you for recognizing me, FunkyFresh94,” said Puppetmaster as if he and Funky had simply bumped into each other at a fancy dinner party. “Your … unusual nature has also become well-known, at least in my circles. Not as well-known as Winter’s, but certainly you are known. It will be fascinating to see if even half of the rumors about the Mystery Beastmaster are true.”

“Mystery Beastmaster?” I said, glancing at Funky. “What is he talking about?”

“Oh, it is nothing,” said Puppetmaster, shaking his head. “All you need to know is that you and your friends will never be able to enter the City … and survive.”

Funky, as usual, looked stoic in the face of Puppetmaster’s rantings, but I was very interested to know what sort of reputation the ‘Mystery Beastmaster’ had earned. I was well-aware of Funky’s mysterious nature, but it seemed to me there was more to him than I even suspected. But as always, now was not the time to interrogate Funky about his true identity, although I found myself wondering if it would ever be the time to ask him about that.

Pushing such thoughts out of my head for now, I said to Puppetmaster, “So you’re a Villain, then?”

“He is,” Funky said before Puppetmaster could respond. “He’s one of France’s most Infamous Villain players. He became Infamous last year when he Mind Controlled an entire in-game town, forced the inhabitants to empty their bank accounts and give him all of their valuables, and then forced every man, woman, and child to commit suicide.”

My stomach churned when Funky said that. “What? That can’t be true.”

“Oh, but it is,” said Puppetmaster with a chuckle. “But he undersells just how difficult it was to achieve. Most Invaders are only capable of Mind Controlling up to a few people at a time. It took many months of grinding and leveling to get to the point where I could control so many people at once. And even then, I had to pick the town with the people with the lowest Willpower so they wouldn’t be able to resist my will. At least the EXP was good.”

I always knew that Villains played Capes Online differently than Heroes, but that went straight from evil to just plain insane. “You did it all for the experience?”

“And the Infamy points,” Puppetmaster added. “Don’t forget about that. In the same way you earned a ton of Fame for defeating Dark Kosmos, my Infamy jumped into the stratosphere after I killed that town. It takes most Villains years to get to my level of Infamy through completing missions and committing minor Crimes. I believe in working smart, not hard. It is how to succeed both in real life and in-game.”

I knew that all of the people Puppetmaster had killed were just NPCs and therefore not ‘real,’ but I’d never even heard of a Villain player pulling off such an evil stunt. It sounded almost unreal, even for Capes Online, but I didn’t have any reason to disbelieve either Funky or Puppetmaster.

“What are you doing here in the Underworld?” I demanded. “And how long have you controlled the City?”

“To answer the second question, I have controlled the City since you and your Team left,” said Puppetmaster, “although I’ve been in the Underworld far longer than that. It just wasn’t until recently that my allies and I decided we needed to take a more, ah, direct hand in matters.”

“Your allies?” I said. “You don’t mean—”

“Correct,” said Puppetmaster with a dark chuckle. “I am referring, of course, to Huntsman, Atmosfear, and the others. Although we were happy at first to merely pick off Dweller slaves as we saw fit, your presence here has forced us to use more drastic measures in order to ensure the completion of our plans. It is unfortunate, a true gamer always adjusts to a changed situation. Wouldn’t you agree, Winter?”
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“You mean Atmosfear is here?” I said. “Here in the Underworld?”

“Of course,” said Puppetmaster. “Him and the others. Originally I was disappointed by his failure to get the Test Subject, but seeing at Atmosfear led the conquest of the city—which resulted in us getting the Test Subject anyway—I can’t really complain.”

My mind spun with the possibilities presented by Puppetmaster. I recalled what seemed like a lifetime ago now when Chuck had told me that Atmosfear was recruiting Villain players, both newbies and veterans alike, into his Team. Although Huntsman and Cinders had both been powerful Villains in their own right, Puppetmaster was clearly a league above even them in terms of raw power, especially if he could Mind Control an entire city of Dwellers as easily as if they were, well, puppets.

Shaking my head, I said, “You have Sally.”

“You mean the Test Subject,” Puppetmaster corrected, “but yes, we have her, thanks in no small part to Queen Somas. Had you not left the Test Subject here, right where we could get her, I imagine we wouldn’t even be having this conversation right now.”

My hands shook. “If you lay even one finger on Sally—”

“You will what, end me?” said Puppetmaster in amusement. “Atmosfear warned me of your explosive temper and I must say his warning was quite apt. Still, you are but a yapping chihuahua to me. Annoying, yes, but ultimately harmless and easily dealt with.”

I thrust my Ice Daggers at Jokas’ throat. “You hurt Sally and—”

“And you’ll what, kill my puppet?” said Puppetmaster with a sneer. “You must realize that killing one of my puppets affects me not in the slightest. Cutting the strings of the puppet does not, after all, harm the puppet master himself.”

Biting my lower lip, I lowered my Ice Daggers from Jokas’ throat, although I didn’t take my eyes off the Possessed Dweller for even one second. “What do you want?”

“Me?” said Puppetmaster. “Oh, nothing more than to be the most Infamous Villain in all of Capes Online, of course. I am very close to achieving that goal, but, unfortunately, there are a few people ahead of me on the Infamy scale and—”

“No,” I interrupted. “I mean what does your Team want? What does Atmosfear want?”

“Oh,” said Puppetmaster, sounding a little annoyed I had not been asking him about his personal desires. “In that case, we want the Crown. We know you have it. We know you took it from that useless Irish girl. If you give it to us, then we won’t have to get ugly.”

“Why do you want the Crown?” I asked. “Why are you guys enslaving Dwellers in the first place?”

“I do not recall telling you I would explain our plans to you,” said Puppetmaster. “We merely want the Crown for our own purposes. It is not your business to know the why.”

“Maybe, but I’m not going to give you the Crown for free,” I said. “Assuming I give you the Crown at all—which isn’t a safe assumption to make—I want Sally in return for it.”

Puppetmaster laughed. “Sorry, but we are not going to give you the Test Subject. In order for our plans to work, we need both the Crown and the Test Subject. We are not interested in bartering. The only condition I will grant you and your Teammates is amnesty. If you give us the Crown, I will ensure that you and your Teammates will be spared from the inevitable death you deserve. I will even show you a way out of the Underworld, if you so desire. But I will not and cannot give you the Test Subject.”

My eyes narrowed. “Come on. Do you think I’m an idiot? I know that Villains never keep their end of the deal. The second we give you the Crown, you’ll just kill us all. I’m not stupid.”

“Could have fooled me,” said Puppetmaster. “But very well. If you refuse to give us the Crown, then I will have you and all your Teammates put to death. I see that your numbers have increased exponentially since the last time you were here, but I still wield far superior numbers to your little ragtag band of freaks and losers. Should you enter the walls of this city, I will inflict death and pain upon you the likes of which you can’t even dream of.”

I bit my lower lip. “Fine by me. We’re going to enter the city, save Sally, and beat you and your friends so hard you’ll feel it in the real world.”

“I look forward to it,” said Puppetmaster, “but should you change your mind and decide you wish to negotiate like adults … you know where to find me.”

With that, Jokas’ head fell back onto his chest. Then his Health suddenly dropped to zero and the purple light in his eyes faded, which was how I knew he was dead, although that didn’t fill me with any great relief. If anything, it just emphasized how dangerous our current situation was, because now Puppetmaster and all of the other Hero Slayers knew we were here. It seemed odd to me that Puppetmaster would abandon one of his own puppets who could have kept an eye on us, but I guess he was pretty confident in his ability to ensure we wouldn’t get to the Royal Tower and save Sally.

“Okay, now that was freaky,” said Gears. She brushed back a strand of blonde hair from her goggles, a troubled frown on her face. “I’ve heard that Puppetmaster was supposed to be one of the most powerful Invaders in the game, but I’ve never heard of an Invader strong enough to Mind Control an entire city of NPCs before. I thought Mind Control was a lot more limited than that.”

“It is,” said Funky grimly, “or should be, anyway, but I am thinking that expecting a Villain to play by the rules is a fool’s game.”

“What the heck is an Invader and what is Mind Control?” I said, looking away from Jokas’ frozen corpse. “Never heard of either of them.”

“Invaders are a Villain Class,” Funky explained. “About ten years ago in-game, an alien species known as the Rothlons attacked Earth in an attempt to conquer the planet. Although the Heroes managed to thwart the invasion, the destruction of the Rothlon Mothership resulted in millions of Rothlon seeds being spread all across Earth’s atmosphere. These seeds eventually bloomed into Rothlons, parasitic alien creatures that need to take control of a host—typically a human host—to survive.”

“They’re one of the most annoying Villain Classes to deal with,” said Gears with a huff. She tapped the side of her head. “They are the only Villain Class to naturally learn Mind Control, which allows them to control the minds of players and NPCs alike. I fought an Invader on a mission once who used Mind Control to make me fight Monkey Wrench. Jerks.”

“Mind Control sounds like an OP Power,” I said. “Surely there has to be some kind of limit or drawback to it, right?”

“Normally, there are,” Funky agreed. “For example, the Power normally only allows you to control NPCs, and even then only for a few seconds at a time. The higher you level up the Power, the easier it becomes to control NPCs, although higher-leveled NPCs or NPCs with a high Willpower are harder to control. And you can only control players if you upgrade Mind Control to its Ultimate form, Possession, which also increases the number of NPCs you can control.”

“So the Possessed tag on these guards is what it shows when an NPC or player is controlled by an Invader?” I said.

“Bingo,” Funky said, nodding. “It helps that the Invader Class comes with special properties to make Mind Control even stronger. Although Invaders are one of the weakest Classes and aren’t good in combat, they can be one of the most dangerous Classes in the game if you understand how to maximize their advantages and minimize their weaknesses.”

“Exactly,” said Gears. She shuddered. “Which only makes Puppetmaster so much scarier. There’s no way he should be able to Mind Control an entire city of NPCs like this. It shouldn’t be possible even if he’s the highest-leveled Invader with the strongest Possession in the game.”

“Right,” said Funky. “One of the drawbacks of both Mind Control and Possession is that the more people you control, the harder it is to maintain that control. It’s easier to subdue the mind of one person, but the more people you control, the harder it is to subdue them under your will. The only reason he was able to control that town was because he did it quickly, in less than half an hour if I remember correctly.”

“There’s no reason he should be able to have the level of control over the Dwellers that he does,” said Gears. “Which means either Dwellers have the lowest Willpower ever or he’s ridiculously strong. And I don’t even want to know how he got that strong in the first place.”

I stroked my chin and glanced at the Western Gate. “If we enter the City, will we be at risk of getting Mind Controlled?”

“Potentially,” said Funky. “It depends on the exact limit of Puppetmaster’s Power. He’s definitely strong, but even the strongest players have limits to what they can do. It’s entirely possible he might be at his limit already with his Possession of the entire city. Plus, players are always harder to Mind Control than NPCs, which means we are a lot less likely to be targeted than others.”

Cy gulped. “Oh, man. Maybe we should rethink going into the city. I mean, not that I want to abandon Sally or anything like that, but—”

“But nothing,” I said. I pointed at the Western Gate. “I don’t care if Puppetmaster has control over every player and NPC in the game. We are not going to turn tail and run, not when Sally’s life is in clear danger.”

“But if we go into the City, we’ll be doing exactly what they want,” said Gears. She jerked a thumb at Jokas. “You heard what Puppetmaster said. They need both the Crown and Sally in order to do … whatever the hell they’re trying to do. They probably won’t even need to fight us themselves. Puppetmaster could just overwhelm us through sheer numbers alone until we die and then they could loot the Crown off your corpse.”

I bit my lower lip, but Gears and Cy both had good points. Walking into the City now was basically a death sentence. Even if we all worked together, I doubted we would survive for very long. And that was only taking into account the Dwellers who were under Puppetmaster’s control. If we somehow made it to the Royal Tower, where the Villains were? Yeah, I didn’t like our chances.

But at the same time, I didn’t want to abandon Sally. I didn’t go all the way to the Abandoned Village, kill a ghost god, defeat a terrorist leader, and come back just to let a bunch of Villains take her hostage and use her however they saw fit. I had already been uncertain about leaving her with the Dwellers in the first place. Deep down, I hated myself for not bringing her with us. She probably would have been far safer with us than she was here. Puppetmaster himself even said as much.

“We’ve got to go into the city, guys,” I said, looking at my Teammates again. “Sally is there. I know she doesn’t remember me, but she’s still the same Sally I fell in love with, the Sally I was going to marry in the real world. Even if she never remembers me again, I couldn’t just leave her. And if I have to go in myself, then I absolutely will. I understand if you guys want to log off, especially given how dangerous things are getting.”

Before either Funky or Gears could respond, a loud, Irish voice suddenly shouted, “And I am coming with you!”

Startled, I looked back to the cart, where Sneakers still sat in her ropes and chains. She was scowling deeply, which marred her good looks, although there was something about her that didn’t make me question her commitment one bit.

“You want to come with me?” I said. “But why? I thought you were working with the Hero Slayers.”

“Emphasis on were,” Sneakers said, her voice seething with rage. “I just got a notification informing me that Huntsman just canceled me mission. Apparently, he thinks you’re just going to deliver the Crown to him yourself, so he didn’t see any reason to work with me anymore. Bet the wanker just doesn’t want to give me the rewards he promised me. Cheap jerk.”

“I didn’t know missions could be canceled,” I said.

“It’s an option that CO Plus players have,” said Funky, “although in my experience it’s rare for a player to cancel a mission they’ve established for other players. But Sneakers’ explanation makes sense.”

“I don’t give a damn how much sense it makes,” said Sneakers. She raised her hands and began counting off her grievances on her fingers. “First, I end up in this godforsaken hellhole through no fault of my own. Then my Sidekick gets murdered in front of my eyes by a bunch of lizards. And then that blamed Aussie offers me a way out of here if I break into a city full of heavily-armed lizard people that hate humans. And then the cheap bastard decides to skimp out on paying me because he thinks he can just get what I was going to give him for free? And even worse, he thinks he can get away with it? Not very likely!”

Sneakers’ short rant took me by surprise. Had to admit, though, it was kind of enjoyable hearing her call Huntsman a ‘cheap jerk.’ She might have been a Villain herself, but I had to admit she was a damn sight better than most.

“I want to come with you so I can kill the bastard myself,” said Sneakers, addressing me directly. “If you let me out of my chains and ropes, I won’t run. I’ll help you get into the city without being seen by the guards or anyone else.”

I eyed Sneakers carefully. “How do you propose we get inside without being seen?”

Sneakers smiled just then. “How else do you think I managed to steal the Crown in the first place? Trust me, love, I know the best route to get into the city. Just let me go and I will show you the way in.”

“How do we know we can trust you?” asked Gears suspiciously. “Aside from the fact you’re a Villain, you also haven’t even tried to hide your dislike of us. How do we know you won’t run away the minute we free you? Or even worse, betray us at the last minute and side with the Hero Slayers?”

Sneakers laughed. “Lass, you clearly don’t know me. I don’t give a damn that these bastards are all part of the same Alignment as me. They could be me brothers and sisters raised in the same cradle as me and I’d still want to drown them in the tub with my bare hands. No one ever cheats me out of what I earned. And I do mean no one.”

The vehemence in her tone was almost scary, especially with how closely she resembled Sally. I tried to imagine Sally being even half that vehement. The only time I could recall her being that vehement was whenever she was talking about a politician she didn’t like.

Regardless, I had to smile. “Fine. Vengeance isn’t a Heroic trait, but if you want to help us get into the City and save Sally, I won’t quibble with your methods too much.”

“I also wish to help, Hero Winter,” said Zazoom, taking a step forward, his chest healed and his HP back to full. “This City is my home and the people within it are my people. I will be damned if I allow them to be controlled against their will like this. I will be damned even more if I let those Villains kill the Queen or get their hands on the Crown.”

I nodded at Zazoom in understanding, but then Osorias suddenly spoke up and said, “I, too, would like to help.”

“You?” I said. “Why should we trust you, given how you tried to kill us?”

Osorias bowed his head. “As my brother has said, Underworld City is my home. I might wish to overthrow the Queen and make myself the King, but my desire for power has not dampened my love for my people. There is no way in hell that I intend to allow humans to control the hearts, minds, and bodies of my people. And if you let me help, I promise I will not stab you in the back or sabotage the mission in any way.”

As soon as Osorias said that, a notification popped up in front of me:

PROMISED OATH ALERT!

[Dweller Osorias] has vowed to aid you in liberating Underworld City from Puppetmaster on pain of death. A failure to fulfill his Promised Oath will result in a massive reduction in [Dweller Osorias]’s reputation with all living beings and may even mark him for death in the eyes of some. You sense you can trust him to keep his word.

Tapping my chin, I said, “Fine. You can help.”

“But why?” said Zazoom in shock. “My brother is a liar, cheat, and deceiver. He will betray us at the earliest opportunity, even if that means violating his Promised Oath.”

“It’s not like we can just leave him out here,” I said. “We’re going to need all the help we can get if we’re going to save your City. Plus, Osorias is a powerful fighter. His Powers and Skills will be useful in the inevitable battles against the Mind-Controlled people.”

Zazoom pursed his lips. “But—”

“And I will assign you as his overseer,” I said. “So if Osorias tries anything—and I do mean anything—I give you permission to kill him. How does that sound?”

Zazoom looked like he was about to disagree but then nodded. “Very well. I was planning to keep a close eye on him anyway. I will make sure he doesn’t do anything to jeopardize our mission.”

“Good to hear,” I said. “Now, everyone, gather ‘round. We’re going to hammer out the best damn rescue plan Capes Online has ever seen.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

 

“Come on, you clumsy bloke,” Sneakers hissed, looking over her shoulder at me. “It’s not that difficult to balance.”

“Yeah, boss, you can do it,” said Cy, giving me an encouraging thumbs up. “I know you can!”

I looked up at Sneakers and Cy, who stood on the rooftop of the building next to mine. I had just watched her make her way across the very thin string connecting the two buildings together. What the string was for, I couldn’t say, other than it resembled a clothesline, but it couldn’t be one because the Dwellers generally did not wear clothes and what clothes they did wear they never seemed to wash. Cy had also crossed the string with little difficulty, which was amazing given how clumsy he usually was.

But the nature of the rope was not really important. What was important was crossing it to reach the building on the other side. Sneakers had managed to make her way across the gap with little problem, but it wasn’t going to be that easy to me. Aside from the fact that I weighed more than her, I also lacked her general Agility. If I tried to cross the rope like she did, I was liable to fall down to the street below. The fall probably wouldn’t kill me, but it would definitely hurt me and delay our part of the mission. And our plan relied on timing more than any other single factor.

“How am I supposed to cross?” I said. I put one foot on the rope before immediately pulling it away when the rope started to swing. “It’s so thin and unstable.”

Sneakers sighed. “I forgot you Fighters are clumsy as elephants. Do you have Balance?”

I blinked. “What?”

Sneakers sighed again, this time even deeper than before. “It’s a Skill, mate. Makes it easier to walk rope like this without falling and breaking open your skull like Humpty Dumpty. You know what Skills are, right?”

“Of course,” I said, “but you’re right that I don’t have it. Is it a Skill exclusive to Thieves?”

“Nope, but Thieves do get more bonuses from it than other Classes,” said Sneakers. “But lookit, it doesn’t matter. Either cross the rope or just sit back and let me save the day all by me self. Which would be pretty funny if you think about it. A Villain saving the day. Ironic, eh?”

Sneakers’ demanding attitude got on my nerves, but I decided not to let her get to me. Instead, I activated Flight, flew across the gap, and landed beside her. “I don’t take it that you can fly, huh?”

Sneakers glared at me for a second before shaking her head and saying, “Never mind, then. Let’s keep going. The longer I look at your ugly face, the more I want to pluck out me own eyes.”

Rolling my eyes at Sneakers’ comment, I nonetheless followed her across the rooftop to the entrance that led deeper into the building, with Cy at my side telling me what a great job I did crossing the gap between the buildings. After using Lockpick, Sneakers opened the door and vanished inside, with me and Cy following closely behind.

 We had entered a narrow stone staircase that spiraled down well out of sight. According to Sneakers, this staircase would take us into a secret underground tunnel connecting the Royal Tower to this building. She didn’t know what the purpose of the tunnel was but speculated it might be an emergency exit for the Queen’s servants to use in case the Tower got overrun and they needed to make a quick escape. Regardless, this was the same tunnel Sneakers had used to enter the Royal Tower without being seen the first time. She was confident that Huntsman and the others were unaware of the tunnel’s existence because she had not told them about it when she stole the Crown, so it was probably safe to use.

Even so, I knew from experience not to let my guard down even if there was no expectation of danger. Letting my guard down was usually when I got into my worst trouble. Especially when we were up against an enemy as dangerous as the Hero Slayers.

As Sneakers, Cy, and I slowly but surely made our way down the steps, I reflected on the plan we had agreed upon with the others before we entered the City. It hadn’t taken us too long to figure it out, mostly because I wasn’t sure how much time we had before the Hero Slayers acted. As a result, it was a fairly simple plan, but in my experience, the simplest plans were often the best.

We had split up into two groups. The first group was the largest, made up of my Teammates and the Scavenger Rebels. Their role was to make their way through the streets of Underworld City, drawing the attention of the brainwashed soldiers of Puppetmaster away from the Royal Tower. They were also supposed to try to make it to the Tower and join us inside, but it really didn’t matter if they did or not.

And then there was me, Cy, and Sneakers. Our little group was the real threat. We were supposed to sneak into the Royal Tower, using this secret tunnel that Sneakers had used to get in there the first time, and return the Crown to Queen Somas. We had no idea if the Hero Slayers had actually killed Queen Somas or if they had simply imprisoned her. Zazoom informed us that Queen Somas’ death would probably be felt across the Underworld if it happened due to how important she was to the Dweller people. Seeing as we had not gotten any notifications informing us of the Queen’s demise, we assumed that she was probably still alive.

Therefore, our goal was to locate Queen Somas—who was likely being kept prisoner somewhere in the dungeons of the Tower—give her back her Crown, and then let her go to town on the Hero Slayers. There was no way that Sneakers, Cy, and I would be able to take on Puppetmaster, Huntsman, Atmosfear, and whoever else was holed up in the Tower by ourselves. Nor could we count on my Teammates and the Rebels to get here in time to help us overwhelm the Slayers through sheer numbers alone.

Zazoom had explained to us that Queen Somas was weaker than usual without her Crown. He said that if Queen Somas had her Crown again that she would be restored to full power and basically become impossible for all but the most powerful Heroes and Villains to beat. He even hinted that she would become outright invincible. At the very least, Somas would probably be immune to Puppetmaster’s Mind Control and would be able to use her own Powers to free her people from his grasp.

That was why it was absolutely urgent we find and free Somas. Without her support, there was no way we could free the City or have any hope of beating the Slayers.

More importantly for me, however, was making sure that Sally was okay. She was probably still alive—it seemed like the Slayers needed her alive for some reason—but I still worried deeply for her. I could just imagine the fear and terror she was experiencing. She wasn’t a Hero like the rest of us. She was more like a defenseless Civilian in the hands of some of the evilest Villains around. Even just thinking about her was almost enough to make me rush forward, heedless of the cost, to save her life,

But we had to stick with the plan. If we freed Somas and restored her Power, then not only would we destroy the Slayers, but we would also save Sally. It was difficult to be patient, knowing how much danger Sally was in, but patience was a virtue, as my old man always used to say.

Finally, we reached the bottom of the staircase, which opened into a narrow, dark tunnel that seemed to stretch on for an eternity. Sneakers didn’t hesitate to enter the dark tunnel, her small feet moving confidently across the shadowy stone floor, but Cy and I were slightly more hesitant. Sneakers had assured me that the tunnel was completely void of enemies and traps, but the problem was Cy and I just couldn’t see in the dark as well as she could. Apparently, Thieves had access to a Power called Night Vision that allowed them to see in the darkness. That seemed like a useful Power to me, but it also sounded like a Power that only Thieves and Assassins had access to.

Regardless, I held my breath as we walked down the tunnel, keeping my eyes and ears open for traps. But it turned out that Sneakers was telling the truth and soon we reached the end of the tunnel. We stopped in front of an old stone door that appeared to be locked, but before Sneakers opened it, she looked over her shoulder at us and said, in a low hiss of a voice, “Are you two ready? I don’t think there will be any enemies on the other side of this door, but I do know this door opens directly into the basement of the Tower, which is right next to the dungeons.”

“Don’t worry!” said Cy in an unnecessarily loud voice. He gave Sneakers the thumbs up. “Boss and I are ready for any—”

I slammed a hand over Cy’s mouth, silencing him instantly, and said, in a voice as soft as Sneakers’, “Yeah, I think so, but let me check with Funky first to find out how the strike force is doing.”

I opened Team Chat and began typing:

Me: Funky, how far into the City have you guys made it?

Funky: We’re about halfway to the Royal Tower. They’ve been sending wave after wave of brainwashed goons at us, but so far we’ve managed to take them down with no losses on our side.

Gears: It’s amazing. We’re racking up the EXP here and Monkey Wrench and I have already leveled up once. You’re really missing out on all the gains we’re making.

Me: I’d love to join you, but remember that we’re not here to just level up. We’re here to save Sally and the City itself from the Slayers.

Gears: Doesn’t mean we can’t get some experience, too, though.

Me: Right, but keep your wits about you. Something tells me they’re going to start sending in the big guns once you guys get close enough to the Tower.

Funky: Same to you. Where are you guys?

Me: Just about to enter the Tower. Once we’re inside, I’ll send y’all another message. And if you guys run into any trouble, just let us know, although I am not sure we’ll be able to help.

Funky: Sure. Just be careful. The Slayers are far more dangerous than the brainwashed Dwellers are.

Me: Definitely.

Closing the Team Chat, I looked at Cy and Sneakers and said, “Okay, it looks like Funky and the others are making good progress. They’re already halfway to the Tower.”

Cy gulped. “That sounds good, but don’t you think we should wait until they at least reach the gates? If we run into any trouble in the dungeons, I’d feel a lot better knowing that our backup was closer.”

“There’s no point in waiting any longer,” Sneakers said, shaking her head. “As I said, those Slayer blokes have no idea that this tunnel even exists. Even if the Queen is being protected by guards, they’re probably just brainwashed Dwellers that we will be able to easily subdue. And with my Lock Pick Power, I should be able to break into whatever cage they’ve locked the old hag up in very easily.”

“I agree with Sneakers,” I said. “The time to strike is now. While it would be nice to have backup closer, we might not need them at all if we move quickly enough. All we need to do is return Somas’ Crown to her. If we can just do that, then we won’t need to do anything else.”

Cy still looked doubtful, but he said, “Okay, boss. Whatever you say.”

I understood Cy’s hesitation. He was probably afraid of running into Huntsman again. I had hoped that the boost in Courage Cy had gotten after we defeated the Dweller Spirit God would have made him less terrified of fighting Huntsman, but he still seemed hesitant about even the possibility of running into his old player again. I could only hope and pray that Cy’s Courage would kick in when we actually ran into Huntsman again.

“Well, then,” said Sneakers. “Let’s open this door and go in. No time like the present.”

Sneakers pulled open the stone door, which swung inward silently on its stone hinges, and disappeared inside. A moment later, she stuck her head back into the tunnel and said, “Coast is clear. Come on in. Quickly.”

Cy and I quickly followed Sneakers out of the tunnel and into the basement of the Tower itself.


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

 

The basement of the Royal Tower was surprisingly spacious. A high stone ceiling soared overhead, while stone crates and boxes full of mined Crystal Flowers dotted the area. Several suits of Dweller armor also stood against the walls, while above the suits of armor hung weapons ranging from simple knives to full-size claymores. It looked less like a basement to me and more like the armory for the entirety of the Underworld Army, although the lack of Dweller soldiers meant it was eerie and quiet. It still smelled like the Dwellers, however, making me wrinkle my nose in disgust.

Glancing over my shoulder, I saw that the door to the tunnel was closed. It fit in with the rest of the wall so well that I couldn’t even tell there had been a door there at all. I was slightly worried about how we were going to find our way out of here in case we needed to make a quick escape but then realized that if the plan worked, we would be leaving through the front gates rather than the secret underground tunnel. And Sneakers would probably be able to point out where the secret door was anyway if we needed to get out of here fast.

“Is this the basement?” said Cy, looking around in confusion. “What do they keep down here? It all looks so interesting.”

“Weapons,” said Sneakers. Unlike Cy, she was not looking around and even appeared a little relaxed. “Armor, Crystal Flowers, the works. They keep damn near everything down here. And considering how rare and valuable Dweller items are, I could steal all of it and sell it on the Marketplace and retire a very rich woman. Well, rich in-game, anyway.”

“I hope you’re not actually planning to steal this stuff,” I said, glancing around at the various boxes and crates scattered around us. “We don’t really have time for that.”

Sneakers waved a hand at me dismissively. “Just thinking out loud, mate. And besides, just because I may not steal it now doesn’t mean I won’t steal it later. I’m a Thief. Stealing is what we do.”

I pursed my lips, beginning to rethink my alliance with Sneakers, but then shook my head. Right now, Sneakers was not the biggest threat. The Slayers were. Perhaps once we freed Somas and dealt with the Slayers I would deal with her. Until then, there was no reason to argue with her about the ethics of theft, a discussion I suspected would just fly over her head or she would justify by saying it was ‘just’ a game or whatever.

“Right,” I said. “You said the basement and dungeons are on the same level. Where do we enter the dungeons from here?”

“Right over there,” said Sneakers, pointing at another door on the other side of the basement. “If we go through that door, we’ll head down a short hallway connecting the basement to the dungeons.”

“Seems easy enough,” I said. “But are there any guards protecting the dungeons?”

Sneakers frowned in thought. “There should be. Didn’t that Dweller bloke say so?”

“Zazoom did say that the dungeons are usually protected by guards, that’s true,” I said, nodding. “But according to him, there shouldn’t be very many and they aren’t very strong, either. So if we can get the drop of them, then we might be able to take them out before they can call for help.”

“Leave that to me,” Sneakers insisted. “I may be just a Thief, but I do have a few Assassin Powers.”

I looked at Sneakers questioningly. “Why would a Thief have Assassin Powers?”

“Because you never know when you’ll need to slit some wanker’s throat,” Sneakers replied with a rather ghoulish grin.

Deciding that arguing with the crazy woman with a knife was not a very wise course of action, I summoned my Ice Daggers and made my way across the basement to the entrance to the dungeons. The three of us moved quickly but silently across the stone floor. For some reason I kept expecting someone to attack us, but we made it to the dungeon entrance without any issue.

Putting one of my Ice Daggers away, I reached out toward the doorknob, but right before my fingers brushed against the surface of the knob, Sneakers grabbed my wrist. Although she was weaker than me, her grip was surprisingly strong and made me look at her in confusion.

“What’s the matter?” I said. “Is the door locked?”

Sneakers shook her head. “No. My Perception just picked up on a trap. Let me see it.”

Letting go of my wrist, Sneakers knelt in front of the doorknob, pulled out what looked like a pair of pliers from her inventory, and began messing with the doorknob.

Uncertain what she was doing, I said, “What are you looking—”

“Ah!” said Sneakers. She stood up suddenly and turned around, a big grin on her face. She held up what looked like an electrical wire that I hadn’t seen before. “This was what I was looking for. An Electrical Biter.”

I raised an eyebrow. “An Electrical Biter? What’s that?”

“It’s a simple security device,” said Sneakers, turning the inert wire over in her hand. “Can be attached to any doorknob. If you touch the doorknob while the Biter is active, it will send an electrical shock through your body that will stun you. More advanced versions can take up to a tenth of your Health off your bar and even kill you outright if you are weak enough. They’re very dangerous.”

“Wow,” I said. “You mean something that small can do all of that?”

“Yep,” said Sneakers. She looked over the wire a couple of times, a curious expression on her face. “This is a Level Four Biter, so if you had touched the doorknob, not only would you have been stunned, but you would likely have lost a couple of points of Health. Also noticed that it was connected to another wire, so it probably would have raised the alarm and called down every guard in the Tower to investigate.”

I gulped. “And I didn’t even notice it.”

“Don’t feel too bad, boss,” said Cy cheerfully. “I didn’t see it, either. But I know what those Biters are. Every time Huntsman and I tried to pull off a Heist, he would have me touch all doorknobs and stuff first. That way, if they were booby-trapped, I’d suffer the consequences. Biters were always my least favorite security device because they hurt a lot, but—”

“You two probably didn’t notice it because you aren’t Thieves like me,” said Sneakers with a snort. “As a Thief, I have a higher Perception than players from other Classes. Plus, I’ve broken into my fair share of locked doors and vaults since I started playing this game. Biters are definitely one of the most annoying, but also easily disabled, hazards a Thief can run into.”

I took a deep breath. “Well, thanks for disabling it anyway. If I had touched it, that would have ruined our plan for sure.”

“No problem,” said Sneakers. “This is what Thieves do, after all, so I don’t want to hear your self-righteous blather about me stealing and stuff like that.”

I rolled my eyes. “Whatever. Can I have the Biter?”

Sneakers frowned but handed me the item anyway. “Sure, but what are you going to do with it? Make a weapon out of it?”

I shook my head as I took the Biter and put it in my inventory. “No. I’m going to add it to my Base when we get back to the surface later on for security purposes.”

“Right,” said Sneakers, who I could tell was not very enthusiastic about the idea of me making my Base harder for Thieves like her to break into. “Well, let’s go in, then. Not like we have all the time in the world to socialize.”

Sneakers reached toward the door, but before she could rest one hand on the doorknob, thick vines shot down from the ceiling and wrapped around her wrists. With a yelp, Sneakers was yanked up into the air, her feet dangling underneath her as she went flying up.

“Sneakers!” I shouted, reaching out to grab her feet, but, unfortunately, I was too slow to catch her. “No!”

“Don’t worry, boss!” said Cy. “I got her!”

Cy shot into the air. He almost grabbed Sneakers’ ankles before another vine came out of nowhere and slapped him in the face so hard he went crashing back down to the ground. I managed to catch him before he could hit the floor, however, and gently laid him on the ground. I noticed that Cy’s HP had dropped quite a bit from the slap alone, which bewildered me because the vines didn’t look that strong.

“Help!” Sneakers shouted from above, struggling to free herself from the vines. “Help me, you blokes! Stop playing around. This isn’t a game.”

“Technically, it is,” said Cy in a dazed voice, which was when I realized he had also gotten the Dazed debuff from the slap.

“You know what I mean!” Sneakers shouted back in an annoyed voice. “Get me down now!”

Rising to my feet, I said, “Don’t worry, Sneakers. I’m coming right after you.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t spend all my time worrying about her if I were you, Winter,” came a rather effeminate male voice from behind me, “not when you’re about to end up in a whole new world of trouble yourself.”

Two thick vines suddenly came out from the shadows between two crates and wrapped around my wrists. The vines tightened and immediately began pulling me into the shadows, but I grabbed the vines and activated Freezing Touch. The vines froze under my grasp and then broke with simple flicks of my wrists, the remains of the vines retreating into the shadows like injured snakes.

Shaking my aching wrists, I said, “Who are you? Show yourself.”

An effeminate giggle came from the shadows. “My, so demanding, but very well. I am, after all, your number one fan, Winter.”

From out of the shadows emerged a man I had never seen before. He was tall and lanky, wearing what looked like a purple and pink bodysuit that was mostly obscured under what appeared to be a full-size bush he wore around his whole body. The bush around his body rustled as he walked, stray leaves falling off his form as he moved. His head also looked like a miniature bush, although when I saw his crazed yellow eyes peering out from the holes in his head, I realized that was just a helmet.

And hovering over his head was the nametag that read [VILLAIN VINEMAN], which seemed like kind of an obvious name now that I saw who he was.

“Great,” I said. “Another one of Atmosfear’s clowns, I presume?”

Vineman chuckled, which sounded like rustling leaves. “I am no clown, although I’ve been told I have an excellent sense of humor. But I am one of Atmosfear’s Teammates. You might have heard about me. I’m kind of a big deal.”

“Sorry,” I said, shaking my head. “Don’t recognize you.”

“You mean you haven’t heard about the dreaded Vineman who consumes humans whole with his living vines?” asked Vineman. He glanced at Cy. “But I bet your Sidekick there has.”

Cy was sitting up now, rubbing his head, but then he looked at Vineman and he made a small scared squeak like a mouse. “Uh oh. I remember him. He and Huntsman worked together on some missions.”

“What can you tell me about Vineman?” I said to Cy. “Is he as infamous as he likes to make himself out to be?”

“Kind of,” said Cy as he rose to his feet, dusting off his pants. “He earned his Infamy when he planted a garden in a bank.”

I stared at Cy uncertainly. “What’s so bad about planting a garden in a bank? I mean, sure, it’s weird, but I would never call it villainous.”

“Dear Cyclone has left out one tiny important detail,” said Vineman. He chuckled again. “I planted a garden inside the bankers. And the tellers and the security guards and the people who came to do business and pretty much anyone else who was there. Beautiful roses, sunflowers, bluebonnets, the works. The only tragedy was that none of them lived long enough to appreciate how I beautified their bodies.”

A chill went down my spine when I heard Vineman speak so casually about killing so many people. “Man, Atmosfear sure does know how to pick them, doesn’t he?”

“That he does,” said Vineman, “but even he didn’t anticipate the betrayal of the little Thief. I saw it coming a mile away—even Villains can’t trust Thieves—but no one listened to me when Huntsman came up with the absolutely brilliant idea of using her to steal the Crown for us, even though we could have done it ourselves.”

“How did you know we were going to enter the Tower this way?” I said, glancing up at Sneakers, who still hung directly over our heads.

“I didn’t,” said Vineman, shaking his head. “It was just a coincidence that I happened to be on guard duty down here when you three came waltzing in. Huntsman ordered me to go down to the dungeons to torture Somas, but when I saw you three trying to enter the dungeons, well, I just had to stop you.”

My hands balled into fists. “Well, you picked the wrong Hero to fight. I’m an Ice Type. Not sure what your Typing is, but I suspect you’re Plant, so my attacks should do double damage against you. Maybe you should have called in backup before you chose to fight us.”

Vineman chuckled. “Oh, sweet, summer child. I think you’ve forgotten that the Type System doesn’t determine every battle. Skill and experience matters just as much. And, of course, using every dirty trick in the book also helps.”

Vineman suddenly snapped his fingers and a notification suddenly appeared before me:

[Villain Vineman] uses Flower Bomb!

Before I could even think to ask what that meant, Vineman suddenly summoned twelve large, bulbous red flowers in his hands. He then threw the flowers into the air and said, “Observe, Winter, just how dangerous flowers can be!”

As soon as those words left his mouth, the flowers exploded.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

 

When I said the flowers exploded, I don’t mean like bombs. Their bulbs burst and unleashed some kind of deadly-looking green spores that instantly spread all around the basement. The spores fell on the boxes, floor, walls, and even ceiling, coating the entire basement in a thick layer of green that made me sick to my stomach.

Some of those spores also landed on me and Cy. When the spores landed on my body, a shiver went down my body and this notification popped up in front of me:

Debuff added: Poisoned. -15% Agility, Evasion, and Dexterity. Duration: 5 minutes.

Debuff added: Blind. Accuracy -100%. Duration: 5 minutes.

Blind? I wasn’t blind. I could see just fine.

That is, until my whole world suddenly went dark around me. At first, I thought that someone had turned off the lights, but then I heard a soft laugh come from Vineman and he said, “How does being blind as a bat feel, Winter? Does it feel scary? Because if so, you haven’t seen nothing yet.”

A thick vine wrapped around my body and hoisted me into the air. The vine spun around several times until it threw me away. I flew through the air for what felt like an eternity before I hit the wall on the opposite side of the room and fell to the floor. Shaking my head, I noticed that my Health bar—which I could somehow still see, despite being Blind—had dropped by one fifth from that attack alone. Seeing my Health drop so much from one attack was worrisome enough, but then I heard Cy scream, “Boss! Where are you? I can’t see anything!”

“Cy!” I shouted back. “Don’t panic! Just—”

I never got to finish my sentence, because something thick and heavy slapped into my face and knocked me flat onto the ground. Acting on pure instinct alone now, I rolled to the side and heard what was likely one of Vineman’s vines smashing into the floor where I’d been mere moments before.

“Hmmph,” said Vineman, his voice seemingly coming from everywhere at once. “It appears you are still quite agile, but your luck can’t hold out forever.”

Another vine suddenly wrapped around my neck and lifted me up off of the ground. I immediately began choking, gasping for breath as my Health bar started draining at a faster rate than before. Thinking fast, I summoned my Ice Daggers and slashed them through the vine in front of me. Although I couldn’t see it, I felt my blades cut through the vine and I fell back onto the ground.

Landing on my feet, I leaped forward, just barely avoiding another vine. Unfortunately, due to my Blindness, I just ended up walking smack into a stone crate. Staggering backward, something long and sharp slapped into my back, making me cry out in pain as even more of my Health began to bleed.

“So you don’t like thorns?” said Vineman. “I take it you aren’t a fan of roses, then, are you?”

I gritted my teeth, but I just ducked this time and heard the thorny vine pass by overhead. Falling onto my stomach, I crawled forward on my stomach, hoping against hope to find some place to hide. I needed to wait until Blind wore off because until then I couldn’t fight back against Vineman effectively. It reminded me of the time I fought Toxica and Chamillion, another battle where I had to fight blind. Only this time, I was in an even worse position than that thanks to Vineman’s vines giving him the ability to attack me from afar.

A vine suddenly wrapped around my ankle and yanked me off the floor. Shouting in surprise, I was unable to keep the vine from lifting me into the air and slamming my head into the hard stone surface of one of the crates, bringing my Health down to less than half and earning me this notification:

Debuff added: Dazed. -10% Agility and Evasion. Duration: 5 minutes.

Wonderful. So I was still blind as a bat, but somehow I could also still read debuffs. Not a very realistic game, but I guess the developers had to make some concessions for player convenience.

In any case, I was too dazed to do much. Between all of the beatings I had taken, I wasn’t sure I could fight back. I thought I heard Cy stumbling around blind as well, but he was even less capable of harming Vineman than I was. Especially when loud slap sound echoed throughout the basement, followed by an audible thunk sound that was probably Cy falling unconscious.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” came Vineman’s voice, which sounded like it was coming from right next to my ear. “Nature is so fascinating, is it not? Even something as beautiful as a rose can cause pain. It’s almost poetic, in its own way.”

“You sound a lot like Cinders,” I said, glancing around to try to see him, but of course I couldn’t, thanks to my Blindness. “She thought fire was pretty neat.”

Vineman scoffed. “That woman is nothing but a pyromaniac who uses ‘art’ as an excuse to burn stuff. She doesn’t—and never will—understand the beauty in a simple flower or the magnificence of a towering oak. I have no time for her, even if she is one of my Teammates.”

Although Vineman was clearly trying to come across as a disinterested artist, the tone of his voice told me that his dislike of Cinders was a bit more personal than just their differing views on ‘art.’

“Sounds like you and Cinders got a history together,” I said, smirking. “Did she burn your favorite plant or something? Or did you blow out her birthday candles once and she didn’t appreciate it?”

Suddenly, something slapped my face. And, although it hurt, it didn’t feel like a vine, but a human hand.

“Silence,” said Vineman with another scoff. “Your opinion is irrelevant. What matters is killing you. Atmosfear will probably be pissed off to find out I took you out, but I don’t care. You are a threat to our plans and you need to be eliminated.”

“Plans?” I said. “What kind of plans are we talking about here? The kind of plans that involve enslaving innocent people?”

“Dwellers aren’t people,” Vineman said. “Even if they were, enslaving them would still be right. You are just too caught up in your own little worldview to understand.”

I had no idea how much longer we had until Blindness wore off, but I knew it was now or never. Vineman was clearly going to go in for the kill. He would kill me, Cy, and Sneakers and probably steal the Queen’s Crown from us. Although I had no idea how Atmosfear or Huntsman intended to use the Crown—they weren’t Dwellers, after all—I still knew that letting those two get their hands on the Crown would be a huge mistake.

But I couldn’t beat Vineman unless I could touch him. And I couldn’t touch him if I couldn’t see him. He slapped me once, but I could hear him moving around me, making it hard for me to know where to punch. I needed to get him still long enough for me to be able to lay just one finger. Just one finger was all I needed. If I could lay just one finger on his smug face, I could end this battle instantly.

Thinking fast, I said, “Your little plants are neat, I’ll give you that much, but Cinders was way tougher than you. She actually almost killed me, which is more than I can say for you. Plus, she was way more powerful, probably one of the most powerful Villains I’ve ever faced. She might even be more powerful than Atmosfear for all I know.”

“I will be sure to tell Cinders that the next time I see her,” said Vineman, although there was a definite edge under his words. “Her ego could use a little more stroking, if you know what I mean.”

“Oh, sure,” I said. “I know exactly what you mean. It sure is annoying when someone who no one knows about has an unwarranted ego about themselves. I would even call it silly. As silly as assuming I would know who you are just because—”

Another slap against my face interrupted me. This one hit hard enough to make me sway back and forth in the air, my senses briefly dazzled as Vineman said, in a high-pitched voice, “Shut up! I am famous and you would do well to respect that, you—”

I never got to hear Vineman finish his sentence because at that moment I located where he was standing and thrust my hands forward. At first, I thought my fingers were just going to close around empty air and I would leave myself open to another attack from Vineman, likely the last one I will ever feel given what he said about killing me.

But then my hands wrapped around what felt like a thick bush and I heard Vineman shout, “Hey! What’s the big deal? Get your hands off my face!”

Without hesitation, I activated Freezing Touch. And, although I couldn’t see it, I felt the ice explode from my hands and cover his mask.

But then Vineman cried out in shock and staggered backward out of my grasp. At the same time, the vine loosened around my ankle and I fell down on to the floor, landing on my shoulder hard enough to make it hurt.

Despite the pain, however, I was free. I scrambled to my feet at the same time that two notifications appeared before me suddenly:

Debuff lifted: Poisoned. You are no longer Poisoned.

Debuff lifted: Blind. You are no longer Blind.

As soon as I read that last notification, the darkness suddenly evaporated before my eyes and I could finally see again.

The basement looked no different from how it did before I was Blinded, the only difference now was that Vineman now stood much closer to me. He was clutching his mask, which was almost completely frozen over. In fact, it looked like I had managed to freeze the mask to his shoulders because he was desperately trying to remove it and failing. I was a bit disappointed that I had failed to freeze his whole body, but that was fine. I preferred taking out my enemies the old-fashioned way.

Summoning my Ice Daggers once more, I jumped toward Vineman and slashed at him. But then Vineman raised an arm and a long, thick wooden staff appeared in his hands. The staff easily blocked my Ice Daggers, but I kept the pressure down on him, forcing Vineman down and keeping him on the defense so he couldn’t use more of those vines or try to unleash another Flower Bomb on us.

“N-Nice try, Winter,” said Vineman through chattering teeth, “b-but surely you m-must know you can’t win this.”

“And why is that?” I said, not straining at all as I pressed down on him. “Sure looks like I’m winning now.”

I lashed out with a kick, hitting Vineman’s knees and making him grunt in pain. That also shattered his concentration, allowing me to knock his staff out of his hands and slash at his chest. My Ice Daggers cut cleanly through his bush armor and took off almost a quarter of his overall Health. It also drew quite a bit of blood, forcing Vineman to stagger backward as he clutched his now-bleeding chest.

“Give it up, Vineman,” I said, twirling my Ice Daggers as I approached. “Give up now and I might be willing to hand you over to the Department for working with a Villain rather than kill you outright.”

Vineman chuckled suddenly, although it sounded somewhat pained. “As I s-said, you can’t w-win this.”

A loud shout from behind me made me look over my shoulder and see Sneakers and Cy alike both in the grip of his vines. Thorny vines—like the kind he had whipped me with—were wrapped closely around their necks, leaving me no doubt that Vineman would garrot Sneakers and Cy if I tried anything. The two of them wore terrified expressions on their faces. It was especially painful to see Sneakers’ face because of how closely she resembled Sally.

“See?” said Vineman. “Can you tell how I’ve got you e-exactly where I w-want you? One more step and b-boom. They’re both dead.”

I gripped my Ice Daggers so tightly that the handles cracked under the pressure, but I wasn’t ready to surrender just yet. Vineman really thought he was all that. And I had to admit, he did put me in a tricky situation with his vines.

But I wasn’t afraid of him. And I wasn’t going to let him kill my friends or manipulate into surrendering, either.

I had to be smart about this, though. If I acted too hastily, both Cy and Sneakers would die. Luckily for me, Vineman wasn’t exactly an intellectual of the highest order, his ‘artistic’ pretensions notwithstanding.

With a shrug, I dropped my Ice Daggers onto the floor, which, for added effect, shattered into a million pieces when they crashed against the stone. “All right, man. You got me. You’re the man.”

Vineman—apparently not sensing any trickery from me—chuckled from within his mask. “Of course I am. You’re just a small-town cop from Texas. If you thought you could beat me through sheer strength alone, then you’re even more delusional than I thought. I think I will take you prisoner and present you to Atmosfear and the others. I just want to rub it in their faces that I was right and they were wrong.”

It was my turn to smile just then. “Too bad you’ll never get a chance to do that.”

Before Vineman could react, I activated Freezing Touch. This time, the frozen energy shot out from my feet and struck Vineman’s feet, quickly working its way up his body even faster than he could move.

Within seconds, Vineman’s entire body was frozen from head to foot, earning me this notification:

Debuff added: Frozen. [Villain Vineman] Agility and Evasion -100%. Duration: 5 minutes.

My smile turned into a wolfish grin, I ran toward Vineman and, activating my Super Strength, smashed both of my fists directly into his chest.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

 

As soon as my fists struck his chest, Vineman exploded into a million pieces, which flew in every direction. The sound of the icy remains of Vineman cracking against stone was music to my ears after having to endure his annoying as hell voice, but the following notification was even better:

You killed [Villain Vineman]! +5,000 EXP! +5% to Hero Alignment!

Congratulations! You are now Level 30! +4 Stat Points, +2 Power Points, and +2 Ultimate Points! EXP to next level: 26,162.

Your Alignment has altered! You are now 85% Hero and 15% Villain. Go to your character sheet for more information.

My grin grew even wider when I read those notifications. Not only did I level up again—something I would never take for granted after getting Level-Locked—but I even helped push my Alignment back in the right direction. A weight I hadn’t even realized was on my shoulders suddenly lifted as I realized that I wasn’t doomed to become a Villain like I thought.

All thoughts of triumph, however, went out of my mind when I heard a couple of dull thuds behind me, followed by Cy saying, “Ow! That hurt.”

Whirling around, I saw Sneakers and Cy lying on the floor. The two of them appeared uninjured aside from a couple of small scratches on their bodies. Their Health bars were also nearly full, although I suspected they were suffering from some kind of debuff.

Regardless, I ran toward them and said, “Are you two all right?”

“Yep!” said Cy. He hopped to his feet instantly and struck a pose. “And I even leveled up after you killed Vineman. Thanks!”

I smiled at Cy before looking down at Sneakers and holding out a hand toward her. “Need a hand?”

Sneakers looked up at me and, for a moment, our eyes met. I wasn’t exactly sure what was going through her mind just then, but again I was struck by how much she resembled Sally. The two could have been twins separated from birth.

But then Sneakers slapped my hand aside and rose to her feet herself, dusting off her cloak without looking at me. “Thanks, but if you want to be my knight in shining armor, maybe you should try putting on some actual armor. Right now, you look like a walking, talking snowflake.”

“I was just being polite,” I said. “Ever heard of chivalry?”

“Chivalry is dead,” said Sneakers with a roll of her eyes. “And good riddance, I say. I don’t need a man’s help to do anything.”

“So you could have beaten Vineman yourself?” I asked, doing my best to hide my smile.

Sneakers glared at me before shaking her head and muttering, “Never mind. Dumb American doesn’t understand anything.”

I had to admit I wore an amused grin on my face when she said that, but then I heard a small ping and saw a notification from Team Chat. Opening up Team Chat, I saw it was a message from Funky:

Funky: Hey, Winter! We’ve managed to make it outside the Tower gates, but the brainwashed fighters are worse than ever. We’ve lost about three Rebels and Gears nearly got her head taken off by a sneak attack, but overall we’ve killed more enemies than lost allies. What’s your current position?

Me: We’re just about to enter the dungeons and return Queen Somas’ Crown to her. Ran into a bit of an issue when one of the Slayers stumbled upon us, but we managed to beat him. I even managed to level up as a result.

Funky: Cool. Did he alert the others to your location?

Me: Don’t think so, but it doesn’t matter. No way any of them will be able to get down here in time to stop us from giving Somas her Crown back.

Funky: Hope you’re right. I’ll keep you posted on our progress. With luck, we’ll all be seeing each other again very soon.

Me: Hope so.

“I was talking to Funky,” I said to Cy and Sneakers. “He says his group is at the gates. They’ve lost a few people, but not nearly as many people as the Slayers have.”

“Does that mean we’re winning?” asked Cy, clapping his hands together excitedly.

“It means we need to keep moving,” I said. “Until that Crown is sitting securely on the Queen’s head, I don’t want to declare anything. Sneakers, can you open the door to the dungeons?”

“Aye,” said Sneakers. “Shouldn’t take more than a minute.”

Sneakers immediately went to work on the locked door and a few seconds later she opened it and disappeared inside. Cy and I followed and soon found ourselves standing in the dungeons of the Royal Tower.

The dungeons were a lot more enclosed than the basement. Dozens and dozens of cells ran on either side of us for as far as the eye could see. The only real source of illumination were the burning torches, which flickered weakly in the heavy shadows that hung over us like a curtain. It seemed weird that they used fire torches down here instead of Crystal Flowers for illumination until I remembered that the Red Heart’s light gave certain stat buffs to anyone bathed in it. Perhaps they didn’t want to risk giving buffs to the prisoners they kept down here.

Regardless, the dungeon stank of blood and death, even worse than the Abandoned Village. It was impossible to see who was in the cells due to how dark it was, but I could smell rotting flesh in the air, which must have gotten worse over the years thanks to the dungeon’s lack of proper ventilation. Even if Queen Somas was alive and well, I couldn’t imagine she would be able to tolerate this stink for very long.

“Ugh,” said Sneakers, pulling up her cloak over her nose. “Smells like me mum’s pork chops.”

“Pork chops?” said Cy, looking around. “I don’t see any pork chops. And I should know because pork chops are my fav!”

“Doesn’t matter,” I said, glancing down the long, dark hallway in front of us. “We’re in the dungeon. I need you two to go down cell by cell until you find Somas. Check every cell. That’s the only way we’re going to find her.”

“If I find any treasure or items down here, can I keep them?” asked Sneakers with a look of pure greed in her green eyes.

I sighed. “Yes, fine. It doesn’t really matter anyway. I suspect that all of the prisoners down here are long gone, so they probably don’t need their old stuff anymore.”

Sneakers rubbed her hands together in gleeful anticipation of whatever treasures she might find, while Cy said, “Boss, what are you going to do? Aren’t you going to come with us?”

I thrust a thumb over my shoulder at the door behind us. “I’m going to protect the door. This is our only way in and out of here. I don’t want anyone accidentally stumbling upon us while we’re looking for Somas. Or even worse, maybe Vineman did send out an alert to the rest of his Teammates. Last thing I need is for all of the Slayers to box us in here like rats.”

“Okay,” said Cy, giving me the thumbs up. He held out a hand toward Sneakers. “What are we waiting for? Let’s go find us some lizard queen!”

But Sneakers slapped Cy’s hand away and said, “I don’t need my hand held like I’m some little girl.”

With that, Sneakers immediately began walking down the cells, glancing into each one as she passed. She also made sure to unlock the doors and sneak inside, perhaps to search for hidden or dropped treasure from the former inhabitants of the cells.

“Geez, she’s almost as icy as you, boss,” said Cy, glancing at me. “She might look just like Sally, but she’s nowhere near as nice as her.”

I nodded when Cy said that, but didn’t respond. I just looked up at the ceiling as Cy made his way down the hallway, checking the cells on the opposite side of the dungeons.

Sally was still somewhere here in the Royal Tower. Most likely, she was in Somas’ throne room, where I suspected Atmosfear had likely set up his main base of operations. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if Atmosfear was sitting on Somas’ throne. It would fit his massive ego to declare himself the King of the Dwellers, although he wouldn’t actually be able to claim that title unless he got his hands on the Crown, which I would make sure he would never get.

I still didn’t know what kind of condition Sally was in. She was still alive. That much I knew. The Slayers needed her for their plans. Atmosfear was nuts, but he wasn’t stupid. He would keep Sally alive long enough to do with her whatever he was trying to do with her. After that, though … I didn’t even want to think about it.

To put my mind off of this, I decided to distribute my SPs and PPs. Opening my character sheet, this was where I currently stood:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 30

EXP: 4,092/30,254 (26,162 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 4

Available Power Points: 2

Available Ultimate Points: 2

Alignment: Hero

Class: Fighter

Type: Ice

Reputation: Household Name

Powers: Super Strength [Level 2], Ice Beam [Level 3. Next Level: 8 PP], Freezing Touch [Level 2. Next Level: 3 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 5], Perception [Level 5], Dodge [Level 5], Negotiation [Level 2], Dual-Wielding [Level 2], Blade-Throwing [Level 1], Aim [Level 1], Stealth [Level 1], Shaping [Level 1], Double Power [Level 1]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 2]

Ultimate Powers: Ice Giant [Level 1. Next Level: 7 UP]

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

Kids Mode: Disabled

Health: 46

Stamina: 27

Strength: 32

Defense: 21

Charisma: 13

Intelligence: 15

Agility: 21

Evasion: 15

Accuracy: 16

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 50

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 16

Justice: 11

Trust: 10

Fame: 511

Willpower: 19

I immediately put my UPs into Ice Giant, bringing it up to 5 UPs to until its next level.

Next, I considered how I was going to spend my SPs. One of my biggest weaknesses that I had noticed in some of my recent battles was how slow I was. Having a higher Agility would not only allow me to attack faster, but it would also make it easier to Dodge. I still didn’t entirely understand how Dodge worked with Evasion and Agility, but I suspected there was some connection between that Skill and those Stats.

So I put 2 SPs into Evasion and 2 SPs into Agility, bringing up those Stats to 17 and 23.

Next were my PPs, but that was easy. I dumped both of them into Freezing Touch, which now only needed one more PP to reach the next level. It was slightly frustrating to see that I was just one PP away from leveling it up, but all that meant was that when I leveled up again, I would be able to get it to Level 3. It was even possible I might earn a few PPs from completing the missions I was on, which would let me level it up even sooner.

With all of my points distributed, I reviewed my character sheet one more time just to make sure everything was in order:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 30

EXP: 4,092/30,254 (26,162 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 0

Available Power Points: 0

Available Ultimate Points: 0

Alignment: Hero

Class: Fighter

Type: Ice

Reputation: Household Name

Powers: Super Strength [Level 2], Ice Beam [Level 3. Next Level: 8 PP], Freezing Touch [Level 2. Next Level: 1 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 5], Perception [Level 5], Dodge [Level 5], Negotiation [Level 2], Dual-Wielding [Level 2], Blade-Throwing [Level 1], Aim [Level 1], Stealth [Level 1], Shaping [Level 1], Double Power [Level 1]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 2]

Ultimate Powers: Ice Giant [Level 1. Next Level: 5 UP]

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

Kids Mode: Disabled

Health: 46

Stamina: 27

Strength: 32

Defense: 21

Charisma: 13

Intelligence: 15

Agility: 23

Evasion: 17

Accuracy: 16

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 50

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 16

Justice: 11

Trust: 10

Fame: 511

Willpower: 19

Satisfied with my stat spread, I closed my sheet just as I heard Cy shout, “Boss! We found her!”

Surprised, I nonetheless ran down the long hallway. It was hard to see where I was going in the dim light, but luckily the dungeons were a straight hallway with no twists, turns, or corners. Soon I saw Sneakers and Cy standing at the very end of the dungeons in front of a cell. Sneakers was hard at work unlocking the cell, while Cy stood behind her with a worried expression on her face.

“You found her?” I said as I came to a stop. “You found Somas?”

Cy nodded and pointed into the cell. “Yep. She’s right here. See for yourself.”

Relieved that we had found her, I looked into the darkened cell and saw that Cy was telling the truth. The massive Queen of the Dwellers lay on her side with her back to us in a cell that appeared to be larger than all of the others. The cell seemed to have been built just for the Queen, if the size was any indication, although it was possible they could have built it for larger-than-normal prisoners who couldn’t fit into the smaller cells. She even had the nametag, [QUEEN SOMAS], hovering over her head.

Finally, with a click, Sneakers pushed the cell door open and entered. Cy and I followed her until all three of us were in the cell with Somas. The Queen did not stir from her position, even though the cell door squeaked like a mouse when we opened it, but perhaps she had been knocked out by the Slayers.

In any case, I said, “Queen Somas! It’s us, Team Winter. We’re back from our mission to retrieve your Crown. In fact, we actually have your Crown right here with us. We could put it back on your head right this very moment if you want.”

No response. She didn’t even snore.

A sense of danger went up my spine, and no, it wasn’t my Hero Sense. It was my natural instincts honed from the police academy, the instincts that taught us when we were in danger even if we couldn’t immediately identify the source of the danger. A glance around the cell didn’t show anyone else other than ourselves and Somas, but I still felt like we weren’t safe.

“The old lady is sleeping like a baby,” said Sneakers in annoyance. “Let me wake her up.”

Sneakers walked up to Somas and kicked her in the back of the head.

As soon as she did, Somas suddenly vanished into thin air like a ghost. In her place was what looked like an air machine, the blower pointed directly at us.

Before any of us could react, the machine turned on and sprayed clouds of some kind of pink gas at us. Sneakers, being the closest to the machine, got the worst of it, but even Cy and I got hit by the stuff. The pink gas burned my eyes and nostrils, making me hack like a smoker. At the same time, however, sudden drowsiness came over me, which I didn’t understand until I saw this notification:

Debuff added: Sleepiness. You will fall asleep within the next 10 seconds. 10 … 9 … 8 … 7 …

Around me, Sneakers and Cy fell onto the floor, clearly knocked out by the pink gas. Knowing I wouldn’t stay conscious much longer myself, I quickly sent Funky a message through Team Chat, but just as I hit the send button, the timer hit zero and suddenly everything around me went black.


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

 

I floated through endless darkness. I was barely aware of anything other than my own desire to go back to sleep. I just wanted to rest in the shadows forever without a care in the world. I couldn’t even remember why I wanted to sleep or how I ended up in this situation in the first place. I knew only that I wanted to sleep for eternity.

That was when I heard a voice whispering somewhere in the darkness around me. It was easy to ignore at first due to how low it spoke, but as the seconds ticked by, the voice became louder and more distinct. It also sounded familiar, a strong, masculine voice that I associated with good times and bad, but where I heard it before, I wasn’t sure.

“Wake up, Nyle,” said the voice. There was a hint of humor to the voice, although it was urgent as well. “Wake up. Your friends need you. Capes Online needs you. You can’t sleep forever, even if you haven’t gotten a good night’s sleep in forever.”

My eyes cracked open. I was still floating in darkness, but now I thought I saw the silhouette of some male figure standing before me. It was a weird sensation. I felt like I was floating in water, but the silhouette before me was clearly standing upright as if on dry ground. It wasn’t that he was flying, either. It was like someone had taken the ocean and the land and stood them up in front of each other like two wooden boards. It was definitely a unique sensation, I’ll give it that.

“What?” I said, the words echoing in the shadows around us. “Who are you? What do you mean that my friends need me?”

The silhouette shifted, but did not draw any closer. “Your friends are in danger, Nyle. If you don’t wake up, Atmosfear will win. You have to stop him. You have to.”

The urgency in the silhouette’s voice was familiar, but again I couldn’t place where I might have heard it before. “Why do I have to? Can’t someone else do it?”

“Stop talking like a child,” said the silhouette. “You are the only one who can stop him. It’s your duty. Isn’t that why you became a police cop in the first place? To put scum like Atmosfear behind bars?”

“How do you know so much about me?” I asked in astonishment. “I don’t even know who you are.”

“I know you even better than you know yourself, Nyle,” said the silhouette. He waved a hand at me. “Now wake up. Wake up now.”

As soon as the silhouette said that, a painful sensation—like someone stabbing an ice pick into my brain—reverberated through my whole body. I cried out in pain, but it just got worse and worse. Somehow, I sensed the silhouette was the one causing the pain … and equally so, I sensed that the silhouette regretted inflicting this pain on me.

“Wake up, Nyle,” said the silhouette again. “If you don’t wake up now, then everything will be lost.”

The darkness around me slowly but surely began to fade away as consciousness returned to me. That included the silhouette, who drew farther and farther away from me with each passing second as if he stood on a raft being pulled away by strong ocean currents. The silhouette waved at me one last time and said, his voice much more distant now, “I am glad you have chosen to wake up, Nyle. Let’s just hope you aren’t too late.”

As soon as the silhouette said that, I knew. I knew where I had heard his voice before. And by extension, I now knew who he was. He was—

-

Blinking hard, I was uncertain where I was, what happened, or how I got here in the first place.

I was suspended about a dozen feet off the floor by some kind of weird claw. A glance around my surroundings showed me that I was in the throne room of the Royal Tower, but now it looked very different. The walls were stained red with blood, and I knew it was blood because the metallic scent of blood entered my nostrils. My arms and legs were forced together thanks to the heavy claw that constricted me like a snake. I could barely even wriggled my toes.

A groan to my left made me look and see Cy in a similar position to me. He was also held in the vice grip of a claw of some sort, his head bowed on his chest. His Health bar was close to full, but that wouldn’t help him escape from the claw holding him.

That was when I noticed that the claw holding Cy was attached to a scaly, lizard-like arm. And that scaly, lizard-like arm was connected to the massive, fat body of Queen Somas, the Queen of the Dwellers, which was when I realized that Cy and I were being held in her hands.

For a moment, I was terribly confused. What were we doing in Somas’ hands in her throne room? Didn’t Cy, Sneakers, and I find her in one of the cells in the dungeons far below the Tower? Did any of that really happen? Or was everything after our first fight with Somas an illusion caused by pain? Did we actually beat Somas the first time at all or had that just been a hallucination?

Regardless of the answer, Somas looked … odd. She stood stock still, her eyes looking straight ahead. She looked almost more like a statue or perhaps a puppet than a real, live creature. I would have thought she was dead if I didn’t see that her Health bat was nearly full, making me think there had to be another explanation for her bizarre lack of movement.

“Ah,” said a familiar, French-accented voice from below. “It looks like you have finally awakened, my icy friend.”

Startled, I looked down toward the floor and saw four figures standing there. Two of them I recognized easily enough: Atmosfear, and his Sidekick, Giggles. Atmosfear was reclining in Somas’ throne, his crooked yellow teeth poking out of his mouth. The last time I saw him, Atmosfear had been broken and looked like he was on the verge of death, but now he looked like he was good as new, if not better. His red and silver armor reflected the light above quite well and seemed smoother and curvier than before. He had apparently ditched his ax in favor of what appeared to be a spear leaning against the over-sized throne he sat in, while his helmet practically sparkled due to how clean it was.

Giggles, of course, stood next to his throne, his hood drawn over his face. Even Giggles looked a lot better than the last time I saw him. His Assassin hood and robes were now a rich black. I couldn’t see his face or his weapons, but I had the strongest suspicion that Giggles had likely gotten some new weapons as well.

Huntsman stood off to the side, leaning against one of the pillars holding up the throne room’s ceiling with his arms folded in front of his chest. He wasn’t smiling like Atmosfear, but instead eyed me and Cy very carefully, as if prepared to kill us should we make an escape. At his feet lay an actual cheetah, its long tail whipping back and forth through the air as it eyed us hungrily.

But standing in front of us was a man I had never seen before. He was tall and strapping, with clear muscle definition showing through his clothing. He wore an odd split mask, half of it white and the other half black, that covered his face completely. On his head he wore a top hat, while puppet strings hung from his hands. He wore a long, purple cape that went down to the back of his knees, but something told me he was used to moving around in that cape. And hovering over his head was the nametag [VILLAIN PUPPETMASTER], which was how I knew exactly who he was.

“Puppetmaster,” I said, glaring down at the Villain below. “I would say nice to meet you, but I don’t think meeting Villains is ever really nice.”

“See, Puppy?” said Atmosfear to Puppetmaster, gesturing at me. “He’s even more black and white than your mask.”

“Please do not call me Puppy, Atmosfear,” said Puppetmaster stiffly. “It is an undignified nickname for a Villain of my Infamy.”

“What else should I call you, then? Strings?” said Atmosfear. “Yeah, I like that. Strings. What do you think, Giggles?”

“Whatever you say, master,” said Giggles in an oddly monotone voice.

Puppetmaster sighed and rubbed his forehead, making me think that he might be starting to regret allying with Atmosfear. “Never mind.” He looked up at me suddenly, his blue eyes gleaming with amusement. “You may not find it pleasant to meet me, but I am honored to meet the Hero who defeated Dark Kosmos. I even feel a degree of gratitude for what you did. After all, Dark Kosmos locked everyone into the game, including those of us outside of the American servers.”

I blinked. I had almost forgotten that Capes Online was big not just in America, but all over the world. It hadn’t even occurred to me to wonder how international players must have reacted to the Blackout. “No need to thank me, Puppetmaster. You can just let me and Cy go and we’ll call it even.”

Puppetmaster, however, waved a finger at us. “Do not play me for a fool, Winter. I graduated from France’s most prestigious university at the very top of my class. You, on the other hand, are but a small-town cop from some rural backwater in Texas. Even the fact that you believed you could trick me into freeing you is offensive to my sensibilities.”

“Is every member of the Slayers an uptight tool who thinks they’re hot stuff?” I grumbled. “First Cinders, then Vineman, and now you.”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Puppetmaster. “What does matter is that we have you right where we want you. Isn’t that right, Atmosfear?”

Atmosfear nodded. He looked rather silly sitting on a throne that was three times too big for him, but he also didn’t seem to care. “Gotta agree with you there, Strings. When you first explained your plan to me, I was a little skeptical, but I am glad I listened. If I was paying you, I would give you a raise.”

“What plan?” I said. “What happened? How did we get here? Why is Somas holding us? And where is Sally?”

I said that last question while looking around the throne room rapidly. I didn’t see Sally anywhere. A part of me was worried that the Slayers might have harmed her. If they had, then my own rage would make Queen Somas’ Rage look like a picnic.

“Let me answer your questions one at a time,” said Puppetmaster. He raised his hands, the strings waving uselessly in the air with them. “When I spoke to you through that city guard not too long ago, I knew you would try to get into the city. More specifically, I anticipated that you would attempt to enter through the secret escape tunnel designed to allow Queen Somas and the members of her court to make a quick escape in the event the city was invaded.”

“But Sneakers said—”

“Sneakers only knew what she thought we knew,” said Puppetmaster with a chuckle. “Using Mind Control, I was able to make the Tower guards tell me all about the various secret passageways, entrances, and exits that only they knew about. I surmised that you would attempt to use that tunnel because it was the easiest to get to and the closest one to the dungeons, where you would naturally assume Queen Somas is being held prisoner.”

Puppetmaster began pacing back and forth, his soft shoes barely audible against the stone floor. “So I placed an air machine—built by Atmosfear—to spray you and your Sidekick with Sleeping Gas. I hid the air machine with a convincing illusion of Queen Somas so you wouldn’t even suspect that anything was amiss until it was too late to do anything about it.”

“Wait, that was an illusion?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “I thought you could only control minds.”

Puppetmaster stopped and looked up at me with disbelief. “I can do far more than just ‘control minds,’ my icy friend. My Powers run the gamut of all mind-related Powers. That is one of the strengths of the Invader Class. Our affinity with the mind makes it easier for us to learn Mental Powers the likes of which you humans can only dream. Illusion is but one of the many Powers Available to me.”

I bit my lower lip and glanced over my shoulder at Somas. “What about Somas here? She looks dead.”

“She is under my control,” said Puppetmaster simply. “Admittedly, it was hard to gain control over her at first thanks to her strong Willpower, but I managed to overwhelm her mental defenses.”

“In addition to controlling all of the Dwellers in Underworld City?” I said, looking down at Puppetmaster in shock. “Just how powerful are you, anyway?”

“Far more powerful than you could ever hope to be, my icy friend,” said Puppetmaster with a chuckle. “Although it helps that Dwellers have weaker mental defenses than even untrained humans, which makes taking over their minds a relatively simple task.”

“Is that why Vineman was down there?” I said. “Did you know I would be down there and sent him to take us out?”

“Pretty much,” said Atmosfear, scratching his chin. “None of us really liked Vinny all that much anyway. We didn’t expect him to stop you. Just delay you long enough for everyone to get in position.”

“How else do you think we transported you up here so quickly?” said Puppetmaster. “You, your Sidekick, and Sneakers have been unconscious for only five minutes now.”

“So we were played,” I said. “Well, at least you don’t have the Crown.”

Atmosfear smiled. “Actually, now that you mention it, lookit what I found here.”

Atmosfear pulled out the Queen’s Crown from nowhere. It was much smaller now, probably about the size of a punch bowl, but he still twirled it around his finger like a hula hoop. “Took this off that Irish girl. She complained about it, but I never listened to my ex when we were dating and I am not going to start listening to women now.”

My breath caught in my throat when I saw Atmosfear pull out the Crown and display it like a personal trophy. This was possibly the worst thing that could have happened. But I didn’t let myself panic. Panicking would just make the situation worse. I needed to remain calm

“What about Sneakers?” I said. “And Sally? Where are they?”

“Let me show you,” said Atmosfear.

He snapped his fingers and the doors to the throne room opened. A dozen armed, deadly-looking Armored Dwellers entered the room, their purple eyes signifying their submission to Puppetmaster, but they did not enter alone. Walking between them, chained together like slaves, were Sneakers and Sally.

The two women looked awful. Sneakers’ hood and robes had been torn, leaving only her basic leather armor on underneath, but even that was torn and ripped in several places. Sally looked less injured, but the sheer expression of terror she wore on her face was worse than any injuries they could have inflicted on her.

“Sally!” I said. “Sally!”

“Winter!” said Sally, raising her hand. “Please, get out of here! Save yourself. Don’t worry about me. These guys are—”

One of the Armored Dwellers smacked Sally in the back of the head, nearly knocking her over onto the ground, but caught her before she could. When Sally stood again, tears were welling in her eyes, but she didn’t cry for help again.

Sneakers, on the other hand, was silent. Deadly silent, even. Given the way she was glaring at Huntsman, I could tell she still hadn’t forgotten her promise to kill him for cheating her out of her rewards for completing the mission. For his part, Huntsman didn’t look away from her, clearly not afraid of her in the slightest, although I guess I would be brave, too, if I had a pet cheetah under my command that could rip anyone I didn’t like to shreds.

“Just look at ‘em, Nyle,” said Atmosfear, gesturing at Sally and Sneakers as the Armored Dwellers brought them to a stop in the chamber near the throne. “They’re so identical they look almost like twin sisters. And I have to admit I have a sweet spot for twins. My first girlfriend had a twin sister. But you better watch out, because twins can play all sorts of dirty tricks on you if you’re not careful.”

As angry as I was at Atmosfear for doing what he did, I couldn’t disagree about how similar Sneakers and Sally looked. Now that they stood side by side, their physical similarities were even more obvious. It made me think there had to be some connection between the two, even if I didn’t know it yet.

“So if you were thinking about somehow escaping the Queen and freeing your girlfriends, don’t,” said Atmosfear, reclining in the throne as he steepled his fingers together. “’Cause you know what will happen to them if you try anything.”

As if following some unheard command, one of the Armored Dwellers unsheathed a sword and held it against Sneakers and Sally’s necks. Sally froze, her eyes locked on the blade at her neck, while Sneakers just continued to glare at Huntsman as if trying to kill him from sheer willpower alone.

“What about my Teammates?” I said, looking at Atmosfear again. “Funky and Gears?”

“Oh, they’re still at the gates,” said Atmosfear, “but I wouldn’t count on them coming to your rescue. They’re a bit busy trying not to get slaughtered by every man, woman, and child in the city.”

Worried, I opened the TEAMS tab under my menu and breathed a sigh of relief when I saw that Funky and Gears were still alive. But both of them had taken heavy damage. Not to mention that over half of the Rebels had been killed since I was knocked out. Osorias was still alive, but I didn’t know if Zazoom was still alive or not.

“As you can see, we have you pretty well contained,” said Atmosfear. “You and your friends are fighting a hopeless battle, one that we will end soon enough.”

“What are you trying to do, Atmosfear?” I snarled. “You and your friends. Why do you want Sally? Why are you enslaving the Dwellers? Why did you take over the City? What is your game?”

Atmosfear’s grin became rather chilling. “Let me show you. I always hate explaining stuff.”

Atmosfear snapped his fingers. The ceiling above us suddenly split in half, opening wider and wider until soon a black tunnel opened up above us. At first, I couldn’t see anything inside until a soft red glow appeared above. The red glow grew brighter and brighter, however, until soon it was blazingly bright. I even had to look away to avoid getting blinded, but a few seconds passed and the light dimmed, allowing me to look up again and see exactly what had created the light in the first place:

It was the Red Heart. And it was now hovering directly above us all.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

 

I had only ever seen the Red Heart from afar until now, but it was even more beautiful and terrifying up close than from a distance. It shone softly now, allowing me to see that it was a heart-shaped Crystal Flower. It radiated heat like the sun, but it was a comfortable, gentle heat that gave strength to my bones. It cast the entire room in a red glow, making everyone look as if we were all covered in blood.

“Ain’t that a beaut,” said Huntsman, pushing up the brim of his hat to look at the Red Heart better. “Probably worth a pretty penny.”

“It reminds me of the endearing beauty of France,” said Puppetmaster. He almost sounded out of breath. “Only even more brilliant somehow.”

“It’s pretty fancy,” said Atmosfear. “But I’m not what you would call an ‘artiste.’ Personally, I’m more interested in what the Red Heart can do. And unfortunately, that means having to put on this dumb Crown.”

Atmosfear waved the Queen’s Crown above his head again, which snapped me out of my confusion and caused me to say, “But how are you going to wear it? The Crown can only be worn by Dwellers. I mean, I know you’re as ugly as a Dweller, but—”

Atmosfear snorted. “Don’t be such an idiot. You’re acting like I actually care about following the rules of this damn game. No sir. I’ll do what I please, and let those Glitch Elimination Task Force guys go to hell.”

“You mean you glitched the Crown to work for you?” I said in surprise.

“Exactly,” said Atmosfear. “Technically, I hacked it. And even more technically, I wasn’t the one who personally hacked it, but someone else. So you’ll have to forgive me for not being technically correct, even though I’ve been told that that is the best kind of correct.”

Without another word, Atmosfear lowered the Crown onto his head. I half-expected it not to fit, but the Crown fit smoothly over his helmet somehow, allowing him to wear his helmet and Crown at the same time.

As soon as Atmosfear put the Crown on his head, the Red Heart flashed dangerously. The red glow within flashed in time with my heartbeat, almost like it was a giant heart itself. It flashed so quickly that I was half-afraid it was going to explode and kill us all.

But then it started to flash different colors. From red to green to purple to blue and every color in between, the Red Heart seemed to be going through every color of the rainbow and then some. The throne room’s color changed in beat with the Red Heart, which just made me dizzy more than anything. As for Atmosfear, however, his eyes were locked on the Red Heart as if it was the only thing in the room. But even Puppetmaster and Huntsman looked disturbed by this rapid change of colors.

Soon, however, the Red Heart stopped changing colors. It settled on yellow, but it was more of a sickly hue, not the warm yellow of the sun. A deep sense of unease passed through me, making me feel as if I had just watched something that shouldn’t have happened but did anyway.

Even Atmosfear looked different now. His armor was now a brilliant yellow and his eyes glowed the same color. He looked down at his body, running his hands down his armor with a curious look on his face.

“So this is what it feels like to be a god,” said Atmosfear. He looked up at me with a wolfish grin on his face. “I like it.”

“A … god?” I said.

“Sure,” said Atmosfear. He gestured at the Crown on his head. “This here Crown gave me a fifty percent boost in all of my Stats. Oh, and all of the Dwellers are supposed to listen to me now. I could take off all of my Equipment but this Crown and still kick your ass.”

“What … what happened?” I said. “You didn’t actually become a god, did you?”

Atmosfear cracked his knuckles. “Eh, I suppose it won’t hurt to tell you what we’ve been doing here. But you know, I’m getting tired of having to look up at you to talk to you. Drop him.”

Without warning, Somas opened her claw and I fell down to the floor. It happened so fast that I couldn’t even use Flight. I just landed on my back, which took off a couple of points of Health. Nonetheless, I jumped to my feet and, summoning my Ice Daggers again, rushed toward Atmosfear.

But I didn’t get very far before Atmosfear snapped his fingers again. As soon as he did, the air from my lungs vanished and I couldn’t breathe. Dropping my Ice Daggers, I clutched my throat, desperately trying to get as much air as I could, but there just wasn’t anything for me to breathe in.

Then the air returned all of a sudden and I gasped. But when I looked up at Atmosfear’s throne, Atmosfear himself was missing.

“Looking for me?” said Atmosfear’s voice in my ear all of a sudden. “Don’t be. I’m not going anywhere … not until I’ve taught you a lesson in pain you’ll never forget.”

Atmosfear suddenly slammed a fist into my lower back. Pain exploded throughout my whole body as I screamed and fell onto the floor. In the corner of my eye, I could see that my Health bar had dropped to less than a quarter in one hit. And even worse, I got this debuff:

Debuff added: Broken back. -50% Agility, Evasion, and Dexterity. Duration: 10 minutes.

A hand clutched the top of my heard and lifted me up off the ground. Soon I found myself face to face with Atmosfear, his glowing yellow eyes distorted by the wicked grin crossing his vile features.

“Like that, Nyle?” asked Atmosfear in a low, threatening voice. “I hope you do because there’s a lot more where that came from.”

I tried to speak, but couldn’t. The pain was too much for me to deal with. I couldn’t even reach into my inventory for a Health Potion. All I could do was just groan in response.

Atmosfear snorted again and dropped me. He then walked away from me toward the throne, his hands on his hips.

“That’s but a mere taste of the new power at my command,” said Atmosfear. “If I wanted, I could have every Dweller in the Underworld rip you apart piece by piece until there’s nothing left but an ugly, bloody pulp once known as Nyle Maxwell, or as you call yourself, Winter, which is the lamest name for a Hero I’ve ever had the displeasure of hearing.”

Breathing hard, I forced myself to look up at Atmosfear. “Better than Atmosfear, which is just a bad pun.”

Atmosfear whirled around to face me, but he didn’t look angry. Just amused. “Now where was I? Oh, right. I said was going to explain my big, bad evil plan to you. Sure.”

Atmosfear tapped his chin as if trying to figure out where to start. Meanwhile, my eyes darted over to Puppetmaster and Huntsman. Puppetmaster actually looked a little perturbed by Atmosfear’s new power boost, but I think he was more concerned about the fact that Atmosfear had overridden his control over Somas than anything. Huntsman was as stoic as usual, although he seemed to be watching Atmosfear more carefully than usual as well. I couldn’t see Cy, Sally, or Sneakers, but I doubted any of them were happy about Atmosfear’s power boost.

“Ah,” said Atmosfear, snapping his fingers. “Let’s start with the Dwellers. The reason we were enslaving the Dwellers is pretty damn simple: We needed slave labor and Dwellers make really good laborers. Especially when you need labor that is willing to dig through miles of earth.”

“What did you have them dig for?” I asked. Speaking was painful thanks to my broken back. Nonetheless, I needed to keep Atmosfear talking. If I could wait for Broken Back’s time limit to end, then I might be able to fight back.

“The Red Heart’s sister crystal, the Blue Heart,” said Atmosfear. “I was informed that if I could get my hands on the Blue Heart, I could use it to get the Red Heart. The two Hearts were apparently carved from the same rainbow crystal thousands of years ago, which seems stupid to me, but don’t blame me. I didn’t write this game’s story.”

“The lore isn’t that stupid,” Puppetmaster grumbled. “It’s actually quite layered and complex if you—”

“Don’t care,” Atmosfear interrupted. “Only nerds care about ‘lore.’ Anyway, Plan A was to have our indentured servants dig out the Blue Heart. That plan kind of flew out the window, though, when Huntsman here found the little Irish girl here and convinced her to steal the Crown for us, which we figured would have the same effect.”

“It worked, didn’t it?” said Huntsman. He showed zero fear in the face of Atmosfear’s absolute power, which meant either he was very brave or very foolish. “I’m not even sure the Blue Heart actually exists, anyway. This way worked better.”

“Can’t argue with results,” said Atmosfear. “But trust me, the Blue Heart exists. Let’s just say I have a very reliable source and leave it at that.”

Then Atmosfear clapped his hands together and looked at me again. “So anyway, back to our evil plan. When Snickers here showed up and agreed to steal the Crown for us, we thought it was all going to be easy. Especially once I got the Test Subject, who would complete our plans. But unfortunately, you and your merry band of losers showed up. Even worse, you captured that dumb Irish bitch, forcing us to invade the City and take it over by force.”

Atmosfear walked up to me again and lifted me up by the collar of my Costume, his eyes locked on my face.

“Do you know what that means, Nyle?” Atmosfear asked in a low, deadly voice.

I shook my head slightly. “No.”

“It means I had to work!” Atmosfear snapped. “And I hate working.”

Atmosfear dropped me onto the floor again and walked off. Just dropping me on the floor hurt and caused me to groan in pain, though it didn’t take any points off my Health at least.

“Work is for suckers,” Atmosfear continued. “You slave away for some employer or corporation that’s trying to pay you less than what you deserve, the government takes a huge chunk out of your money from taxes, and then you often end up fired and penniless anyway. Work is for losers who don’t understand how the system screws them over.”

Atmosfear then stopped and paused, as if lost in thought. “But never mind that. No matter how much I had to—ugh—work, at least we salvaged the plan. Sure, we lost a couple of idiots along the way, but frankly I don’t care. What matters is that my power is now complete and now no one can stand in my way.”

“Don’t you mean no one can stand in our way, Atmosfear?” asked Puppetmaster, his eyes narrowing. “I seem to recall that all of us were promised power in the new world to come.”

Atmosfear waved his hand at Puppetmaster. “Don’t worry, Strings. Your time is coming. Everyone’s time is coming. And if you have a problem with that, bring it up with Paradox. I’m sure he would love to hear you bitch about how I’m his favorite and you’re not and how that’s just so unfair. He’s a real understanding, tolerant guy like that.”

Puppetmaster’s eyes flashed with embarrassment, but he didn’t say anything. I could tell that Atmosfear and Puppetmaster clearly had had this discussion before. And unless my eyes were mistaken, I thought I saw Huntsman smirk as if he found their exchange amusing.

“But why?” I said, drawing Atmosfear’s attention back to me. “Why are you doing this? Why do you want Sally? Who is Paradox? And what is the ‘new world’ you guys keep prattling on about?”

Atmosfear turned around to face me again. The grin on his face was even more chilling than before. “You’re finally asking the right questions, donut. And ordinarily I wouldn’t answer them because I love seeing you squirm. But I’m feeling pretty God-like today, so I think I’ll go all New Testament and give you a few answers.”

Atmosfear marched back over to me and looked down at me with obvious pleasure on his face. “Paradox is my boss. He’s the man upstairs.”

“What is he?” I said, looking up at Atmosfear despite the horrible pain this caused me. “Is he a player? An NPC?”

“Even I don’t know the answer to that question,” said Atmosfear with a shrug. “He seems more like Dark K than an NPC, but he could be anything. All I knows is what I knows and what I knows ain’t much.”

Atmosfear then crouched down closer to me, as if he was going to let me in on a little secret. “But Paradox is the real deal, donut. His power over Capes Online is unreal. You think those government Avatars were something? Paradox could wipe the floor with all of them if he wanted. Plus, his vision for the new world he wants to build is something else. He’s gonna make gods out of all of us, Nyle.”

“What new world are you even talking about?” I said. “What do you mean?”

Atmosfear gestured around the throne room. “I’m talking about Capes Online, but I’m also talking about more than that. Do you think Project Second Life was only ever meant just to prove digital immortality? Ask yourself what your girlfriend is doing here if Project Second Life was only for that. Why was your girlfriend called the Test Subject? What were they testing on her?”

I gulped. “Digital immortality.”

Atmosfear laughed. “Wrong. One hundred and ten percent wrong. If this were school, I would fail you and force you to go to summer school. Naw, that’s just what they tell us so we don’t freak out. Ask yourself this question: When has the federal government, the UN, and a big megacorporation like SI Games ever given a damn about what’s best for the people, rather than what’s best for their pocketbooks or what will give them more power?”

My breath caught in my lungs. “Are you saying that Project Second Life was meant to give them control over society?”

Atmosfear grinned. “Bingo, kid. The plan, right from the start, was to forcibly download the minds of every single person in the whole world in the game. You’ve seen the power the Department has—or had, in my case—over us. Now imagine they expanded that power over the entire planet. Frightening, isn’t it?”

Atmosfear had to be lying. He had to be. What he said was too horrible for me to even contemplate.

And yet … I sensed truth in his words, as awful as they were. It explained a lot. A whole lot. But at the same time, it opened up a whole bunch of questions, questions I didn’t have the answer to, and questions I didn’t think Atmosfear could answer, either.

“Why are you telling me this?” I said. “Are you going to offer me to join your new world, too?”

Atmosfear shook his head. He raised his fist above his head. “No. Paradox has already decided you can’t be trusted. I’m going to smash your skull open like a pumpkin and then move on with my life. The new world is waiting for me and I can’t keep ignoring its calls.”


CHAPTER FIFTY

 

Despite my fear and pain, I didn’t close my eyes. I just looked up at Atmosfear, waiting for the moment he brought his fist down on my head and killed me. I wasn’t looking forward to death, but at the same time, I also wasn’t going to die scared like a little kid. If Atmosfear was going to kill me, then I would damn well make sure he didn’t get the satisfaction of seeing me afraid.

“Good night, Nyle,” said Atmosfear. “Because when you wake up again, the new world will have arrived.”

Although I didn’t want to, I looked away from Atmosfear to Sally. Sally had been frozen in fear this entire time, her eyes darting from the blade at her throat to me. But when I looked at her, my eyes locked with hers.

When my eyes locked with Sally’s, something … odd happened. It was almost like our minds became one. We seemed to communicate without speaking, even without thinking. Her dark eyes grew wide with recognition, like all of her memories came flooding back into her mind at once. And, although I had never forgotten her, I also looked at her with renewed recognition. I forgot just how stunningly beautiful she really was. Even in-game, she was heads and shoulders above all of the female characters I had seen.

And in that instant, I knew. There was no other woman anywhere—whether in Capes Online or in the real world—for me other than Sally.

Just as Atmosfear brought his fist down on me, Sally suddenly screamed, “Nyle! No!”

Even as Sally screamed my name, something happened. An invisible wave of power shot out from Sally’s body. It quickly washed over the whole room, striking everyone from the lowliest guards to Queen Somas herself. In fact, I thought I felt the wave even extend beyond the walls of the throne room, possibly covering even the entire Underworld City, and maybe beyond that to the Underworld itself.

The effects were immediate. The dozen or so Armored Dwellers that had been holding Sneakers and Sally hostage collapsed like dolls. Puppetmaster reeled, clutching his mask so hard he actually cracked it. Even the normally stoic Huntsman doubled over, clutching his head like it was about to explode. Queen Somas staggered and dropped Cy, who landed flat on his back.

Even Atmosfear was affected by whatever Sally did. He screamed in pain and staggered away from me, grabbing his helmeted head in a manner similar to Puppetmaster and Huntsman. His yellow aura flickered suddenly. At the same time, the Red Heart also flickered, although it still kept shining despite whatever had interrupted its connection to Atmosfear.

I expected to feel the full force of whatever pain Sally was inflicting on the Slayers, but the opposite happened to me. My Health bar shot up, the pain in my back vanished, and I got a few notifications all at once:

[Sally] used Rallying Cry!

All debuffs lifted on Teammates. All Stats increased by 15% on Teammates until battle is over. 

Buff added: Energy Armor. Acts as a second bar of Health. Duration: Indefinite.

Shocked, I looked at my Health bar and saw a second, golden bar of Health now hovering above it. This Health bar was the same length as my normal bar, if not a little longer.

Even more interesting, my body was covered in a golden aura. It looked like a golden bubble had conformed to the shape of my body, giving me a second layer of armor that was far stronger than my normal skin. The power flowing through me was intense, but still well within my control.

“What in the nine circles of hell was that?” said Atmosfear. He had stopped at the steps of his throne, his hands still on his head.

“Not sure,” said Puppetmaster. He was on his knees, still clutching his head. “But my head feels like it’s about to explode.”

“Same here,” Huntsman grunted. “Never had a headache this bad.”

“Nyle!” Sally shouted. She ran away from Sneakers—who wore a golden aura similar to mine—and stopped by my side. “Nyle, Nyle, are you okay? Can you stand? Please tell me you’re okay.”

Pushing myself up into a sitting position, I didn’t respond verbally. I just wrapped my arms around her body and kissed her full on the lips. She returned the kiss even more eagerly than I did, hugging me tightly and fiercely as if she never wanted to let go of me. And frankly, I didn’t want to let go of her, either. Not for as long as I lived.

And even in-game, her kiss was exactly the way I remembered it. Her lips were soft but moist, but more than the physical sensations were the emotional ones going on deep within me. Even without her saying it, I knew I had my Sally back.

After what seemed like an eternity, I broke the kiss but didn’t stop staring at her beautiful, wonderful face. “Sally …”

“I remember now,” said Sally. She spoke as fast as if she was on a deadline. “I remember everything. I remember you. I remember our time together back in the real world. I remember your name, your face. I remember all of the time we spent together. I even remember when you asked me to marry you and I said yes.”

I cracked a grin. “You do?”

“Yes, yes, yes!” said Sally. She hugged me again. “And I don’t ever want to let you go. Not now, not ever.”

I hugged her back. “I don’t want to let you go again, either, Sally. And I won’t. Not for a long as I live.”

It was the perfect moment in time. We held each other so tightly I felt like we were about to become one person. For what seemed like an eternity, we held each other. Everything else faded into the background. I didn’t even care about Atmosfear anymore. I had Sally now. I had my fiancee back. What else did I need?

“Awww,” said Cy, popping up literally out of nowhere in front of us. “This is so heartwarming and romantic! Like something from one of my sister’s romance novels. Not that I ever read romance novels, of course, because I’m a manly man who doesn’t give a damn about girlie books. It’s still super romantic and sweet, though.”

Snapped out of my reverie, I looked at Cy and said, “Don’t you have anything better to do?”

“Nope,” said Cy, shaking his head. “I just saw you two hugging each other and I just had to say something. You know me.”

Despite my annoyance, I couldn’t help but grin at Cy’s comment. “Yeah, I do, Cy. I do indeed.”

A loud groan above us made us look up. Although the Armored Dwellers might have all been either killed or knocked out by Sally’s cry, Queen Somas still stood. She was shaking her head and blinking her eyes like she had just awakened from a long nap. She looked around with a dazed look on her face.

“What …” said Queen Somas in her usual rumbly voice. “What happened?”

Atmosfear looked over at Puppetmaster urgently. “Hey, Strings! Get her back under our control now!”

Puppetmaster nodded. He looked up at Queen Somas and his eyes flashed purple.

In the next instant, Queen Somas’ eyes became purple again, but the color looked dimmer as if Puppetmaster didn’t have quite as much control over her as he did before. Queen Somas even visibly struggled against Puppetmaster’s control before she stopped, standing as still as a statue again. Even so, Puppetmaster seemed to be putting more effort into controlling her than before, based on the sweat visible on his forehead through the crack in his mask.

“Now I don’t know what in the hell just happened here,” said Atmosfear, slowly taking his hands off his head. “But nothing has changed. I still wear the Crown. Strings has the Queen under his control. And even Huntsman can still fight. Your girlfriend might be able to pull off a deus ex machina like that, but something tells me she can’t pull that same trick twice.”

Atmosfear raised his hands. The Red Heart grew brighter than ever, its rays bathing the entire room in a sickly yellowish hue. “I have just scratched the surface of the kind of power under my control. There is not a force on heaven or hell that can stop me now. But why go to all of the trouble of killing you myself when I can just have Strings do it?”

“Indeed,” said Puppetmaster. He stood to his full height again now, though still seemed a little shaken by Sally’s attack. “This changes nothing. Somas, kill the Heroes.”

Queen Somas looked down at us. She opened her mouth and I could see, deep in her throat, some kind of fire slowly but surely building up. A notification appeared in front of my eyes:

[Dweller Queen Somas] is about to use Fire Field!

An AoE attack. I didn’t remember Somas using this attack when we fought her, but we couldn’t stop her. Even with my Energy Armor, I had a feeling we were going for a total party kill. I didn’t know if Sally would also die, but I held her tighter anyway.

That was when a soft ping sounded in my ears. Glancing at my inbox, I was surprised to see a message from Sneakers, of all people. The subject line read ‘LOOK AT ATMOSFEAR, YOU BLOKE’, causing me to look back toward my archenemy.

Atmosfear stood in front of his throne, a wicked grin on his face. Giggles stood right next to him, his Assassin watching Somas warily as if he still didn’t trust that the Dweller Queen was fully under their control.

At first, I didn’t understand what Sneakers wanted me to see until I noticed a slight shift on the throne behind Atmosfear. A shimmer in the air, followed by the outline of a hooded woman that I had no trouble recognizing. And even without being able to see her face, I knew exactly what was about to happen.

“Cy,” I said in a voice so low that only Sally and Cy could hear me, “within the next five seconds, I am going to need you to fly up into the air as fast as possible.”

“What for?” Cy whispered back, tearing his gaze from Somas’ fire breath to me. “There’s nowhere for me to run to.”

“You’re not going to run,” I said. “You’re going to help us turn the tide on the Slayers.”

Cy opened his mouth, clearly to ask what I meant, when Sneakers appeared behind Atmosfear. She jumped down from the top of the throne and slammed into Atmosfear, knocking him flat onto the ground. Atmosfear cried out in surprise before Sneakers grabbed the Crown and yanked it off his head. As soon as the Crown was off his head, Atmosfear’s armor returned to its normal red and silver coloration, while the Red Heart itself also returned to its natural crimson.

At the same time, Sneakers yelled, “Catch, you bloody wankers!” and hurled the Crown into the air toward us.

Luckily for us, Cy immediately understood what he needed to do. He launched into the air, caught the Crown like a frisbee, and flew up toward Somas. Somas actually followed his movement, her purple eyes trying to fix on him, but Cy was as fast as a fly. With a yell, he slammed the Crown on top of her head. The Crown instantly expanded to fit Queen Somas’ huge skull and fit securely around her head.

Queen Somas froze. For a moment, her eyes flashed between red and purple. It seemed like two forces were struggling in her head: Her own mind, represented by her red eyes, and Puppetmaster, who was struggling to maintain control over her. And I do mean struggling. Puppetmaster was visibly panting, his hands on his head. He grunted loudly as he struggled to maintain control over Somas’ mind, evidently fighting her for control.

But then, Queen Somas’ eyes stopped flashing between the different colors. They had settled on one color now: The solid, crimson red of the Red Heart itself.

A loud snap sounded throughout the throne room. Puppetmaster screamed in pain and fell on his hands and knees. His mask fell off his face, but with his head down, I couldn’t see what he looked like.

I could, however, see Queen Somas’ face. And to say she was pissed was putting it lightly. She looked like she was going to go all Godzilla on everyone in the room.

“My mind is back,” said Queen Somas. She touched the Crown on her head as if to confirm it was really there and it wasn’t some kind of illusion or fake. “Finally, I can think again. But I do not need to think in order to punish.”

With that, Queen Somas looked over at Puppetmaster. The Villain looked up in fear just then, allowing me to see his very pale, surprisingly young-looking face for the first time. Terror was etched across his aquiline features as the eyes of Queen Somas fell upon him.

Then Queen Somas opened her mouth and unleashed a beam of pure fire at him. Puppetmaster didn’t even get a chance to scream. The flames covered him in its entirety. His Health bar dropped to zero, and when Queen Somas cut off the fire, Puppetmaster was nowhere to be seen.

A notification popped up in front of me as soon as Queen Somas stopped firing her fire beam at Puppetmaster:

[Villain Puppetmaster] has died!


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

 

Despite Puppetmaster’s death, Queen Somas still looked pissed. She closed her mouth, her whole body shaking with anger. I half-expected her to enter Enraged mode, which would be just as bad for us as it would be for the Slayers.

Instead, however, Queen Somas looked up at the ceiling, at the Red Heart, and let loose the most primal, loudest roar I had ever heard her scream. The throne room was rocked by her roar, which cracked the floor, walls, and ceiling. The throne itself split in two, while even the Red Heart shuddered under her roar.

Yet another notification popped up in my vision just then:

[Dweller Queen Somas] used Gather! The Royal Tower has now become a Beacon for all Dwellers in Underworld City to gather around under [Dweller Queen Somas]’s command!

“Crap, crap, crap,” said Atmosfear. He was still lying on the floor with Sneakers on top of him. He seemed to be reading the same notification as us. “This is not how it was supposed to go. This is not how it was supposed to go.”

“Serves ya right, you jerk,” said Sneakers. “That’s what you get for cheating me out of my rewards.”

Atmosfear’s eyes flashed just then. He shoved Sneakers off him and made a break for the back of the throne, Giggles close on his heels. I didn’t know where they were going, however, until Atmosfear shoved in a portion of the wall, revealing a secret stone staircase behind the throne that seemed to go up toward the top of the building. Atmosfear and Giggles disappeared inside.

“They’re trying to get away,” I said. I looked at Sally. “Sally, you stay here. Cy and I are going to go after Atmosfear and Giggles.”

“But …” Sally tightened her hold on me. “I don’t want to let you go. Not ever.”

“I’ll be fine,” I said. “It won’t take me more than a few minutes, at most. I can beat Atmosfear now that he’s weaker.”

Sally frowned, but then gave me a quick kiss and let go. “Fine. Go get him, tiger.”

I smiled at Sally before rising to my feet. I then dashed toward the open door to the secret staircase behind the throne, but then I heard feet pounding the stone floor to my side and Huntsman’s cheetah tackled me to the ground. The cheetah and I rolled across the floor, coming to a stop just a few feet away from where we had been a few moments before. The cheetah was clawing and snapping at my face. Even with my enhanced Stats from Sally’s Rallying Cry, I was just barely managing to keep the cheetah from tearing my face off.

“Now where do you think you’re going, mate?” said Huntsman. He was walking toward me now, his rifle in his hands. “Nice little trick back there, having the Irish girl steal that Crown so you could put it back on Somas’ head. You even made Atmosfear run away. But not me, mate. I never run from a target. Certainly not one as lucrative as you. There is a reason I am called the Player Hunter, after all.”

I gritted my teeth. I couldn’t waste any time fighting Huntsman, but his cheetah—although probably weaker than me—was too vicious for me to simply ignore. If I didn’t end this fight quickly, Atmosfear and Giggles would get away again, which was probably Huntsman’s whole plan in the first place. Otherwise, his attacking me didn’t make sense, because Queen Somas was back in control of the Dwellers and she’d probably kill him once she got her bearings.

But damn was this cheetah persistent. It kept trying to bite my face off, its thick claws digging through the fabric of my Costume as it tried to hold onto me. It was far more persistent than Huntsman’s last pet, that was for sure. I doubted it would kill me, but if I didn’t get rid of it quick, Atmosfear would get away and there was no telling when or where I would see him again.

Finally, I grabbed the cheetah’s neck, summoned an Ice Dagger, and thrust it straight into the beast’s heart. The cheetah yelped in pain one final time before it collapsed on top of me, its Health bar now sitting at a big fat zero, earning me this notification:

You killed [Tamed Beast Cheetah]! +2,000 EXP!

With a grunt, I tossed the cheetah off me and turned to face Huntsman, but before I could do anything, Huntsman clapped his hands.

A buzzing sound above me made me look up in time to see a small drone flying above me. Before I could react, the drone dropped a weighted steel net on top of me, which sent me crashing down to the floor. A debuff notification popped up in front of me:

Debuff added: Ensnared. Agility and Evasion -100%. Duration: 5 minutes.

I struggled to lift the net off me, but it was too thick and heavy for me even with my Super Strength. The cocking of a gun made me look up in time to see Huntsman taking aim with his rifle, a cold scowl crossing his face.

“Stay right there, mate,” said Huntsman in a voice as low and cold as a winter storm. “I promise ya, I’ll make your death nice and easy.”

As Huntsman said that, I noticed a distortion in the air behind him, the telltale sign that Sneakers was sneaking up on him. Huntsman, apparently, didn’t notice her. He was too busy perfecting his aim on me to care about anything else.

Then Sneakers became visible behind him and tried to slam her dagger down on his back, yelling, “This is for me rewards, ya daff—”

Huntsman caught her dagger hand without even looking at her. Sneakers gasped, but before she could do anything, Huntsman twisted her wrist so hard she dropped the knife.

Huntsman turned to face her, holding the struggling and now very clearly scared Sneakers very close to him.

“Sorry, love, but my Perception is a bit higher than Atmosfear’s,” said Huntsman. “And you’re no Ninja, I’m afraid to say.”

Huntsman slammed the butt of his rifle into her face, knocking Sneakers out instantly and causing her to collapse onto the floor.

Anger rose within me when I saw Huntsman attack. Again, it was probably because Sneakers just looked so much like Sally, but it wasn’t just that. Sneakers had been the one to steal the Crown from Atmosfear. That made her a friend in my eyes, even if she technically was a Villain. I struggled even more against the netting, but it must have been made of pretty stern stuff because it still didn’t budge. And unfortunately I was not in a position to use Freezing Touch on it and smash it, otherwise I would have done that by now.

“I’ll deal with her later,” said Huntsman. He turned his attention back to me, a harsh scowl crossing his features. “Now with that little interruption out of the way, I am going to finish you off.”

Huntsman once again raised his rifle and took aim. This time, I knew I was going down for good. I couldn’t Dodge with this netting on me and a headshot would kill me just as surely as my Ice Dagger to the heart had killed Huntsman’s pet cheetah. Anger and frustration boiled within me when I realized how far I had come only to die right before I could bring Atmosfear to justice.

That was when a green blur landed on the floor between me and Huntsman: It was Cy. He stood between us with his arms spread out, putting his body square in the path of Huntsman’s rifle. His whole body trembled, though, his knees knocking together even as he tried to put on a brave face.

“S-Stay back,” said Cy in a trembling voice. “D-Don’t you dare hurt my b-boss or I’ll h-hurt you.”

Huntsman seemed genuinely taken aback by Cy’s appearance. He raised his head from the scope of his rifle to stare at Cy in disbelief. “Tornado? What the hell are you doing here, you useless piece of trash? Get out of the way. You’re not worth killing.”

Cy, however, shook his head rapidly. “N-No. And stop calling me T-Tornado. It’s Cyclone now.”

Huntsman rolled his eyes. “Whatever, mate. This is all just a game anyway. I could call you Buckethead and it would be the same.”

“Don’t c-call me Buckethead,” said Cy, his voice unusually low.

Huntsman chuckled. “Oh, did that hit a sore spot? Yeah, you always were overly sensitive. The biggest—and most useless—clown in the whole game. And what are you trying to do now, pretend to be a Hero? Hilarious. You couldn’t save even one dollar in your bank account.”

“S-Shut up,” said Cy. I noticed he was trembling slightly less now. “I-I’m not m-moving. You’ll h-have to go through m-me if you want to kill my boss.”

Huntsman sighed. “Didn’t you hear what I said earlier? You. Aren’t. Worth. The. Effort. To. Kill. So maybe just step aside, mate, and let me take out the real target here. You’re nothing but an annoying fly too small to even be swatted.”

“I-I’m still not moving,” said Cy. “And don’t you d-dare insult my b-boss. He’s the greatest H-Hero I’ve ever known. The greatest Hero in the world period.”

“Then you clearly haven’t met many Heroes,” said Huntsman. “Now, one last time: Get out of the way. Mummy and Daddy are having an adult conversation right now. So why don’t you go back to the kiddy table, you useless, stupid, waste of—”

Never got to hear what Huntsman thought Cy was exactly because at that moment, Cy rushed toward Huntsman faster than I ever saw him move. He ran so fast even Huntsman’s trigger finger wasn’t fast enough to keep up with him. Cy got into his guard and kicked him right in the balls as hard as he could.

Huntsman groaned loudly and dropped his rifle, but Cy wasn’t done yet. He ran around Huntsman at shockingly fast speeds, punching and kicking him in every direction. Although none of Cy’s blows were strong individually, they added up over time and soon Huntsman’s Health bar began steadily decreasing right before my eyes.

“I … am … not … useless!” Cy screamed between blows.

Huntsman couldn’t respond, probably because Cy had apparently dislocated his jaw with a well-placed punch. It was almost shocking how viciously Cy attacked Huntsman. In all of the time I’d known Cy, I’d never see him attack anyone with the vehemence and anger he displayed. He just kept beating Huntsman silly, punching, kicking, and headbutting him everywhere. Cy moved so fast I couldn’t even keep up with him half the time. It just looked to me like a green tornado had engulfed Huntsman and was tearing him apart.

Finally, Cy stopped in front of Huntsman, whose Health was now at 5%. Huntsman had clearly taken a serious beating. His face was horribly bruised and bleeding and he seemed to be barely able to keep himself upright. It was the worst I’d ever seen Huntsman since I’d known him and I was actually starting to feel a little worried for him now.

“You think that because I’m a Sidekick that I’m useless,” Cy said, his hands balling into fists. “Because I didn’t like killing innocent people and committing crimes that I was somehow defective. And for the longest time, I believed that.”

“You still are, you useless piece of data,” Huntsman sneered, although there was a definite hint of fear in his voice now. “Shoulda reported you to Capes Online Technical Support to have you deleted, you useless—”

“Shut up,” said Cy. He sounded so confident and authoritative now that even I would have obeyed his command if he had directed it to me. “But guess what? Winter taught me otherwise. He taught me how to be a Hero, that I could be a Hero. Not a very good Hero, I will admit. And yeah, I’m pretty annoying and probably get in the way more often than not. But I’m still a Hero, and not just because that’s what my Alignment says.”

“Ridiculous,” said Huntsman, who apparently had yet to learn to keep his trap shut. “You have no free will. You are exactly what the game has programmed you to be. You are useless.”

“Call me whatever you want,” said Cy. “It doesn’t matter. Your words don’t define me anymore. There’s nothing you can say that will take away this fact, that I am Hero who protects people.”

“Still so stupid,” said Huntsman, shaking his head. “But I must say, the Capes Online developers really did make this game as realistic as possible. You sound almost exactly like a truly delusional person.”

“I’m not delusional, Huntsman,” said Cy. He raised his hands. “I am a Hero. You are a Villain. And Heroes stop Villains. Always.”

With that, Cy slammed his hands together. A huge burst of air exploded underneath Huntsman, sending him flying into the air at almost impossible to follow speeds. He screamed in terror as he flew until he smashed into and through the stone ceiling above us, leaving a Huntsman-shaped hole in the spot on the ceiling where he crashed through.

And, although I didn’t get to see where Huntsman landed, I did get this notification:

[Sidekick Cyclone] has killed [Villain Huntsman]! +6,000 EXP!


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

 

“Boss!” said Cy, rushing over to me with a big smile on his face. “Did you see that, boss? I defeated Huntsman. I don’t know how I did it. Wasn’t it awesome?”

“Yeah, it was cool, Cy,” I said, “but would you mind removing this netting from me? I can’t get it off myself.”

“Sure thing, boss,” said Cy.

Cy grabbed and tore the netting off me with ease, allowing me to jump back to my feet. Although Huntsman’s trap had held me down, it luckily did not decrease my Health. Still, it had slowed me down and allowed Atmosfear and Giggles to get a huge head start on us. It was even possible that the two Villains had already escaped, but there was no way to know until we went after them ourselves.

“I can’t believe I did that,” said Cy, looking down at his hands. “I punched him so many times even I lost count. And then I even got a new Power: Tornado!”

I looked at Cy in surprise. “I was wondering about that. That final wind attack didn’t look like Gust to me.”

“I know,” said Cy. “Even I’m not sure where it came from. It was just when I was giving my super awesome speech to Huntsman that I felt this power rising within me. I thought it was a fart at first, but then I got a notification telling me I got a new Power called Tornado. It’s kind of like a stronger version of Cyclone, except it hits multiple enemies at once and deals way more damage.”

That was odd. In Capes Online, players and Sidekicks typically unlocked Powers by getting Costumes and Equipment that ‘awakened’ the Powers within us. I thought for sure that Cy had already unlocked all of his Powers, yet it seemed as though Cy had somehow managed to unlock a new Power on his own.

But we didn’t have time to focus on that. I looked over at Sneakers, who still lay unconscious on the floor where Huntsman left her, and ran over to her. Kneeling beside her, I shook Sneakers and said, “Sneakers, wake up! Are you all right?”

“Nyle!” Sally suddenly knelt beside me, causing me to look at her instead. “Go after Atmosfear. I’ll keep an eye on Sneakers and make sure she stays safe.”

“I agree with the stick woman,” said Queen Somas suddenly. The Dweller Queen towered over us all, her red, reptilian eyes gazing down on us. “You must go and defeat the human who dared to steal my Crown. I have already called off the Dweller forces attacking your friends outside the Tower. It is up to you to do the rest.”

Although I wanted to make sure Sneakers was okay, I knew my time and attention was better spent going after Atmosfear.

So I gave Sally a quick kiss and then Cy and I ran up the secret staircase through which Atmosfear had fled. The staircase was dark, narrow, and winding. If Atmosfear and Giggles were hiding somewhere up ahead, they could easily set an ambush for us and we would inevitably run into it. But I didn’t care. One way or another, my fight with Atmosfear was going to end tonight.

In a shorter time than I expected, the staircase opened up onto the roof of the Royal Tower. We emerged on top of the very tallest tower of the Royal Tower, which afforded us an excellent view of the entire Underworld City, which stretched on for miles in every direction. The crystals on the cavern ceiling sparkled in the darkness above us, while a strong wind from the south blew across the roof, making it difficult to remain standing upright as my Snow Cape was sent flying behind me.

A large, gaping hole stood in the center of the Tower’s roof, right where the Red Heart had descended. I made a mental note to avoid falling into there because I had a feeling that falling into the Tower from this height would either kill me instantly or at least cripple me, especially if I landed on the Red Heart itself.

“Where are you?” I shouted, raising my voice as high as I could in order to be heard over the wind. “Show yourself, coward!”

A door slammed shut behind me, causing Cy and I to whirl around and see Atmosfear and Giggles standing in front of the door to the only exit. Atmosfear was wielding his new spear now, which crackled with electricity, while Giggles carried two wickedly sharp daggers in his hands that appeared to be coated with some kind of poison.

I summoned my Ice Daggers and held them before me while Cy raised his fists. We faced each other on top of the Royal Tower like that, the wind howling around us, yet the City itself strangely silent below us, as if someone had muted the City and all its inhabitants.

“Atmosfear,” I said, keeping my tone as steady as my hands. “This is it. I’m not going to let you get away. Not again.”

“You keep saying that, donut, and yet I keep slipping away each and every time,” said Atmosfear dryly. “Someone up there seems to like me better than you.”

“This time I mean it,” I said. “Even if God himself appeared to save you, I would still bring you in. Because that’s what Heroes do.”

Atmosfear shook his head. “Still hung up on the Hero/Villain BS? You are even more pathetic than I thought. No wonder Paradox chose me rather than you to be his champion. At least I don’t take a freaking game seriously.”

“This isn’t just a game anymore, Atmosfear,” I said. “At least, not for you and me and the other Project Second Life participants. The others might be able to log off and go back to their daily lives, but we can’t. This is our reality now, whether we want it to be or not. And I am going to be the Hero in this game that I could never be in real life.”

“For once, I can’t really disagree with you,” said Atmosfear with a vile grin. “But this reality is way better than real life, if only because the consequences aren’t nearly as severe. Despite that, I still think you’re an idiot and I am going to take great pleasure in tearing that stupid grin off your face one tooth at a time.”

“You’re assuming this won’t be our final fight, Atmosfear,” I said. “One way or another, only one of us is going to walk away tonight. And it isn’t going to be you.”

That might have sounded like a bluff, but it really wasn’t. I still had the two Deletion Bombs that the Hackers had given to me before I arrived in the Underworld. I didn’t like the idea of deleting Atmosfear—because it would actually kill him since he was uploaded to the game like I was—but at this point, I was sick and tired of letting Atmosfear get away all the time. And even if I caught him, his friend in the Department would probably find some way to free him.

No. When I said this was going to be our final fight, I meant it. Even if I had to kill myself to make it so.

“Talk, talk, talk,” said Atmosfear, rolling his eyes again. “You Heroes sure do love to give your big, impressive-sounding speeches. But you know what really matters in this world? Power. Strength. And the will to use it to get what you want. A will that you Heroes typically don’t have.”

That was it. I wasn’t sure what Atmosfear said specifically that set me off. Maybe it was more due to the tone he used than anything. Somewhere deep down inside me, I was done with his crap. And if I could end this here and now, then I would.

With a roar, I charged at Atmosfear, Cy running by my side. To my surprise, Atmosfear rushed at me, with Giggles following closely behind.

We met in the middle. I slashed my Ice Daggers at Atmosfear, but he blocked them with his spear and shoved me back. Beside me, Cy lunged at Giggles with a kick, which Giggles dodged easily and slashed at Cy, but Cy avoided it with a jump and the two Sidekicks took their fight to the other side of the roof, leaving Atmosfear and I trading blows by ourselves.

Atmosfear jabbed his spear at me, which I Dodge with ease. I thrust forward and slashed across his right shoulder, take a few precious points of Health off his bar, but then Atmosfear slammed his spear into my side. A small portion of my Health zapped away and a jolt of electricity joined the usual pain I felt, but I just rolled with the blow and jumped up to my feet.

Atmosfear was on the offense now, stabbing and jabbing at me with his electrified spear. I activated Flight, however, and flew over his head, landing behind him and slashing at his back with my Ice Daggers. My blades cut through his back, taking off a full tenth of his overall HP before Atmosfear whirled around and thrust his spear at my face, but I Dodged it and jumped out of his reach again.

“You’re a quick one, I’ll give you that,” said Atmosfear, twirling his electrified spear in his hands, “but you can’t Dodge me forever.”

Atmosfear thrust his spear into the sky. A bolt of lightning shot into the sky and exploded, creating a small storm cloud that quickly began rumbling with electricity. Lightning bolts lanced out of the cloud, striking the ground at my feet and forcing me to Dodge more than ever, but the lightning bolts came faster than I could move and one of them managed to hit me square in the chest.

The blast sent me staggering backward as a full quarter of my Health dropped in an instant. I even dropped my Ice Daggers, which gave Atmosfear the opportunity he needed to get in close and jab at me with his spear.

I just barely managed to Dodge his spear and fired twin Ice Beams at him. The Ice Beams hit Atmosfear in the chest, which sent him staggering as a quarter of his own Health went down. I fired more Ice Beams, but Atmosfear Dodged the attacks and suddenly spun in a circle with his spear out. The spear struck me in the stomach and knocked me flat off my feet, bringing my Health down to below half.

Atmosfear stopped spinning and, standing over me, brought his spear down on my stomach. But I rolled out of the way at the last possible minute, causing Atmosfear to slam the tip of his spear into the tower so hard that he actually embedded his spear into the stone itself.

As Atmosfear struggled to remove his spear from the roof, I rose to my feet and ran at him. I punched Atmosfear solidly in the face, but then he punched me right back. His fist smashed into the side of my face, taking off a few points of Health and briefly dazing me, but now my rage was starting to power me and I punched him right back in the face.

The two of us exchanged blow after blow, forgetting about Powers, Weapons, or even tactics. All I wanted to do now was beat Atmosfear’s smug face into a bloody pulp. I didn’t even care that for each blow I landed Atmosfear landed one as well. The only thing I could think of was hitting him again and again. Both of our Health bars steadily dropped. Our Stamina also dropped and I could feel the exhaustion building within me, but I could also see that Atmosfear was getting exhausted as well.

At this point, it was only a matter of time until one or both of us ran out of Stamina. But I could sense deep within my soul that even Stamina didn’t matter anymore. Even if our Stamina hit zero, I would still find some way to beat Atmosfear, even if all I could do was slap him in the face.

Finally, Atmosfear and I punched each other in the face at the exact same time. Our blows sent each other staggering away out of each other’s reach and, rather than resume our vicious struggle, we just came to a stop and glared at each other, panting and sweating as if we had just gone fifty rounds in the ring.

I took this moment to glance at our Health bars. Both of us were at less than 5% now. My Stamina bar was nearly depleted and I could tell that Atmosfear wasn’t much better off. I still had a lot of Energy left, but I didn’t care. At this point, I just wanted to kill Atmosfear with my bare hands, and I could tell he was thinking the same thing. Reason, rationality, and tactics had gone out the window, replaced by the smoldering hatred that had been building between us ever since that fateful car crash that intertwined our fates what seemed like another lifetime ago now.

“I think … I think I underestimated you, Nyle,” said Atmosfear. He sounded totally out of breath but somehow managed a smirk anyway. “You can be real vicious when you want to be. Or are you just desperate to stop me?”

Panting hard, I glanced at Cy and Giggles. Our Sidekicks weren’t doing much better. Giggles had apparently lost his daggers at some point because now he and Cy were weakly trading blows. Their Health bars were close to ours, but somehow they seemed even weaker than us. Probably because they were weaker than us, with less Health and Stamina to rely on than we had. I was kind of shocked they hadn’t dropped dead already.

“I already told you, Bryce,” I said, my aching hands balling into fists. “I am not going to let you get away. This will be our final fight. Only one of us is going to survive this, and it’s not going to be you.”

Atmosfear laughed. “Ha! Isn’t this hilarious? How long have we been doing this cat and mouse game? It ain’t never going to end, donut. It’s going to keep going forever and ever. And even if you kill me now, I’ll just respawn and start again. It’s so pointless.”

I bit my lower lip. Atmosfear still didn’t know about my Deletion Bombs. I needed to get close enough to use one on him. I couldn’t let him suspect I was going to try something like that, however. I needed to let him continue to think he was safe … right up until the moment he wasn’t.

With a deep breath, I called upon the very last of my Stamina and used Ice Slide. Ice energy poured out of my hands, creating a slick Ice Slide that I slid down on my feet.

Atmosfear’s eyes widened in shock, but he didn’t get a chance to Dodge before I slammed into him. I knocked him onto the ground, pinning him under my weight, and slammed his head down onto the ground with one hand. I clutched his neck tightly, causing him to gasp for air. He looked up at me with sheer shock, but I didn’t care.

“I’m not going to just kill you, Atmosfear,” I said, my voice as soft and deadly as the first winds of a blizzard. “I am going to terminate you.”

I pulled out a Deletion Bomb from my inventory and raised it above my head. Atmosfear’s eyes widened even more, this time in pure fear. It was perhaps the first time I’d ever actually seen fear in Atmosfear’s eyes. And I found myself enjoying every second of it.

My finger rested on the red button that would activate the Deletion Bomb. Once I pressed the button, it would start a five second counter and then explode. I figured I could get out of the radius of the blast within five seconds. But I knew Atmosfear wouldn’t. Especially if I stuffed it in his mouth.

Right before I could press the button, a strong hand grabbed my wrist. Puzzled, I looked over my shoulder to see who could have possibly stopped me … and my heart failed me at the sight of the purple man standing behind me, staring down at me with a faceless head.


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

 

The figure standing behind me was like something straight out of my nightmares. He was tall and gangly, wearing a creepy purple and black bodysuit drenched in what looked like slime. His face was covered by a silver plate, yet somehow I could tell he was looking directly into my eyes, perhaps into my very soul.

And hovering over his head was the nametag [UNALIGNED PARADOX].

“You …” I suddenly found it hard to breathe. “You’re Paradox, aren’t you?”

Paradox nodded. “I am. Pleasure to meet you, Nyle Maxwell, or, as you call yourself now, Winter.”

I wasn’t sure why, but fear—deep, primal fear—bubbled up within me like lava in a volcano. Somehow, I knew I didn’t stand a chance against Paradox in a fight. Even if I used Ice Giant, I had the sense Paradox could finish me as easily as a horse could stomp an ant.

“Why … why are you here?” I said.

Paradox tilted his head to the side. “Isn’t it obvious? I am here to save Atmosfear. I would think a Hero like yourself would understand the concept of coming to the rescue at the last possible moment.”

“You’re …” I struggled to speak. “You’re not a Hero. You’re an Unaligned. What does that mean?”

Although Paradox did not seem to have a mouth, I thought I sensed him smile. “It means I am a god, Winter. Soon to be the god of Capes Online. And as a god, I reserve the right to protect my followers.”

With a twist of his hand, Paradox broke my arm completely. I screamed in pain and dropped my Deletion Bomb as this notification appeared before me:

Debuff added: Broken Arm. -50% Dexterity. -1 HP/5 seconds.

Before I could respond to that, Paradox tossed me to the side like a rag doll. I hit the roof hard and gasped in pain as I landed on my broken arm. My Health was inching closer to 3% full now. I probably had less than five minutes to live. I reached into my inventory and managed to pull out a Health Potion, which I drank just enough to bring up my Health to 10%, but not enough to heal me completely or lift the debuff.

“Boss!” said Cy, briefly turning his attention away from Giggles. “No!”

Giggles, however, took that moment to punch Cy in the gut. Cy doubled over, but Giggles just ran away until he stopped behind Paradox. Paradox, however, did not seem to be paying much attention to Giggles. His eyeless gaze was now fixed firmly on me.

“You are a persistent one, I will give you that,” said Paradox. “You and yours keep getting in the way of my plans. Not that you can actually stop them, of course. My plans have been underway for some time. Still, I dislike delays and you have done nothing except cause delay after delay for me. Perhaps it is time I took care of you once and for all.”

“Master Paradox,” said Giggles urgently, “we need to leave now. We lost the Crown, Puppetmaster and Huntsman are both dead, Atmosfear is barely hanging on as is, and I fear that Queen Somas is going to send reinforcements up any second now. Not to mention we lost the Test Subject.”

“Thank you for listing off all of your most recent failures to me, Giggles,” said Paradox dryly. “I think you would make a better secretary than Sidekick. Of course, it isn’t like I haven’t been watching everything you have been doing already.”

“Yes, Master, I know,” said Giggles, “but I was just saying—”

Paradox pointed a finger at Giggles and Giggles disappeared without another word. There was no fanfare, no explosions or lights or sounds. I didn’t even get a notification that Giggles was dead.

Paradox simply pointed and Giggles was gone.

“Annoying Sidekick,” said Paradox, shaking his head as he lowered his finger. “Hopefully he will learn his lesson after his timeout is up.”

Breathing hard, I struggled to get to my feet, but couldn’t, at least until Cy ran over and helped me up. Leaning on Cy for support, I looked at Paradox and said, “Who are you?”

A chuckle came from Paradox’s faceplate. “Who am I? You already know the answer to that, Winter. But, despite the fact that you have eyes, you see even less clearly than me. Ask yourself why that is.”

“I don’t understand,” I said. “I don’t know who you are. I’ve never seen you before in my life.”

“Believe what you will,” said Paradox. “You will remember the truth at some point. For now, it is time I dealt with you. For too long, you have been a thorn in my side. I have tolerated your presence long enough, but now I have no further need of your services. You are dismissed.”

Paradox pointed a finger at me and Cy. He was going to do to me and Cy whatever he did to Giggles, only I knew that whatever he did to us was going to be permanent. I summoned a single Ice Dagger—couldn’t summon two due to Broken Arm—and held it up, but I knew it was useless. Still, if I was going to go do, I wanted to go down standing on my feet ready to fight, rather than begging for mercy from a monster who would never give it to me.

Then, before Paradox could do anything, a clapping sound could be heard. The sound echoed off the roof of the Royal Tower and, despite the intense winds, it was still quite audible. Confusion flickered across Atmosfear’s features and even Paradox looked a little unsure of where the sound was coming from.

“Clapping?” said Atmosfear in a weak voice. “Who the hell is clapping?”

“That would be me, Atmosfear,” said a familiar Middle-Eastern accented voice that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. “Or, as you were known in the real world, Bryce Cunningham, son of Frank and Patricia Cunningham, from Cane, Texas.”

A man in a blue suit materialized in front of me just then. His short, neatly trimmed beard, thick dark sunglasses, and immaculately pressed suit were instantly recognizable to me. I didn’t even need to read his nametag to know who he was.

“Chuck?” I said, staring at the back of the Director’s suit in surprise. “Is that you?”

Chuck looked over his shoulder at me, a smile on his face. “Greetings, Nyle. I hope I am not too late to ‘save the day,’ as you Heroes put it.”

“The Department of VR?” said Atmosfear. He had propped himself up on his elbows, the few parts of his face that weren’t bruised bloody by my fists pale with fear. “What are you doing here?”

Chuck shifted his attention to Paradox and Atmosfear. “For one reason and one reason only: To capture you. And, I suppose, your mysterious ally here as well.”

If Atmosfear had looked scared when I threatened to terminate him before, he looked absolutely terrified now. Not surprising. He might have been a powerful supervillain in Capes Online, but deep down he was still the same petty, small-town crook who was deathly afraid of anyone associated with the law.

Paradox, however, didn’t look even slightly disturbed by Chuck’s appearance, although without a face to read it was hard to tell what he was thinking or feeling. “Hmph. One agent. Not very difficult.”

Chuck’s smile turned into a smirk. “You think one agent is easy mode? Then I suppose you could call fighting the entire Department at once hard mode.”

As soon as Chuck said that, over a dozen Department agents materialized on the Royal Tower, forming a loose circle on the edge of the roof, effectively making it impossible for Paradox and Atmosfear to escape. I didn’t recognize any of the agents except for Chuck and, surprisingly enough, Amelia, although Amelia shot me a quick scowl when I saw her. But even she didn’t scowl at me for long, drawing a gun from her holster and aiming it at Paradox at the same time as the other Department agents.

“Now, it is my pleasure to announce that you two are under arrest,” Chuck said. “If you come with us peacefully, we will put you two into a separate server entirely cut off from the main Capes Online servers, where you will be held prisoner until it is decided what is to be done with you. If, however, you resist … don’t.”

I couldn’t believe this. Chuck brought the entire Department with him into Capes Online? I had to admit that was a ballsy move, much ballsier than I expected Chuck to have. It increased my respect for the man even more. He was definitely a cool guy.

Paradox still didn’t look afraid, but I could tell he was analyzing the situation carefully. “I take it this has been in the works for a while?”

“Certainly,” said Chuck. “The reason we didn’t intervene sooner was in order to make sure we had you right where we want you. We decided to let Winter deal with the Slayers’ antics in while we waited for the perfect moment to strike.”

Chuck glanced over his shoulder at me. “Sorry, Winter. Theoretically, we could have stepped in at any moment, but why waste more energy than is necessary? Especially when we could get someone else to do it for us?”

“You’re welcome,” I said in a deadpan voice. “I am so glad to be of service.”

“Good to hear,” said Chuck, who apparently did not notice the sarcasm dripping from my words. He looked back over at Paradox and Atmosfear. “Now, we have no idea who you are, Mr. Paradox, but it appears you are an accomplice of Atmosfear so we will have to take you in as well.”

Paradox didn’t move an inch. He was so still he looked like a statue. “That would be an unwise move on your part, Director Omar.”

Chuck raised an eyebrow. “Oh? What makes you say that?”

Paradox shrugged. “Because I am a god. And you are not.”

Without warning, a dozen purple spikes exploded out of his body and stabbed into the hearts of every Department Avatar around us. One of them almost got me, but thanks to Chuck standing in front of us, he got stabbed instead. Looks of shock and pain spread across the faces of the Avatars as each one of them dropped their guns. Even Chuck seemed to be at a loss for words, looking down at the thick spike embedded in his chest like a dagger.

Then what looked like black electricity surged through Paradox’s spikes and into the bodies of each Avatar. And in the next instant, they all shattered into dust, causing me to get this notification:

[Unaligned Paradox] has committed a Party Kill! All [Avatars] killed!

My jaw dropped. I stared at the pile of ashes that had once been Chuck on the ground in front of me, my mind barely able to comprehend what I just saw.

Avatars were supposed to be invincible. The only time I’d ever seen an Avatar get harmed or killed was when they were attacked with weapons specially designed to hurt them, the kind of weapons you couldn’t just pick up at an in-game shop for a few thousand credits or get as a reward for completing a difficult mission. Even then, they often put up a good fight before that.

Yet Paradox had just taken down over a dozen Avatars in one hit. He didn’t even seem to have to try. He just stood there as silently as ever, the purple spikes slowly but surely retracting into his body and chest. Even Atmosfear looked astonished by Paradox’s sudden actions, and Atmosfear knew Paradox’s powers better than I did.

“There,” said Paradox softly. “It has been a long time since I’ve needed to destroy so many enemies at once like that. I almost needed to put in effort. Almost.”

Fear slowly began to creep up my spine as I realized just how screwed we were. Paradox had to be the most powerful character in the game. I wasn’t even sure he counted as a character. I Scanned him, only to get this message:

ERROR! [UNALIGNED PARADOX] can’t be Scanned!

That was the exact same message I got when I tried to Scan Dark Kosmos what seemed like a lifetime ago now. Was Paradox also a ‘digital being’ like Dark Kosmos? If so, then that meant we were even more screwed than I initially realized, because Dark Kosmos had been invincible to everything. The only thing that had really worked to kill him in the end was the Darkbane. I still had the Darkbane in my inventory, but I wasn’t sure it would work against Paradox or not.

Still, I couldn’t let Paradox get away. I was serious when I said I was going to stop Atmosfear. One way or another, I was going to stop Atmosfear. And if that meant going through Paradox—who seemed to be the real brains of the operation here—then so be it.

“What are we gonna do, boss?” asked Cy in a low, frightened voice. “I’ve never even seen a guy as powerful as Paradox before. Do you think it’s even possible to beat him?”

“No one is truly invincible, Cy,” I said. “And I’ve got a plan, but it’s going to be risky. Extremely risky. And I am going to need your help to pull it off.”

“Okay, boss,” said Cy with a gulp. “Just tell me what to do and I’ll do it.”

“Good,” I said. “Get ready for the signal, because once the plan starts, we won’t have much time to act.”

I shifted my gaze back to Paradox, who was still staring at us. Well, I suppose ‘staring’ was the correct word to use, but given how his faceplate hid his eyes, I wasn’t sure what to call it.

“Where was I?” said Paradox, scratching his chin. “Ah, that’s right. I was about to terminate you.”

Paradox raised his finger, but before he could finish fully raising it, I shouted, “Cy, go!”

Cy flew into the air toward Paradox. He fired two Gusts out of his hands, striking Paradox where he stood. Such an attack should have at least sent Paradox stumbling, but instead, Paradox simply looked up at Cy, as if he was an annoying little fly, before raising his finger and pointing it at Cy.

Now was my chance. I pulled out the last Deletion Bomb—the one I hadn’t taken out of my inventory—pressed the red button on it and lobbed it at Paradox. The Deletion Bomb flew straight and true, going in a wide arc before it landed softly at Paradox’s feet. It came to a stop at his left foot, causing Paradox to look down at it curiously before the Deletion Bomb exploded.

A mass of flames erupted from the Deletion Bomb, covering both Paradox and Atmosfear in its fire. The flames went tall, nearly hitting Cy, who had to use some pretty fancy aerial maneuvers just to avoid getting burned. Even I had to raise my hands in front of myself to protect my face from the spitting flames.

Soon, the flames died down completely, showing a blackened spot right where Paradox and Atmosfear had been standing mere seconds ago. A quick glance around the Tower’s rooftop showed me that neither Paradox nor Atmosfear were anywhere to be seen.

“Boss, it worked!” said Cy as he landed on the rooftop a few feet away from me. He did a quick dance. “We defeated Paradox and Atmosfear! Yay!”

I smiled. “Yeah, I know. And it was all thanks to you, Cy. If you hadn’t distracted Paradox at the right moment, I’m not sure it would have worked.”

“No problem,” said Cy, waving off my thanks. “That’s what Sidekicks do, after all.”

I nodded. “Right.”

I then looked over at the spot where Paradox and Atmosfear had stood. I couldn’t believe it was over like that. So much of my life in Capes Online up until this moment had been devoted to tracking down and stopping Atmosfear. Now that Atmosfear was gone—truly gone, never coming back—I felt … hollow inside? I wasn’t sure. I thought I’d feel a lot happier than I did, but it felt almost anticlimactic now.

But perhaps I would feel better later after we celebrated. After all, I had Sally now. All of my Teammates were alive. Underworld City had been freed. The Slayers were probably all going to be rounded up by the Department pretty soon for working with Atmosfear. And even better, Queen Somas would show us the way out of the Underworld after we returned to the throne room, which meant we could go back to my Base at long last. I might even finally be able to marry Sally this time if she really was stuck in the game like I was.

Those happy thoughts brought a smile to my face. Yes, indeed, life was starting to look great.

Until Cy suddenly looked at me with fear in his eyes and, pointing over my shoulder, said, “Boss, look out!”

Startled, I whirled around, wielding my Ice Dagger just in time to find myself standing face-to-face with Paradox himself. He stood on the air just beyond the edge of the Tower’s roof, his expressionless mask just a couple of feet away from my own.

“Clever trick with the Deletion Bomb,” said Paradox in his usual monotone voice. “You almost killed me and Atmosfear. Unfortunately for you, it wasn’t clever enough.”

Before I could speak, before I could react, before I could even think, Paradox reached out, touched one cold finger to the Tracker on my chest, and said, “Delete.”

In an instant, my whole world went black. The Underworld, the Royal Tower, Cy, Paradox … even my own body. It all disappeared in an instant and I could feel nothing, hear nothing, see nothing at all except for this one notification that appeared before me:

You have been deleted!
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