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CHAPTER ONE

 

In an instant, Winter was gone. He disappeared like mist in the wind.

An empty feeling entered Cyclone’s heart when he saw Winter vanish. One moment, his boss and Hero, Winter, was standing there on the Royal Tower in Underworld City, a smile on his face while Cyclone did his usual victory dance after they defeated Paradox and Atmosfear.

In the next, Cyclone saw Paradox appear on the air behind Winter. Cyclone had shouted at Winter to look out. Winter had turned around, only for Paradox to reach out, touch his chest with one finger, and say one word:

“Delete.”

And that was that. In the blink of an eye, Winter was gone. The spot on the Royal Tower’s roof where he had been standing less than a second ago was empty, leaving no sign that Winter had ever been here at all.

Still, a part of him hoped that maybe Winter hadn’t actually been deleted, that perhaps he had simply been turned invisible or something like that. That is, until this notification appeared in his vision:

[Hero Winter] has been deleted.

Cyclone’s breath caught in his lungs. He glanced at his character screen and saw Winter’s name and icon crossed out. An ominous feeling of doom began to overcome Cyclone. Cyclone was normally a very happy-go-lucky kind of guy, but the dread crawling up his spine like a spider was completely different from anything he had felt before. Even his fear of Huntsman hadn’t been this paralyzing, this deadly. He couldn’t even talk, which was a huge issue for him, because Cyclone loved talking. The wind whipped around him, while the heat from the exploded Deletion Bomb still rose slightly from the roof underneath his feet.

Boss is gone, Cyclone thought. He’s deleted. He’s …

Cyclone couldn’t even think that last word. Tears started to form at the corners of his eyes, but he didn’t let himself cry. Not yet. He wiped the tears away, but they kept coming anyway. It felt like someone had broken the water pipes in his head with a wrench.

Paradox, on the other hand, simply lowered his hand to his side. It was weird how he stood on the air like that. Cyclone originally thought Paradox might have Air Step, a Power that allowed people to walk on air, but after seeing Paradox delete Winter with a simple touch, he wasn’t sure what Paradox was anymore. He wasn’t even sure if Paradox was a player at all.

“Hmph,” said Paradox. There was no emotion in his voice whatsoever, not helped by the plain metal faceplate he wore over his face. “He put up a better fight than I expected, but in the end, he was just another player after all. I should have killed him sooner.”

Hearing Paradox talk so dismissively about Winter snapped Cyclone out of his grief. Red hot anger boiled in Cyclone’s spirit, anger he had felt when facing Huntsman earlier, only much deeper and stronger than before.

“You murdered my boss!” Cyclone screamed, pointing at Paradox. “You monster!”

Paradox suddenly looked up at Cyclone like he had forgotten he was there. “You are still here? Odd. You should have stopped being a Sidekick as soon as Winter was deleted. Perhaps there is a delay in the D.E.S.”

If Cyclone had been in the mood to think straight, he would have realized Paradox was correct. Sidekicks could only exist in relation to their Heroes or Villains. If a Hero or Villain was deleted, as Winter had been, then Cyclone would be stripped of his Sidekick title and would go back to being just a Civilian. That is, until a new Hero or Villain entered the world and the System—as Cyclone had come to think of it—chose him to be their friendly, helpful Sidekick.

But Cyclone was in even less of a mood to think than he normally was. Grief like he hadn’t felt in a long time bubbled up inside him like a volcano about to explode.

With a yell, Cyclone thrust his hands forward and unleashed Gust. Powerful, concentrated gusts of wind exploded from his hands and swept across the roof of the Royal Tower, sending the dust and dirt leftover from the Deletion Bomb swirling through the air.

Yet when Gust hit Paradox, he didn’t even budge. His slimy, purple-and-black Costume seemed entirely unaffected by the hurricane-level winds roaring around him. Paradox just stood there, not making even one sound, before he shook his head and blinked out of existence.

But then he reappeared in front of Cyclone and punched him in the face. Crying out in pain, Cyclone hit the flagged stones of the Royal Tower. Dazed, he saw that half of his Health had drained in an instant. It was a testament to how powerful Paradox was that he could take off more than half of Cyclone’s Health in one blow like that. And even worse, Cyclone suspected Paradox was holding back.

“Foolish anomaly,” said Paradox. “I don’t understand why you are still a Sidekick despite the loss of your player, but no matter. You can join Winter in the great beyond … assuming anything more than nothingness lies on the other side of the black door of death for NPCs like you.”

Paradox reached down toward Cyclone with one hand. Cyclone tried to get up but found his Stamina so exhausted from Paradox’s single attack that all he could do was stare up at Paradox’s incoming hand. He knew his time was up. Cyclone wasn’t much of a religious man, so he didn’t have any real preconceived notions of what happened after death. But he always did have a squeamish fear of death, especially deletion, which he always thought of as final death.

Well, maybe I’ll at least get to see boss again, Cyclone thought, watching Paradox’s outstretched hand growing closer and closer to his face. Hopefully.

That was when a massive roar rent the air like a sword. The roar was so loud that even Paradox paused. Although his faceplate hid his expression, Cyclone thought Paradox seemed shocked by the unidentified roar as he was.

“What is that?” said Paradox, looking around. “Another trick?”

Cyclone held up his hands. “Don’t look at me. I’m just a humble Sidekick. I can’t roar like a dragon. I can sort of meow like a cat, though. Want to hear it?”

Paradox looked at Cyclone in disbelief. “Why in the world would I want to—”

Paradox was interrupted by another roar and then the loud flapping of wings. A massive, brown-scaled dragon shot up past the edge of the roof. Its huge shadow fell over them as the dragon performed a lap around the roof. Both Paradox and Cyclone looked up in surprise and confusion at the massive dragon, its huge wings generating far more wind with each flap than Cyclone could summon with his own powers.

“A dragon?” said Paradox. “Where did this come from?”

Cyclone was also confused, at least until the dragon came to a stop several feet away from the roof, flapping its own wings hard to maintain its position in the air. The dragon’s curved head, brown scales, and whip-like tail, along with its parachute-like wings, were instantly recognizable to Cyclone, but any doubts he had about the dragon’s identity were swept away when he saw its rider.

A black man rode on what looked like a saddle on the dragon’s back, right in between its wings. The black man wore a shining golden football helmet, which was the coolest thing among his hodgepodge of a Costume. Well, Cyclone never thought of it as truly hodgepodge. The thick work gloves, the rubber boots, the huge shoulder pads … that always looked awesome to Cyclone. Other people might think FunkyFresh94—or, as Cyclone knew him, Funky—looked like a noob who had no idea what he was doing, but Cyclone knew from experience that Funky was far more capable than he looked.

“Cy!” Funky shouted. “Sorry I’m late! Those brainwashed Dwellers were a real pain in the ass. Came as fast as I could.”

“Don’t worry, Funky!” Cyclone shouted back, giving him the thumbs up. “Aside from the fact this Paradox guy is pretty much a god, I’m okay!”

“What about Winter?” asked Funky. “I saw the notification that said he was deleted, but—”

Funky stopped speaking when he looked at Paradox. Cyclone had really good long-distance vision—better than his short-distance vision—which was how he was able to see a light of recognition appear in Funky’s eyes when they landed on Paradox. Weird. Did Funky know Paradox?

Paradox also seemed to know Funky. His usual calm demeanor was gone. Instead, when he stood up and turned to face Funky, he acted like he was about to come face-to-face with his equal for the first time. His muscles were far more tense, like a tiger about to jump on its prey. But Cy didn’t try to attack him while he was distracted, knowing from experience just how useless his attacks were.

“I didn’t expect to see you here,” said Paradox. “I thought I would never see you again.”

Funky’s eyes narrowed. “You shouldn’t exist. You know that?”

Well, that was a rather rude thing to say, Cy thought. True, Paradox was clearly a sociopathic monster who probably only saw other people as a means to an end, who had helped Atmosfear and other Villains get away with all kinds of evil things, murdered Winter right in front of his eyes, and also had a really bad fashion sense, but Cy still thought Funky could be a bit more polite than that.

“So you haven’t forgotten what I am?” said Paradox. He spread his arms. “Then you know why I can’t die. And why I am destined to become the god of the new world. Will you join me in my quest to achieve ultimate power or will you oppose me?”

Cyclone expected Funky to say no—it’s what Winter would have done—but instead, doubt and hesitation flickered across Funky’s face. That made no sense to Cyclone. Then again, a lot of things didn’t make sense to Cyclone, including the true purpose of aglets, which a detective friend of his had once assured him were quite sinister.

But then Funky shook his head and scowled. “No. You murdered Winter, who is my friend. That is something I can never forgive, no matter what.”

Paradox lowered his arms. Unless Cyclone’s eyes were playing tricks on him, Paradox seemed almost … hurt by Funky’s statement. “Is that so? Then you have chosen to perish alongside Winter.”

Paradox raised his hand, but before he could do anything, Lennox the dragon rushed forward. The huge dragon moved faster than Cyclone had ever seen him move before, even faster than Paradox could teleport. Lennox snatched Paradox in his huge, deadly claws and then took off into the air. The wind from his flapping wings nearly sent Cyclone stumbling over the edge of the roof to the streets of the Underworld City below, but he managed to grab onto the edge at the last second and pull himself back over.

Panting hard, Cyclone looked up. Lennox had already flown a great distance in such a short time. He wouldn’t even be visible against the black, underground sky of the cavern in which the Underworld City had been built if not for the golden glow that generated from the dragon like a sun. It was probably Funky’s golden football helmet providing the glow, which made Cyclone wish he had a golden football helmet. Cyclone wasn’t really into sports except for cricket, but he thought a golden football helmet would be really cool to have.

Despite the distance, Cyclone thought he saw Lennox hurl something—Paradox, most likely—into the air. The small thing flew like a bullet until it struck one of the many stalactites hanging from the cavern’s ceiling, the stalactites that provided most of the Underworld’s natural lighting in lieu of the sun and stars.

When Paradox crashed into the stalactite, a massive explosion ripped across the cavern roof. The light from the explosion was so bright that it completely banished the darkness on the ceiling, lighting up the entire cavern like the sun itself had descended into the Underworld. It showed the hundreds of thousands—maybe even millions—of stalactites which covered the ceiling of the cavern, their crystalline forms shining so brightly that Cyclone thought he was going to go blind for sure.

But then the light faded away, causing the Underworld to return to its normal level of illumination, and then a few seconds after that shards of crystal began to rain down on Cyclone, the remains of the destroyed stalactite. It was quite beautiful, really, reminding Cy of an old poem he had once written to a girl in fourth grade he had a crush on about how his heart was a crystal and it was going to rain all over her heart like a—

Thunk. Something hard and metal slammed into the back of Cyclone’s head hard enough to take a few points off his Health bar.

“Ow!” said Cyclone, rubbing the back of his head. “That hurt! What was that?”

Cyclone looked down when he said that and immediately saw the answer to his question:

It was the smoldering metal faceplate of Paradox.


CHAPTER TWO

 

I had known about deletion in Capes Online for about as long as I’d been playing the game. It was what the Department of Virtual Reality had threatened to do to Project Second Life participants like me who broke the law or endangered the secrecy of the Project somehow.

Deletion, as I understood it, was different from dying. When a character in Capes Online died, they usually respawned if they were a player or Sidekick. Most other types of NPCs, however, didn’t respawn upon death. They truly died and couldn’t come back at all barring some type of resurrection Power I knew nothing about.

Deletion went a step beyond merely killing you. For most players, if their character was deleted, it meant they couldn’t play as that character ever again. That meant all of your progress—the Levels, Powers, Skills, Equipment, and more that you had gained, the hundreds or even thousands of hours of effort you put into making your character great—was gone. If you still wanted to play Capes Online even after all of that, then you needed to create a new character from scratch and start from the very beginning.

For most players, that was a huge problem. I’d read more than a few topics on the Capes Online Forums of other players bitching about getting their characters deleted, usually because they flagrantly broke some rule in the Capes Online TOS. Some players simply went and made a new character, but quite a few people just quit playing Capes Online in general. Given how realistic Capes Online was, I could see how losing their character could be potentially traumatizing to some people. I still held the opinion, though, that anyone who claimed to be ‘traumatized’ by video games probably didn’t understand what true suffering was.

Still, for most players, deletion wasn’t the end of the world. They still had their bodies in the real world to go back to. They could log off Capes Online and go back to their day jobs. They could sit down and have dinner with their family or go out with their friends for a drink at the bar. As annoying and disappointing at it was to lose all that progress, deleted players never really lost what was most important.

It was just a game, after all. Not life.

Well, not for them, anyway.

For me—and the other participants in the top-secret joint UN/SI Games program known as Project Second Life—Capes Online was our life. Literally. Without our bodies in the real world to log off back to, we were entirely dependent on Capes Online itself for our continued existence. I had always assumed that deletion for us would be the same as termination for real players and death for NPCs, which is to say, it would be the final death that no one could respawn from.

Hence, when Paradox touched my chest and said that one simple word—“Delete”—I knew my time had come. It was over. Not just my physical life in the real world, but my new digital life in Capes Online.

And it was even worse than you think. Right before Paradox showed up after mysteriously surviving an attack that should have killed him outright, I had been on top of the world. I had finally defeated Atmosfear. His allies had all been killed and sent to respawn in their Hideouts. We had freed the Dwellers and the Underworld City from Puppetmaster’s sadistic rule. And, more importantly to me, I had reunited with Sally, the love of my life, who finally remembered me after forgetting me for a long time.

But once again, fate had seen fit to rip all of that from my hands. Just like when I died in the real world and found myself in Capes Online, separate from my friends and family and everyone and everything I had known in real life, fate had yanked it from my hands and threw it over the side of the boat like so much trash.

I was really starting to hate fate. Or God. Or the guy who put me in Capes Online in the first place. Or whatever the hell was in charge here. I didn’t care anymore. Whatever it was that had put me here needed a good old-fashioned punch to the face.

So when I got deleted, I expected to see, feel, hear, taste, and smell nothing. I, of course, didn’t really know what death felt like, despite the fact that I had died in real life. When I died in that car crash, everything just went black. I didn’t even feel anything. At the time, I thought I had died on impact, but then, of course, I woke up in Capes Online, and the rest was history.

When I got deleted, my whole world went black. As expected, I couldn’t see, feel, hear, taste, or smell anything. The only thing I saw was this notification hovering in front of me:

You have been deleted!

Those four words were perhaps the scariest words I had read in my life. It was as if God himself had come down from heaven and handed me a letter informing me that I had died. It was enough to take the wind out of my sails, the realization that I was well and truly gone sinking into my psyche like a boulder sinking into a mud pit.

I don’t know how long I stared at the notification. I wasn’t even sure how I was still able to read it at all. If I had been deleted, I shouldn’t be able to see anything, period. It made no sense to me. Then again, maybe this was what death was for digital beings like me. Just staring at the same for words forever and ever without end.

When I first awoke in Capes Online, I had wondered if I was in heaven, hell, or purgatory. But this new existence I found myself in was far worse than any of those things. Even burning eternally in hell would be a better fate than floating in endless darkness reading the same four words over and over again for all of eternity. The words seemed to mock me as if all of the work I’d put into myself since entering Capes Online was pointless.

That was when I felt a slight tug at my abdomen, or where my abdomen should be, because when I looked down, I didn’t see anything. Once again, I was vividly reminded of my time in the Capes Online Waiting Room, where I didn’t have a body at first.

Then, to my eternal shock, a new notification appeared, replacing the last one that I had read over and over again hundreds of times:

Deletion process complete. Files associated with character [Hero Winter] ready to send to the Junkyard.

Send to the Junkyard? What was the Junkyard?

Before I could even think to ask, I suddenly felt like I was caught in a sea current. I was rushed forward against my will into the endless blackness around me. No matter what I did, I couldn’t stop or even slow myself.

The endless blackness quickly gave way to a bizarre sea of multiple colors and textures. All around me, reds swirled, greens exploded, blues shone, yellows dashed back and forth, and whites and black slammed into each other again and again. A sea of ones and zeroes rushed past and through me. And still the ‘current,’ as I came to think of it, took me faster and faster down the ‘river’ until soon even the blurs around me became blurry. A primal fear rose within me at the thought that at the speed I was going, I would turn to dust the second I smashed into a solid object. Perhaps it as an irrational thought to have, given how I’d survived worse before, but nonetheless my instincts forced me to try to swim against the current.

But I was unable to even slow down the current. All I could do was try to make sense of its movements. Up, down, circle, sharp left turn, sharp right turn … it went so fast and took so many turns that I gave up trying to follow it. I just focused on surviving it to the best of my ability.

Several figures passed by me as I went. Some of them looked almost like other players—Heroes and Villains I didn’t recognize—while others looked like something straight out of a horror movie. In particular, I passed this hue, whale-like creature with snakes growing out of its sides and fire billowing out of its eyeballs. Another time, I caught a glimpse of a horror through a portal, a single red eye that nonetheless shone with such awful, primal hatred that I was glad the current was so fast. Otherwise, I was sure it would have killed me itself.

But even all of that passed away, and much too soon a brilliant white light exploded up ahead. The current was heading directly into the white light. The current picked up speed, to the point where my flesh felt like it was going to peel off my bones from the sheer force of the velocity.

Then I entered the white light and suddenly found myself flying through the air like a comet.

I soared through the air, unable to control my trajectory or see where I was going. Around me, I thought I caught glimpses of tall towers and buildings rising out of the mist, but I flew too fast for me to see anything in particular. All I could think was how fast I was going and how much it was going to hurt when I inevitably crashed into the ground.

And that happened much sooner than I expected. I crashed into what felt like concrete, but I didn’t die right away. I didn’t even get hurt. The light around me faded and soon I found myself lying on the ground again, panting and breathing hard.

Surprised and confused, I glanced at my Health bar. To my surprise, it was completely full. That was weird. I was pretty sure I had crashed into something hard. Under ordinary circumstances, I should have died. Even Capes Online, with its changed physics to accommodate Powers, wouldn’t have spared me from dying instantly. I had once watched a recorded video of a Speedster player who tried to literally run to Capes Online’s moon, only for his Energy to run out halfway and he fell back to Earth. It was the first time I really appreciated the level of detail the game’s designers went into making this game as realistic as possible, even if it did leave me feeling a little queasy afterward.

I slowly stood upright and looked around at my environment. I stood in a shallow crater in the middle of an empty street, a crater that had clearly been created when I crashed into the street.

For a moment, I almost wondered if my whole fight with Paradox in the Underworld had just been a really weird dream. Charles Omar—the current Director of the Department of VR and the only Department agent I didn’t want to strangle with my bare hands—had told me that only Project Second Life participants like me could dream in-game. Perhaps all of my adventures in the Underworld had been part of the same long nightmare and I was now back on the streets in Adventure City where I belonged.

But a cursory glance of my surroundings immediately cured me of that delusion.

I was indeed in a city, but it didn’t look anything at all like Adventure City. Or any other city I had ever visited, whether in Capes Online or in real life. Abandoned buildings of all shapes and sizes towered over me. Some of them were massive skyscrapers, while others were big box stores, and still others were warehouses. Country bungalows sat on top of corner stores, while two apartment buildings leaned against each other, standing only thanks to the support of the other.

The street around me was equally hodgepodge. An overturned sedan stood to my right, while a smashed garbage truck sat to my left. A horseless carriage stood with one wheel missing a few feet down, while a couple of bicycles lay forgotten on the street near a smashed fire hydrant from which no water sprang.

There were no people. No Heroes, Villains, Sidekicks, Civilians, or anyone else. No players. No NPCs. Nothing.

A heavy mist hung over the city, obscuring some of the buildings while making others resemble monsters lurking in the dark. I couldn’t even see the sun, yet somehow there was sufficient illumination by which to see.

“Hello?” I said. “Anyone there? Hello?”

My voice echoed through the dead city with no answer. Worried, I opened my Team Chat, only to get this message:

ERROR. Unable to connect to Team Winter chat. Please try again.

Alarmed, I tried again and again, but it wouldn’t connect. I switched over to my inbox and wrote out a quick message to all of my Teammates, but when I tried to send it, I got this message:

ERROR. Unable to send messages from the Junkyard.

The Junkyard? Was that the name of this city? It wasn’t exactly inappropriate, given all of the junk strewn around me, but it still seemed like an odd name to give to a city. I certainly wouldn’t want to move to a city called Junkyard, anyway.

I then tried to access the Capes Online Forums, only to have my access denied once again. On a whim, I tried to access the Internet itself, only to run into an error message. Not good.

Taking a deep breath, I tried not to panic. Okay, so I was in a mysterious, seemingly abandoned city in who-knows-where. I couldn’t contact any of my friends or allies. Somehow I was still alive and in one piece, but I could no longer be sure where I was. I wasn’t even sure I was still in Capes Online anymore. Or if I was even still deleted. I mean, if I was deleted, I shouldn’t be conscious at all, right? Right?

No point in getting worked up. The only way to find a way out of here—if indeed it was possible to escape ‘here,’ wherever ‘here’ was—was to explore the city. No problem. Video games about exploration were always my favorite. This would be easy.

That was when I heard scurrying in the mist surrounding me. It sounded like rats, only much larger. I looked around the mist, but couldn’t see anything.

“Hello?” I said, raising my voice to make sure I was heard. “Who’s there?”

Nothing. But I was sure I had heard something, so I said, “I said, who is there? Can you tell me where I am and how to get out of here?”

That was when the mist itself began to move around me. It twisted and distorted, causing me to summon my Ice Daggers instinctively and hold them up before me just in case I was about to be attacked.

But the mist didn’t attack me. Instead, forms began to appear in the mist, gradually growing in appearance until soon creatures began emerging from within.

The creatures looked like wolves, except they appeared to be made out of the mist itself. Their bluish, misty forms rippled as they emerged from within the fog. They were tall, muscular creatures, their red eyes gleaming against the quiet blue color of the mist. Long, deadly-looking fangs extended from their mouths almost like the fangs of sabertooth tigers. Their tails swishing behind them like a slaver’s whip cracking in the air. The nametags [MIST WOLVES] hung over their heads like ghosts.

The Mist Wolves had me surrounded on all sides … and then, with a combined howling noise that made my blood freeze, they rushed toward me, their jaws snapping as they rapidly descended on me as they went in for the kill.


CHAPTER THREE

 

Despite the fact that his head hurt, Cyclone was interested in the mask lying at his feet. Bending over, Cyclone picked up the faceplate and Scanned it:

Unknown Mask [ERROR]

Material: [ERROR]

[ERROR]. No Scan data is associated with this item. Send troubleshooting report to Capes Online Technical Support? Y/N

Cyclone blinked. He had never Scanned an item that had no data associated with it. He didn’t even know what ‘Capes Online Technical Support’ was. Winter would probably know, or maybe one of the other Heroes. Or ‘players,’ as they called themselves, which made no sense to Cyclone, but many things didn’t make sense to Cyclone, so he was used to it.

A flap of wings above made him look up. Funky and Lennox were flying back down toward him. At first, Cyclone wondered if Lennox was going to land on the roof of the Tower. The Tower’s roof was pretty sturdy, but he wasn’t sure it would be able to support the weight of a full-sized dragon like Lennox.

But then Funky jumped off of Lennox. As soon as he did, a flash of golden light enveloped the dragon and then dissipated, revealing that Lennox was back to his normal size, which was about the size of a cat. Funky landed in a three-point landing on the flagstones of the Tower and then stood up. Lennox landed on Funky’s shoulders where he was usually perched, but the little dragon then gave a great big yawn and closed his eyes as if to take a much needed nap.

“Whoa,” said Cyclone, staring at Funky in amazement. “That … was … awesome! Lennox grabbing Paradox and then throwing him into one of the stalactites, which are technically like the Underworld’s stars if you think about it, and then there was a big boom and—”

“He’s not dead,” said Funky, petting Lennox on the head.

Cyclone stopped speaking abruptly and looked at Funky in shock. “What do you mean he’s not dead? He was pretty strong, I’ll admit, but he was literally thrown into a star and exploded. Heck, I even got his mask right here. See?”

Cyclone held up Paradox’s faceplate and waved it in the air. “I don’t see Paradox wearing this anymore, do you?”

“Notice how we didn’t get any notifications about his death,” said Funky. “Plus, I suspect Paradox can’t be killed, not like most people. If I had to guess, I would say I probably delayed his plan, but not derailed it entirely.”

All of Cyclone’s happiness drained from him in an instant. “So he’s still alive? And is still going to try to kill us?”

“Maybe,” said Funky with a shrug. “He’s probably not coming back anytime soon, but he seems like the type of person to hold a grudge. In any case, I wouldn’t worry about it. We have more important things to worry about right now.”

Cyclone was about to explain to Funky why Paradox surviving that attack was probably more important than whatever he was going to say when the roar of an engine distracted him. A second later, Gears flew up over the edge of the Tower on a jetpack and landed a few feet away from them. Her Sidekick, Monkey Wrench—a short little guy who looked kind of like a monkey in overalls—flew up using his own smaller jetpack and landed next to her even as Gears tossed her jetpack aside and strode toward them.

“Where is he?” Gears asked sharply.

“Where is who?” asked Cyclone innocently.

Gears stopped and glared at Cyclone. “Winter. Where is he?”

Cyclone bit his lower lip. “Um, about that—”

“Yeah, I’m wondering the same thing,” said Funky, looking at Cyclone questioningly. “We got a notification that he had been deleted, but we’re not sure what that means.”

Cyclone rubbed his hands together uncertainly. He usually liked being the center of attention, but right now he wished Funky, Gears, and Monkey Wrench would look away. Having to explain to them what happened to Winter meant reliving that awful memory of Paradox deleting him again. He wasn’t even sure he would be able to do it, at least until he started to speak.

“Paradox deleted him,” said Cyclone, looking at his friends again. “We tried to delete him with a Deletion Bomb, but somehow he survived and then he appeared behind Winter and touched his chest and said ‘Delete’ and then Winter just … he just disappeared.”

Cyclone almost choked when he said that. He almost said ‘died,’ but he wasn’t sure Winter was dead. Or maybe he just didn’t want to believe it. Cyclone wasn’t used to feeling introspective about his personal feelings and thoughts. It felt weird.

“Who is Paradox?” said Gears with a frown.

“Atmosfear’s boss,” said Funky. “Lennox and I just saw him. He’s the guy who is protecting Atmosfear, right?”

“Uh, sure looks like it,” said Cyclone. “Don’t ask me who he is or where he came from because I have no clue.”

“You never do,” said Gears with a sigh, shaking her head. “But anyway, what does being deleted mean for someone like Winter? He didn’t have a physical body in the real world to return to like the rest of us. If his character got deleted, then does that mean he was … he is dead?”

Funky stood with his arms crossed in front of his chest, a thoughtful look on his face. “I’m not sure. But I think—”

Funky never got to finish his sentence, because at that moment a feminine voice from within the stairwell leading up to the Tower roof screamed, “Nyle!” and two young women burst out onto the roof.

If Cyclone hadn’t known any better, he would have thought they were twin sisters and hot twin sisters at that. The two young women looked nearly the same. Same hair color and style, same faces, and even similar-sounding voices, although one of them had an Irish accent while the other had more of a Southern one, though it wasn’t very strong. In addition, one of them wore a Thief’s cloak and hood, while the other wore a simple t-shirt and jeans that looked pretty out of place among the various Heroes and Villains in the world.

The two young women hurried over to where Cyclone and the others stood. The casually-dressed woman got there first and said to Cyclone, “Where’s Nyle?”

Cyclone scratched his chin. “Um, well—”

“He got deleted, Sally,” said Funky, cutting off Cyclone without hesitation. “He’s gone.”

The woman, named Sally DeLeon, stared at Funky in disbelief. “What do you mean he’s … gone? What do you mean he got deleted?”

“Just means his character data was erased,” said the hooded woman, her nametag [VILLAIN SNEAKERS] hovering above her head. “Nothing worth worrying about.”

“It isn’t that simple,” said Funky, shaking his head. “Winter was different from the rest of us. His life was dependent on the game itself.”

“Who did this?” asked Sally. She sounded both angry and yet close to tears at the same time. “Who killed Nyle?”

“Some dude named Paradox,” said Cyclone. “Who is also Atmosfear’s boss, by the way.”

“Paradox?” said Sally. She looked around. “Where is he? I don’t see him.”

“He’s gone,” said Funky. “We can’t find him right now. Sorry.”

Sally’s hands balled into fists as tears began to form in the corners of her eyes. “No … Nyle can’t be gone … not after I finally remembered him …”

Cyclone patted her on the shoulder. “It’s okay, Sal. I’m sure we’ll figure, um, something out.”

Cyclone always considered himself the eternal optimist, but he knew better than even the others did how permanent deletion was. He didn’t entirely understand what they were talking about ‘character data’ getting ‘erased’ and all that, but he did understand that, while some people could respawn after death, no one could respawn after being deleted. It was simply impossible.

To Cyclone’s surprise, Sally just burst into tears and cried into her hands. She even fell down onto her knees, bawling her eyes out as the realization that Winter was gone set in for her. And a quick glance at the others showed that they were all just as disturbed by this realization as she was. Even Sneakers, who never had a nice thing to say about Winter back when he was alive, wore an unhappy frown.

What would Winter do in this situation? Cyclone thought. Try to comfort Sally, I guess.

Kneeling down, Cyclone put an arm around Sally’s shoulders and said, “Don’t worry, Sal. I know how much boss meant to you, but we’ve got things to do. I don’t think he would want us here just crying over him like this.”

To Cyclone’s surprise, Sally stopped crying, but just slightly. With tears streaming down her face, she said, with a sniffle, “Y-You’re right. We need to get out of here, don’t we?”

“Right,” said Cyclone, nodding. “And maybe stop by the Queen first to get our rewards for completing the mission.”

“But if Winter is gone, then how are we going to get our rewards?” asked Gears with a frown.

“It was a Team Mission, Gears,” Funky reminded her. “In a Team Mission, as long as at least one Teammate is alive, then even that one Teammate can claim the rewards for completing the mission.”

Then Funky looked at Cyclone with a questioning gaze. “And while I agree with Cy that we need to move on, I think things are perhaps not as grim as they might look.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Sally. She and Cyclone were standing up now and Cyclone had taken his arm off her shoulders, although she still looked very sad. “If a character is deleted, then that means they’re gone. And given how Nyle actually lived in the game, then he’s … he’s …”

Sally seemed unable to bring herself to finish that sentence, but there was no need to. Even Cyclone knew what she was getting at here.

“You think he’s dead?” said Funky. He pointed at Cyclone. “Then what is Cyclone doing here?”

All attention fell on Cyclone, who put his hands on his chest and said, “Me? What do you mean? I’m here ‘cause Winter was here. Am I supposed to be somewhere else?”

Funky shook his head. “Not what I mean. I am referring to the fact that you are a Sidekick. The rule is that if a player character is deleted, then their Sidekick loses all their Powers, Skills, Costumes, everything. They’re reset back to Level One and become a Civilian again until they are assigned to a new player. It’s because Sidekicks are considered part of a player’s account, so when a player’s account is deleted, the Sidekick’s data is as well.”

Once again, Funky had the gift of speaking logically and explaining things in a way that even Cyclone could understand, while at the same time leaving Cyclone feel like he had just finished listening to a lecture from his eighth grade science teacher on how chemicals interacted with each other. Still, this time Cyclone actually understood what Funky was saying, if only because it reminded him of what Paradox said.

“Good point,” said Gears. “I didn’t even realize that until you pointed it out. Why is Cy still here if Winter got deleted?”

Sally snapped her head toward Cyclone. “Cy, can you actually contact Nyle? Can you send him a message or anything?”

“Uh …” Cyclone pulled open his inbox and tried and failed to send Winter a message. “Nope. Just get an error message whenever I try.”

Sally sighed in despair, while Sneakers said, “Could it be a glitch? I’m no programmer, but this doesn’t seem like something that would happen in normal gameplay.”

“It’s possible,” said Funky, stroking his chin, his eyes focused on Cyclone as if he was scanning him, “but unlikely. The Sidekick System is one of the foundational and most well-developed systems in Capes Online, with more patches and updates than any other System. The possibility of this being some kind of glitch is as likely as me winning the lottery.”

“Then how else do you explain his presence here?” said Gears, putting her hands on her hips and looking at Funky expectantly.

“Occam’s Razor,” Funky said simply. “The simplest explanation is often the most accurate.”

“I know what Occam’s Razor is,” said Gears impatiently, “but mind explaining which explanation, exactly, is the simplest and most accurate in this case?”

Funky nodded. “Of course. The simplest explanation is that Winter is not actually dead. And there might be a way we can bring him back.”


CHAPTER FOUR

 

The howling Mist Wolves bounded down toward me from the buildings above, their howls echoing off the ruins around me. At the same time, the Mist Wolves that were already on the street itself darted toward me like arrows, their jaws snapping as their heavy feet beat against the smashed concrete.

As they ran, I Scanned the nearest mist wolf, only to get this odd message:

ERROR. Scan information about [MIST WOLF] cannot be retrieved.

The hell? Scan was Level 6. I should have been able to see their basic information at least. Was there some force preventing Scan from retrieving information on these Mist Wolves or was something else going on here that I didn’t know?

Not that I had the time to ponder that question. The first wave of Mist Wolves finally reached me and lunged at me with their dagger-like fangs, forcing me to Dodge to avoid getting bitten.

I raised my Ice Daggers to stab the Mist Wolf, but then it looked at me and said, in a strangely distorted but still understandably human voice, “Data!”

What the hell? These things could talk?

That particular revelation went straight out of my mind when I felt fangs sink into my left thigh. Crying out in pain, I looked down and saw another Mist Wolf biting into my left thigh, causing it to bleed like crazy. I brought my Ice Dagger down on the Mist Wolf’s neck and was pleased to see the Ice Dagger stab straight through its thick neck and make it let go.

But the Mist Wolf didn’t die. It just retreated several feet away from me, its jaws dripping with my blood. Its eyes gleamed with triumph, despite the open wound in its neck that bled mist rather than blood, and I didn’t understand why until this notification appeared before me:

Debuff added: Data Drain. -1 DP/1 seconds. Duration: Infinity.

The infinity symbol? And what the hell was DP? Nothing made sense. I felt like I’d been thrown into the middle of the final season of a long, complicated TV show that I hadn’t watched any previous episodes of.

That was when a burning sensation shot up my leg and I looked down at my leg. I wished I hadn’t.

My leg was still bleeding, but something else was happening to it as well. Pixels began to disappear from my leg bit by bit. It was a subtle but steady process. As I watched, the blood from my leg wound wasn’t dripping onto the ground, but rather dissipating into ones and zeroes well before it hit the street. It didn’t seem to be affecting my Stats, but I did feel far more tired than usual.

“Data!” the Mist Wold that had bitten me shrieked in that same distorted voice. “Delicious data! A meal for the ages!”

By now, the entire pack had reached my crater on the street. They prowled around me in a tight circle, leaving me no room in which to escape. I could potentially still fly, but something told me they would anticipate that and keep me from flying away somehow. Besides, the Data Drain—whatever it was—left me feeling like I wanted to lie down and take a nap. But a nap would be a death sentence at this point, so I knew my only chance was to fight through the pack and try to get out of here, wherever here even was.

Before I could do that, one of the Mist Wolves leaped toward me. I once again Dodged, although it was more awkwardly than usual, but then another Mist Wolf leaped out from the pack and tackled me to the ground. That seemed to be the sign the others were waiting for because soon the entire Mist Wolf pack jumped on me and my whole world became a planet of misty teeth biting into my flesh.

I tried my hardest to fight back, but there was only so much I could do against so many enemies at once. Plus, my attacks seemed far less effective here than in Capes Online, though it was possible the Mist Wolves were higher-leveled than me.

But it didn’t matter. My Health bar was quickly draining and the Data Drain debuff was making me weaker. I had no idea what would happen if I died here—whether I would respawn in my Base or not—but it didn’t matter. Even permadeath would be preferable to the pain I was experiencing.

That was when a loud, oddly familiar voice rang out across the empty street: “Light’em up!”

An absolutely massive fireball exploded in the air above me. The heat from the fireball vaporized a good chunk of the Mist Wolves in an instant. The remaining Mist Wolves that somehow avoided getting vaporized were blown off me, sent stumbling along the street like bowling pins. I would have gotten up myself, but between the Mist Wolf feeding frenzy and Data Drain, I was in too much pain to get up. At least my Health had stopped falling and was starting to regenerate again.

That was when I heard someone land near me and another voice shouted, “Heal!”

A golden aura washed over me like a wave as this notification appeared in my view:

[HERO STETHO] used Data Reconstruct on you! All debuffs lifted and Health and Data restored to 100%!

The pain from the various wounds I’d taken went away as the wounds themselves healed. With a gasp, I managed to sit up and rub the back of my head. A glance at my leg wound showed that that had been healed as well. Even the ‘Data’ I’d lost was back. All in all, I looked good as new, but I wondered who could have possibly healed me and what Data Reconstruct was. It was definitely a Power I’d never heard of before.

“Are you okay?” asked a deep masculine voice above me. “Can you walk?”

Startled, I looked up and saw a man standing above me who I had never seen before. He was built like a powerlifter yet wore the pristine white coat of a doctor, complete with a ridiculously long stethoscope around his neck like a snake. His eyes were hidden behind a visor, while his strong jaw was stuck in a perpetual scowl. The nametag [HERO STETHO] hung over his head like a traffic signal, although for some reason it looked slightly distorted as well.

“Who are you?” I said, staring up at Stetho in awe.

“Your doctor,” Stetho replied. “Now, get up. Those Mist Wolves are going to respawn soon and—”

“Wait, they can respawn?” I said in shock, glancing over my shoulder at the remaining Mist Wolves, which had retreated a good distance away from us now. “But they’re NPCs. NPCs can’t respawn.”

Stetho chuckled. “I wish I could be that naive. But things work differently here than in Capes Online, as you have probably found out already.”

I looked at Stetho again. “You mean we aren’t in Capes Online anymore?”

“It’s complicated,” said Stetho, “but the answer is—”

Stetho was interrupted when a Mist Wolf—which I guess must have somehow avoided getting burned by that fireball—leaped out from behind a nearby overturned car and sank its long fangs into Stetho’s right arm before he could react. Uh oh. It looked like Stetho was a Healer to me, which meant he had no combat-related Powers or Skills at all. In fact, the only way Healers could gain experience and level up was through Healing others. It seemed like a very limited Class to me, but I had to admit their Healing Powers were always useful regardless of their own inability to fight.

But Stetho, surprisingly enough, didn’t cry out in pain. He simply looked at the Mist Wolf as if it was a slight annoyance and then smashed its skull in with one of his meaty fists. The Mist Wolf exploded into a cloud of mist, while a wave from Stetho’s left hand healed his arm wound instantly.

“Annoying beasts,” said Stetho, flexing his newly-repaired right arm, which looked good as new now. “I guess they forgot that not everyone in the Junkyard is their prey.”

“Wha … how did you do that?” I said. “Are their heads their Weak Points or something?”

Stetho looked at me with a grim smile. “These things don’t have Weak Points. The key is to hit them hard enough to make them explode.”

I gaped. Although I managed to land a few blows on the Mist Wolves, I hadn’t been able to kill any of them in one hit like Stetho did. What the heck was he? Some kind of Fighter/Healer hybrid? I couldn’t think of any Classes that allowed a player to fight and heal at the same time, but how else could I explain Stetho clearly being capable of doing both at once?

That was when a loud howl echoed across the streets. Startled, I looked over my shoulder to see the remaining Mist Wolves that had survived the fireball earlier now howling into the wind. I wasn’t sure what they were doing, though, until Stetho said, “Crap. They’re summoning the big one.”

“The big one?” I said, looking at Stetho. “The big what?”

My question was answered even before those words left my mouth. A howl much louder and deeper than the collective howls of the remaining Mist Wolves shook the street under our feet and even caused one of the nearby skyscrapers to lean over slightly, and in the next instant, an absolutely massive Mist Wolf the size of a small skyscraper emerged from between two buildings.

This Mist Wolf was absolutely massive. It made all of the other Mist Wolves look like puppies. Even aside from the height difference, its muscles bulged like boulders against its skin, its teeth were the size of a tree, and its paws were as big as a van. Its massive tail swung back and forth behind it as it peered down at us, its red eyes like searchlights as they focused directly on us.

“Crap, crap, crap,” said Stetho, taking a step back. He grabbed my arm. “We need to run. Now.”

I didn’t argue with Stetho. I turned and ran alongside him down the street, but then the giant Mist Wolf howled again. The impact from the howl knocked us both off our feet and then the ground started trembling again as the giant Mist Wolf made its way toward us. Thanks to its long strides, it wouldn’t be long before it was upon us, and this time I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that we were both screwed.

That is until a firebolt shot out from the mid-level section of one of the ruined skyscrapers and struck the giant Mist Wolf in the side of the head. The giant Mist Wolf howled in pain as the firebolt evaporated half of its face, but then more mist flowed from its body to reconstruct the missing half of its face. Without missing a beat, the giant Mist Wolf slammed its tail into and through the skyscraper, causing the entire building to collapse in on itself in a shocking display of pure strength.

But not before what looked like a blazing comet shot out of the collapsing building and flew over the Mist Wolf, leaving a trail of flame behind it. The comet peppered the giant Mist Wolf with dozens of fireballs, each one evaporating huge swaths of its misty form almost fast than it could regenerate the damage. The giant Mist Wolf snapped and growled, but was unable to catch the comet, which kept up the constant stream of fireballs like a rainstorm.

Although it was impossible to see the comet’s actual form in the blaze of fire that covered it, I was already starting to have my suspicions about who it could be. “No way … is that …”

The comet suddenly landed on the ground in front of the giant Mist Wolf. The giant Mist Wolf looked far worse than before. A good chunk of its back, face, and body was missing, although the evaporated parts were already starting to regenerate, though at a much slower rate than before. Perhaps bigger injuries took longer to heal than small ones.

Regardless, my eyes were drawn to the fiery form of the comet standing on the ground in front of the Mist Wolf. Though the flames made it hard to make out any details, I could see that the figure was at least humanoid and had what looked like a sword hanging off its back.

The giant Mist Wolf let loose a low, dangerous growl, but that was the last thing it did before the burning figure drew the sword—no, guitar—off its back and held it before himself like a weapon.

“And now, for the grand finale!” the burning figure yelled in a voice that echoed off the buildings around us.

The burning figure raised one hand and brought it down on the strings of his guitar. An absolutely massive wave of fire exploded from the guitar, as if the sound itself was burning, and washed over the giant Mist Wolf like an ocean wave. The giant Mist Wolf didn’t even have time to react before it was totally vaporized by the fiery wave.

And the wave didn’t stop there. It destroyed the remaining smaller Mist Wolves, which weren’t fast enough to outrun it, and even burned a small corner store to a crisp.

Finally, the waved died off, leaving nothing but the smoking, blackened remains of the street and buildings in its wake. Even much of the mist in the air had been vaporized by the wave.

Perhaps I should have been surprised, and I was, but not for the reasons you might think. Because I had already seen this power in use once before, and not even all that long ago. Yet how could he still be alive? It might not be him, maybe, but in my heart of hearts, I knew it could be no one else.

My suspicions were confirmed when the burning figure’s flames went out. The figure then turned around to face us, still holding his guitar like he was about to start his next song. He was a tall, somewhat lanky figure wearing dark red sunglasses, a fiery red leather jacket opened to show his shirtless chest, yellow leather pants, and, of course, a dark gray mohawk that resembled ashes.

I gasped. “Joseph?”

My younger brother, Joseph Maxwell—or, as he was known in Capes Online, the Anti-Hero Busker Burn—pushed the sunglasses off his eyes, revealing his fiery red eyes that seemed to burn far brighter than any fire I’d ever seen, and smiled. “Long time, no see, bro. Welcome to the Junkyard.”


CHAPTER FIVE

 

“What do you mean that Nyle isn’t actually dead?” asked Sally anxiously. “And how can we bring him back?”

“Yeah, what she said,” said Cyclone, nodding. “I’ve always been told that if you get deleted, then you’re gone forever. How could we possibly bring Winter back if he’s gone forever?”

Funky bit his lower lip. He looked this way and that, as if to make sure no one was eavesdropping on them, before looking back at the others. “It’s true that when a player character is deleted, that that character can no longer be used by the player. But that doesn’t mean it’s actually gone. Only that it’s no longer accessible to your average player.”

“Really?” said Gears. She stroked her chin. “That actually makes sense. When you delete a file on a computer, it usually isn’t gone forever. It usually goes to the recycling bin. And even then, sometimes you can still retrieve it even after it’s been deleted from the recycling bin. Is this a similar principle?”

“To some degree, yes,” said Funky, nodding. “You see, when SI Games ‘deletes’ a player character, they actually keep all data associated with the character in storage for up to five years.”

Sneakers folded her arms in front of her chest. “And why would those SI Games blokes do that?”

“Because sometimes they delete characters unfairly,” said Funky. “If your account gets deleted, sometimes you can appeal the deletion and get your account restored. It’s rather common, actually, because there are quite a few people who like to frame other players for breaking the TOS. Hackers, in particular, are known to break into players’ accounts and make their characters break all the rules that result in an automatic deletion of a player’s account.”

“So in order to restore a player’s account, they need to still have all that data somewhere, right?” asked Sally.

Funky nodded once again. “Right. SI Games stores the data in an area where only they have access to it. If you can successfully appeal your deletion, they can easily restore your account’s data and have it back up and running, often in less than a few minutes.”

“So you think there’s a chance that Nyle might be stored wherever they keep deleted data?” asked Sally hopefully. “But how could he appeal the deletion if he’s, well, not really alive?”

“He can’t,” said Funky, shaking his head. “If Winter is where I think he is, then he probably can’t contact anyone at all.”

“Could we appeal the deletion on his behalf?” asked Gears.

Funky shook his head yet again. “No. SI Games only takes appeals from the players whose accounts were deleted. They do not care about complaints from the players’ friends or family.”

Sally’s shoulders slumped. “So if we can’t appeal the deletion on his behalf, then what can we do? Is Nyle really gone forever, then?”

“No,” said Funky. “Appealing to SI Games is just the official way of restoring deleted information. There are other, ah, ‘unofficial’ ways to do the same thing.”

“You mean hacking,” said Sneakers with a snort. “Right?”

“More or less,” said Funky with a shrug. He looked at Sneakers questioningly. “How did you know that?”

“I’ve heard rumors,” said Sneakers, folding her arms in front of her chest. “Rumors that certain hackers can fetch your deleted data back for you … for a price, of course.”

Cyclone bit his lower lip. “Hackers? Uh, I’m not the only one here who remembers that those guys were a bunch of jerks, right?”

Cyclone was referring to a group of illegal players who had conspired to overthrow the Department of Virtual Reality and establish freedom for all. Of course, it turned out that the Hackers were actually being led by Atmosfear and that they didn’t give a damn about helping anyone but themselves. It had all ended with a big fight between Team Winter and the Hackers, a fight which Team Winter won, although the Hackers were still out there as far as he knew and probably not very likely to want to help them recover Winter even if they offered to pay them a ton of money to do it.

“Hackers with a lowercase ‘h’,” said Funky. “That is, real hackers. Not those losers, but the ones who operate mostly as lone wolves who hack Capes Online for their own amusement more than anything, although some do offer their services to anyone with enough money like Sneakers said.”

“And they charge a pretty penny, they do,” said Sneakers. “Good business to get into, if ya ask me. Would do it meself if I knew the first thing about programming.”

“Then we need to find a hacker who can do the job,” said Sally, rubbing her hands together anxiously. “A hacker who can restore Nyle’s data for us and bring him back to us. But where can we find someone like that?”

“Not sure, but I’m sure we could find a hacker who might be willing to save Winter for us,” said Funky. “It might take a while, but I think we should be able to do it.”

Cyclone barely understood half of what Funky and the others said about ‘SI Games,’ ‘deleted data,’ ‘appealing the deletion,’ and the like. The only thing he really understood was that there was a way to bring Winter back. It filled his heart with hope that he hadn’t felt in a long time. He would have cried for joy if he was a crier, but instead he made a mental note to throw a big ‘welcome back’ party for Winter later when they recovered him.

“Well, what are we waiting for?” asked Cyclone. He clapped his hands together. “Let’s go find us a hacker and convince him to bring back Winter. Let’s do it right now.”

“I would love to, Cy, but unfortunately we are going to have to put it off for now,” said Funky with a yawn.

“What?” said Cyclone and Sally together in unison. “Why?”

“Because I’ve been online for too long,” said Funky with another yawn. “Much longer than I usually am. And it’s not good to play Capes Online for more than eight hours straight.”

“Same here,” said Gears with a soft yawn of her own. “I feel like I’ve been playing all night, which I technically have now that I think about it. Really need to get some rest in the real world.”

“I also need to leave,” said Sneakers. “Got a big day ahead of me today. Plus, I honestly don’t give a rip about Winter’s fate. I’m not nearly as invested in his recovery as you blokes are.”

“But …” Cyclone struggled to think of a counter-argument. “But that would just leave me and Sally here by ourselves.”

“Don’t worry,” said Funky with a wink. “We’ll stay online long enough for you guys to collect the rewards from Queen Somas’ Team Mission and get back to Winter’s Base. Afterward, however, we’ll have to log off.”

“What are we supposed to do in the meantime, then?” said Sally. “Wait for you guys to catch up on your sleep? Nyle might be dying even as we speak.”

“I understand your worry, but I really do need to log off,” said Funky. “If it helps, I’ll message the rest of the Team and ask anyone who is available to come online, so you should hopefully not be alone for very long.”

Cyclone didn’t like this at all. He understood that Heroes and Villains often needed to ‘log off’ from the world for a while, but this was the worst possible time for Funky and Gears to do this. He supposed that they did have time to rescue Winter, but he was more worried about the fact that they would be far more defenseless on their own. Cyclone could hold himself in a fight, but Sally couldn’t, and he knew that Atmosfear was still out there somewhere, no doubt planning his revenge against Winter and the others even as they spoke.

Guess we’ll just have to stay in Winter’s Base until Winter comes back, Cyclone thought. At least Atmosfear won’t be able to get us there, though that Paradox guy might.

“I’ll try to be back in a few hours, maybe,” said Funky, rubbing his eyes. “I’ll get back online as fast as I can, but I can’t promise when I’ll return.”

“Same here,” said Gears. She yawned again. “Damn schoolwork. Just gets in the way of everything.”

“You can expect me back never,” said Sneakers. “Soon as we get our rewards from the Queen, I’m out of here. I don’t give a damn about any of this … whatever the hell you blokes are involved in. I just want to play a game, not save the world.”

With that, Sneakers turned and walked back down the entrance. Cyclone and the others watched her go for a moment before they all followed her.

As they filed into the entrance to the Tower one by one, Cyclone looked over his shoulder one last time as the spot where Winter had been standing mere minutes ago. He also looked down at the twisted metal faceplate in his hands, what remained of Paradox, although if Funky was telling the truth, then Paradox was also still out there somewhere, probably in the same place where Atmosfear was.

Man, now I know what Winter meant about being overwhelmed by everything all the time, Cyclone thought, putting the faceplate in his inventory next to the set of Ninjutsu Armor he carried. Hopefully, once we save Winter, everything will go back to normal again.

Somehow, though, Cyclone knew things were not going to be that simple, for him or for anyone else. It never was.


CHAPTER SIX

 

I couldn’t believe my eyes. The rockstar superhero walking toward me, his guitar now slung casually over his right shoulder, looked exactly the same as I remembered him looking, but somehow … different. He seemed slightly more muscular, while his sunglasses had a slight crack across the left lens, and his jacket looked a little dustier than normal. He also smelled of smoke and flame, smoke trailing off his form as he walked, although that was how he normally smelled.

“Busker?” I said as Busker stopped before me and Stetho. “What … how … you’re supposed to be dead.”

Busker smiled. “So are you, bro, yet here you are. I think cheating death is going to become a Maxwell family tradition.”

Before I could respond to that, Stetho stepped forward and said, “You idiot. You could have gotten yourself killed back there. What did I tell you about taking on a Giant like that by yourself before?”

“Not to do it,” said Busker. He shrugged. “But my Fire Powers are really useful against the Mist Wolves. Besides, no way was I going to let my own older bro get gobbled up like a turkey. Death here is for keeps.”

“Keeps?” I said. I put a hand on my chest. “You mean if I die here, I die for real?”

“Yep,” said Busker, nodding. “The Junkyard is the place where deleted data goes to die. Beyond here, there’s nothing.”

“Stetho also mentioned that this place is called the Junkyard,” I said, glancing at the muscular Healer standing beside me, “but what is the Junkyard? I’ve never heard of it.”

“No surprise,” said Stetho with a grunt. “Very few Capes Online players know this place even exists. Even most SI Games developers have no idea what this place actually is.”

“We’ll explain it all to you, bro, don’t worry,” said Busker, slapping me on the shoulder, “but right now we need to find someplace safe. Those Mist Wolves aren’t going to stay gone forever. They’ll be back, and angrier than ever, too.”

“All right, then,” I said. “You guys lead the way and I’ll follow.”

-

Busker, Stetho, and I walked in silence for a few miles as we traversed deeper and deeper into the abandoned city known as Junkyard. Along the way, I saw even more, well, junk than I did before. We walked past an old country church building that looked like it had been dropped into the city like a toy a child had lost interest in. We passed two crumble skyscrapers with a third laid out lengthwise on top of them and had to climb over a fallen bridge with an old-time sailboat smashed directly in the center. We cut between two empty hospitals—one old, the other more modern-looking—and even had to cut through a parking garage full of abandoned vehicles at one point.

Neither Busker nor Stetho seemed even slightly curious or surprised by the absolute hodgepodge of vehicles, buildings, and structures that seemed to make up Junkyard. Nor did either offer to answer any of my questions as we walked. Their focus seemed to be on getting to wherever we were going, and in a hurry. The two of them did not seem anxious, but the way they looked around and occasionally took longer, more meandering paths to our destination told me they were practicing situational awareness.

Why they even needed that, I had no idea. We didn’t run into any other enemies like the Mist Wolves. We didn’t run into anything at all, actually, although I had the feeling that someone—or something—was following us. When I mentioned my suspicion to Busker and Stetho, Busker just said we probably weren’t being followed. Stetho didn’t even say anything. He just looked over his shoulder once, muttered something under his breath about how dark it was getting, and then returned his attention back to the path we took.

Finally, after what seemed like hours of walking, we reached one of the fallen skyscrapers. This one lay on its side, blocking an entire street by itself. I wondered how we were supposed to get inside when Busker and Stetho shoved aside a large concrete slab, revealing a secret entrance even my Perception didn’t pick up. Then again, my Skills in general seemed to be failing me in this place, so perhaps that was why I didn’t notice it.

When I followed them inside, Stetho pulled the slab back in front of the entrance all by himself, plunging us into darkness before Busker summoned a bright fireball in his hands, which he tossed into the air. The fireball stopped a few feet above us and hung over our heads even as we walked, following us deeper into the fallen skyscraper and providing us illumination by which to see.

Desks, cubicles, computers, phones, and all sorts of other things were scattered across the floor, which was technically one of the walls. The skyscraper smelled of old concrete and drywall. It was also a lot hotter in here than it was outside, although that may have been due to the heat radiating from Busker’s fireball. The illumination was nice, but I can’t say I was a fan of the heat.

Then we entered a room, which we had to sort of crawl into due to the way the building lay on its side, and Stetho closed the door behind us. We now stood in what might have been an old conference room at some point, based on the size, although the table was smashed and most of the chairs were ruined. But a few of the office chairs still worked and it was in one of those chairs that Busker sat in, the wheels sending him rolling backward slightly before he came to a halt.

“Take a seat, bro,” said Busker, gesturing at one of the chairs. “We’ve got a lot to talk about.”

“I’ll say,” I said as I took a seat opposite Busker, while Stetho took a seat to Busker’s left. “I thought you were dead. I saw the footage of you dying. Of you getting killed by those Department of VR scumbags in real life.”

It was true. Not too long ago, I had witnessed footage of Busker getting murdered in real life by Department of VR agents after he discovered Project Second Life. I still couldn’t get the mental image of the Department agents shooting him dead out of my head. I was one of the most awful things I’d ever witnessed. It had been the whole reason I even helped the Hackers break into the Facility in the first place. At the time, I wanted revenge. I still did, to some extent, but now that I was talking to Busker again, my desire for revenge wasn’t as strong as it used to be.

Busker folded his hands behind his head and smiled. “Yeah, that footage looked pretty bad, didn’t it? Saw it myself a while ago. Kind of weird watching yourself get killed. It felt like something out of a movie, but it was real all right.”

I leaned forward on my chair, staring directly at Busker. “Your Sidekick, Spiritus, wouldn’t give me a straight answer on whether you’re alive or dead. She said you’re both at once. And you know how I feel about people who talk cryptically or in riddles.”

“Sorry, bro,” said Busker sheepishly. “But Spiritus was under orders from yours truly in order to keep what I’m doing here a secret. Plus, you should have known I was alive when Spiritus was still around despite my absence in the main game.”

That did explain why Spiritus retained her Sidekick status despite Busker’s death. “Then explain to me, as clearly and plainly as you can, how the hell I am currently talking to you despite the fact that I saw you get murdered with my own eyes.”

Busker chuckled again. “Digital immortality, bro. Ever heard of it?”

I frowned. “Chuck did tell me about this philosopher guy from the early twenty-first century whose writings about digital immortality inspired Project Second Life, but I’m not sure what your point is.”

Busker unfolded his hands from behind his head and leaned forward, placing his chin on one hand. “The UN and SI Games aren’t the only people interested in achieving digital immortality. I managed to do it myself.”

Busker’s revelation hit me like a runaway train. “What? How? I was told it was experimental and that the tech to pull it off was only available to SI Games and the government. No one is even supposed to know that it’s possible.”

“Lots of things are supposed to be secret,” said Stetho, shaking his head. “But very few truly are.”

“What Stetho said,” said Busker. He looked at me again. “Guess it never occurred to you, bro, that lots of people are interested in digital immortality, including my real employers.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Your real employers? What are you talking about?”

Busker smiled. “Guess you haven’t heard of Digitus, then.”

“Digitus?” I said. “No, I can’t say I have.”

“They’re a pretty secretive group,” said Busker. “Even I don’t know everything about them. What I do know, however, is their ultimate goal of achieving true and perfect digital immortality for everyone. They believe that humanity can live forever if we can only figure out how to upload everyone’s minds to VR games like Capes Online, although Capes Online is definitely not the only VR game they’re looking at. They think digital immortality will allow humanity as a whole to ascend past our physical limitations and achieve new enlightenment.”

“Sounds like a cult to me,” I said.

“They’re not,” said Busker, although I noticed a hint of defensiveness in his voice. “They just think everyone should have a shot at immortality, rather than the rich and powerful, who make up most of Project Second Life’s participants. I think that’s a worthy goal myself.”

I frowned. As my younger brother, Busker was naturally more naive than me. He wasn’t stupid—when we were in school he was actually singled out by his teachers as gifted—but his brains hadn’t been broken on the streets just yet. It wouldn’t surprise me if this Digitus group had managed to trick him into helping them, although I could tell that arguing that point was fruitless at the moment.

So I said, “Fine. That still doesn’t explain how you survived death, though.”

“Easy, bro,” said Busker. He tapped the side of his head. “Digitus gave me access to a special prototype mind-to-game chip that they put into my head. It was supposed to activate upon death, at which point all of my mind, memories, personality, thoughts—literally everything that makes me, me—would be uploaded to Capes Online. We weren’t sure if it was going to work because of how experimental it was, but I am pleased to say that it was a mega huge success.”

“These Digitus guys must have a lot of money in order to build something like that,” I said.

Busker waved off my comment. “Trust me, bro, these guys are set. Not sure who their benefactor is, but I’ve heard they got the full backing of a billionaire guy who really wants to live forever and believes in their vision of digital immortality for all.”

That just made me even more suspicious of Digitus. It was starting to seem like everyone had their own agenda in some way or another. Frankly, I half-expected to learn at this point that my local donut shop was experimenting with digital immortality now. It wouldn’t be the weirdest thing I’d heard of since entering Capes Online.

“Anyway, the process worked, but …” Busker looked around and sighed. “It put me here, where my character data went after those Department chuckleheads deleted me for committing the crime of talking to you. But I’m not complaining. This is exactly where I want to be.”

I scratched the back of my head and looked out the hole in the wall which afforded us a street-level view of the mysterious city itself. “That brings up my next question: Where are we? You guys called this the Junkyard, but I’m not sure I follow. I’ve been to a lot of junkyards in my life and this looks nothing like them.”

“Technically, it’s actually the Capes Online Deleted Data Receptacle,” said Stetho, “but we call it the Junkyard for obvious reasons.”

“Exactly,” said Busker. He leaned back again, folding his hands behind his head once more. “And even more technically, bro, this city doesn’t even exist.”

I frowned. “Do you seriously expect me to believe that when I’m sitting here talking to you?”

“What Busker means is that the Junkyard is not a normal city like Adventure City,” said Stetho, shaking his head. “You can’t fly, walk, teleport, or drive to here like you can to most cities in Capes Online. Ordinary players have no access to this place at all. The only people who have access to it normally are the SI Games developers, and even they rarely spend time here.”

“Ever wondered what happens to all of that data SI Games deletes?” asked Busker. He gestured at the room around us. “It ends up right here. That’s why the place looks like an absolute dump. SI Games retains all deleted data for five years. This includes not just character data like our own, but buildings, vehicles, even NPCs, although the NPCs don’t usually last too long.”

“Because of the Mist Wolves?” I said, thinking back to the pack of Mist Wolves that nearly ripped me to shreds not even an hour earlier.

“Yeah,” said Busker. “The Mist Wolves are basically the garbage disposal. Their job is to break down deleted data into a consumable form and then transmit it back to Capes Online to be used for whatever is needed. That’s why they can respawn here because the Junkyard is their home.”

I shuddered. “Meaning that when they bit me, they didn’t just take a bite out of my flesh, but out of my very essence?”

“Exactly,” said Busker. “Don’t worry, though, bro. Data Points regenerate on their own after a while.”

“Data Points?” I said. “Is that what DP stands for? I got a notification when the Mist Wolves attacked me that mentioned DP, but it didn’t explain what that meant.”

“Data Points are another status bar for characters who end up here,” said Busker with a nod. “In addition to Health and Stamina, we have Data, which tracks how many Data Points we still have. Unlike Health, when our Data drops to zero, we’re done for. Permanently.”

Worried, I glanced at my Health and Stamina bars and was surprised to see a third one underneath them. While Health was red and Stamina was yellow, Data was a solid blue. It was currently just shy of full, but the bar slowly replenished itself even as I watched.

“So permadeath is real here?” I said, looking at Busker and Stetho.

“Yup,” said Busker. “Which is why you need to be really careful when fighting the Mist Wolves. They can respawn all day long, while we can’t. If we die here, we won’t respawn in Capes Online. We won’t respawn at all.”

Stetho nodded stoically. “Yes. We’ve seen it happen to a few players who have ended up here through no fault of their own. It’s not a pleasant sight.”

I gulped. Permadeath for all players but endless respawn for the enemies? This place was like a reverse Capes Online, only even more dangerous. It made me grateful that Busker and Stetho had come to my rescue. If they hadn’t …

“Why did you want to end up here in the first place, Busker?” I asked. “Is there something here you’re looking for?”

Busker’s smile changed. It became slightly angrier as if I had just asked him a question I shouldn’t have.

“I’m here for one reason and one reason alone,” said Busker. “To save someone I love … even if I have to kill a hundred people to do it.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Queen Somas, the Queen of the Dwellers, was back on her massive throne, laying across it on her side with a lazy expression on her face. She was devouring a dead cow like she hadn’t eaten in years, tearing its flesh apart and sending blood and guts flying everywhere. While Cyclone liked a nice burger as much as the next guy, he found himself considering the virtues of vegetarianism after watching Somas’ eating habits.

Cyclone, Funky, Gears, Monkey Wrench, Sally, and Sneakers stood in front of Queen Somas’ throne. The Queen was protected by two Armored Dwellers, who had replaced the last two guards she had crushed during her first fight with Cyclone and the others. The two Armored Dwellers certainly looked like a couple of tough guys, but even they seemed put off by Queen Somas’ lack of decor, which was saying something, because the Dwellers in general seemed to lack proper table manners.

When Cyclone and the others had come down here, Cyclone had expected Queen Somas to give them their rewards and let them leave. Instead, Queen Somas insisted on finishing her cow first and letting them wait. She also insisted on making them watch, which she had ‘invited’ them to do at the end of a spear tip. Cyclone wasn’t sure why, other than maybe the Queen was trying to assert her authority over them or show her power or something.

These Dwellers are weird, Cyclone thought, although I can’t remember the last time I ate. I should make a burger when I get home. I wonder if Sally likes burgers. I know Winter did … or does? I don’t know. Funky’s explanation still confuses me.

Finally, after several seconds of sloppy eating, Queen Somas burped and sighed. There wasn’t much left of the cow now other than some ribs and bones. Queen Somas picked up one of its ribs and began using it as a toothpick, a look of utter contentment on her reptilian features.

“Ah,” said Queen Somas with another sigh. “A freshly-slaughtered cow always hits the spot.”

Then Queen Somas looked at Cyclone and the others as if she had completely forgotten they were there. “What do you want?”

Cyclone stepped forward. “O beautiful and gracious Queen Somas, we have come humbly in your presence to receive the rewards for completing the mission which you assigned to us to complete.”

Still picking her teeth, Queen Somas put a thoughtful look on her face. “Yes, I do recall giving you humans a mission to retrieve my Crown and stop the Hunter and his allies. A mission you most certainly completed.”

Queen Somas gestured at the Crown on her head, which softly reflected the light from the torches on the walls. “Thanks to your efforts, I was able to restore the Red Heart to its full power and ensure that we Dwellers would not need to wage war against your fellow humans in order to claim the surface world for our own survival. For that, I must thank you.”

A new notification appeared in the visions of Cyclone and the others as soon as Queen Somas said that:

TEAM MISSION UPDATE: Stop Huntsman and his allies II

STATUS: Successfully completed

Although Queen Somas doesn’t think highly of humans, Her Graciousness is true to her word and will reward you accordingly for not only vanquishing the biggest threat to the Dweller species in years, but also in retrieving her Crown and freeing the Queen from her brainwashing.

REWARDS: Increased reputation with Queen Somas, the release of Sally DeLeon, a path to the surface revealed on your map, and +10,000 EXP for each Teammate and Sidekick. Additionally, all members of Team Winter are now considered ‘Trusted Allies’ of Underworld City and may enter and exit the city anytime they please without fear of being harassed by the guards.

Your reputation with Queen Somas has increased! Your relationship with Queen Somas has risen from ‘Neutral’ to ‘Trusted.’ Queen Somas is now far more likely to offer you exclusive missions or even come to your aid when necessary. Increase your relationship with Queen Somas further in order to unlock even more rewards and opportunities!

Level Up! You are now Level 15. +2 SPs and +1 PP. Next level: 15,543.

Cyclone smiled. He hadn’t been expecting the extra EXP for completing the mission, but hey, he wasn’t complaining. Cyclone always liked leveling up, even though Sidekicks only got half as many SPs and PPs as Heroes and Villains. He would have to distribute his points later when he had the time.

Additionally, when Cyclone glanced at his map in the corner of his vision, he suddenly saw a blinking red light far to the east of Underworld City. Zooming in on it, he saw it was labeled ‘SURFACE EXIT.’

“That is one of the many exits to the surface,” said Queen Somas as if she was reading his mind. “If you take that path, then you will be able to return to the surface.”

“Thanks!” said Cyclone. “But how are we supposed to get there ourselves?”

“I will have Zazoom accompany you,” said Queen Somas, wiping the blood off her lips. “Once he finished imprisoning Osorias, I will have him and his guardsmen escort you to the surface. Every member of your Team may now enter and exit the Underworld at will without fear of being attacked by our guards.”

“That is so nice of you,” said Cyclone. “You’re even more gracious than I thought.”

“I am the Queen,” said Queen Somas. “My graciousness is eternal and endless. But where is the ice one? Your leader?”

“Winter?” said Cyclone. He bit his lower lip. “Um—”

“He’s left already,” said Funky quickly. “Went back to the surface himself to … do something.”

Cyclone looked at Funky in surprise. He wondered why Funky felt the need to lie about that. Was he afraid of what might happen if knowledge of Winter’s deletion became public knowledge? Cyclone had to admit he didn’t entirely understand it himself, so perhaps it was for the best if they didn’t let Somas know exactly what happened to Winter.

“I see,” said Queen Somas. “I was hoping to reward him personally, but if he has already left, then so be it.”

“Yes, he has,” said Funky, nodding. “And thank you for your rewards. We will be taking our leave now, if you don’t mind.”

“Not at all,” said Queen Somas. She then paused. “But there is one more thing I wish to address before you and yours leave. An urgent matter that I cannot put off any longer than I have.”

Puzzled, Cyclone asked, “And what matter is that? Didn’t we already go over everything?”

“Not everything,” said Queen Somas. She suddenly pointed at Sneakers. “The Thief must be punished.”

The two Armored Dwellers suddenly rushed forward and caught Sneakers, who, taken by surprise by the Queen’s orders, didn’t resist. She did try to fight back, but the Armored Dwellers quickly overpowered her, forcing her to her knees as they clamped thick chains around her wrists. Cyclone and the others stood back and watched, just as surprised as Sneakers was at this sudden turn of events.

“Hey!” Sneakers shouted, struggling futilely against the Armored Dwellers holding her down. “What gives? If it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t even have your Crown in the first place!”

“If it wasn’t for you, Thief, then I would never have lost my Crown in the first place and risked the downfall of my entire people as a result,” Queen Somas snarled. “The punishment for stealing from the Royal Family is death. And the protection I offered to the others only applies to members of Team Winter, which you most assuredly are not.”

Cyclone gulped. He had forgotten that Sneakers had been the one to steal the Crown in the first place. A part of him had hoped that maybe Queen Somas would overlook Sneakers’ theft in light of the Thief’s help in saving the city, but it looked like the Dwellers weren’t too big on the whole concept of ‘forgive and forget.’

And Cyclone wasn’t sure he wanted to step in and help. Sneakers was a Villain, after all, while Cyclone was a Hero. A Sidekick, true, but a Hero Sidekick. Besides, Sneakers was also a player and would respawn upon death anyway. A quick glance at the others showed him that the others weren’t any more likely to help her than he was.

“This is bloody unfair,” said Sneakers. “I only stole your Crown because that Aussie bloke forced me to. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have even tried to steal it. You have to understand.”

“I understand that theft is one of the most grievous crimes in the world,” said Queen Somas. She patted her large belly. “But don’t worry. Your death will be swift. It has been a long time since I last feasted on human flesh. You are a thin and small one as far as humans go, but I will just think of you as an appetizer after my big meal.”

Cyclone’s eyes widened. Somas was going to eat Sneakers? That sounded both super gross and super painful. Even if Sneakers would just respawn, Cyclone wasn’t sure he could stomach seeing her get eaten alive. Plus, a part of him felt a little guilty about leaving Sneakers to fend for herself. Although Sneakers might have been a very rude Villain who didn’t like him or the others all that much, she had played a vital role in freeing Underworld City from Puppetmaster’s control. If she hadn’t stolen the Crown off of Atmosfear’s head and tossed it to Cyclone, Queen Somas would still be brainwashed. Yes, Sneakers might have been the one to steal it in the first place, but even that was understandable given her circumstances.

But should I actually try to save her? Cyclone thought, glancing from Somas to Sneakers and back again. Somas is freaking powerful. Not to mention she has the whole Dweller army under her control again. If I oppose her, I could get us all killed. I don’t want to sacrifice all of the nice rewards we got.

Despite that, Cyclone’s conscience bugged him about it. He wondered what Winter would do if he was in this situation. Winter and Sneakers didn’t get along too well back before he got deleted, but Winter had come to her rescue at least once and Sneakers had saved him as well. Winter always came to the rescue of people who needed it. He was a good and loyal friend and ally, even to people who maybe didn’t deserve it.

If Winter was here, he would probably just step forward and do whatever he could to save her, consequences be damned, Cyclone thought. His knees started trembling. But Winter is so much stronger than me. But Somas is so much stronger than Winter. But … oh, dang it, I might as well do it now that I’m thinking about it.

Taking a deep breath, Cyclone stepped forward in between Somas and Sneakers and said, “Your Majesty, I’m afraid I can’t let you eat her.”

Queen Somas’ green eyes shifted from Sneakers to Cyclone. Terror went up his spine when Queen Somas’ huge, deadly eyes settled on him, but he didn’t step back or run away. He stood his ground, reminding himself that if he could beat Huntsman, then he could beat Queen Somas. Or at least not run away and hide like a little girl.

“Do you dare defy my rule, little human?” asked Queen Somas in an icy sharp voice. “Why do you care for this human? She is not part of your Team. She is none of your responsibility.”

Staring Queen Somas directly in the eyes was the scariest thing Cyclone had ever done in his life. Or that was how it felt, anyway. He was already starting to regret standing up to her. What reason, really, did he have to risk his life—and maybe the lives of the others—for a woman who wasn’t even one of his friends?

Winter would do it, though, Cyclone reminded himself. Not only would he do it, he would do it without thinking. I need to be like Winter.

“Because she helped us,” said Cyclone, keeping his voice steady, though he slightly stuttered. “She might not be one of us, but she did help us save the city. In Team Winter, we look out for each other and even for strangers who help us. It’s what we do.”

Queen Somas did not tear her gaze away from Cyclone. She didn’t even blink, which was creepy enough in itself. “You dare to defy my orders to save a wretch like her. And your reasoning does not appeal to my Dweller sensibilities. In the Dweller Underworld, Thieves like her are to be put to death immediately and without hesitation. We do not spare them on sentimental human reasons.”

Cyclone winced slightly at Queen Somas’ harsh tone, but he said, as quickly as he could, “I know. Where I’m from, Thieves are treated similarly. But Sneakers isn’t one of yours. She’s a human and she deserves to be judged by human standards. If you let us take her with us, we’ll make sure she gets the appropriate sentence for her various crimes.”

Queen Somas picked her teeth with the femur, still not looking away from Cyclone. “I know of human law and law enforcement. Your kind always overlooks the crimes of your own if it is against the right enemy.”

“Not us,” Cyclone said quickly. “We’ll make sure Sneakers gets the justice she deserves. I swear it on my life.”

As Cyclone said that, a notification appeared in his view:

PROMISED OATH ALERT!

You have promised to Queen Somas to bring Sneakers to (human) justice on the surface on the basis of your life. If you do not take Sneakers to the local Jail to be imprisoned for her crimes, then you will die.

Cyclone gulped. He hadn’t even realized he was making a Promised Oath. It made the situation even tenser than it already was.

To his surprise, Queen Somas appeared to be reading the same notification, based on the out-of-focus way her eyes darted back and forth as if reading something only she could see. And even more frightening, she was smiling.

“Very well,” said Queen Somas finally. She looked at the guards. “Let the Thief go. She shall be taken to the surface to be judged by her fellow humans for her crimes.”

The two guards immediately undid Sneakers’ chains and stepped aside. In a flash, Sneakers was on her feet and hiding behind the others, her eyes still fixed on the guards like she thought they might try to arrest her again. Cyclone couldn’t blame her. The guards looked like they didn’t agree with Queen Somas’ decision, but they also looked like they knew better than to try to argue with their monarch.

Queen Somas, however, looked far too pleased with herself. She seemed to think she had gotten the better end of the deal, which bothered Cyclone, but he didn’t see any way out of this. He would just need to make sure that Sneakers was sent to Jail and then he wouldn’t die. Hopefully.

“Wow,” said Cyclone, looking at Queen Somas again. “I didn’t expect you to actually release her.”

“And why not?” said Queen Somas, resting her hands on her big belly. “I am a most gracious and merciful Queen, even to my enemies. Besides, why go through all of the trouble of killing a Thief myself when I can have someone else do it?”

Then Queen Somas added, under her breath, “Besides, human flesh tastes horrible. The thin ones are especially lacking in meat. And their bones are too brittle to chew on. Cow and bear meat is much better.”

Cyclone gulped. He still wasn’t entirely sure that he trusted Queen Somas, but decided not to press his luck. He bowed and said, “Thanks, Your Majesty, for your mercy. I will be sure to remember it.”

“I hope you do, little human,” said Queen Somas in a voice Cyclone didn’t like at all, “because I have a feeling this is not the last time our paths will cross. And my mercy is not nearly as limitless as it may seem, so don’t push your luck.”

Cyclone quickly nodded. Standing upright again, he began getting everyone out of the throne room, thanking his lucky stars that he had managed to convince Queen Somas to give up Sneakers to them. That Promised Oath—and its consequences—weighed heavily on his shoulders, though, and would remain a burden until he could get Sneakers to the nearest Jail.

It’s what Winter would have done, Cyclone thought. I just know he would do it. Doesn’t make it any easier to accept, though.


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

“You’re here to save someone?” I said. “Is it anyone I might know?”

Busker shook his head. “No. Doubt you’ve ever met her.”

“What about the people who kidnapped her?” I said. “It wasn’t Atmosfear or one of his goons, was it?”

“No,” said Busker, shaking his head again. “Don’t think those guys are involved. Actually, I know those guys aren’t involved.”

I tilted my head to the side. “How do you know that for sure?”

“Because SI Games kidnapped her,” said Stetho. “That’s why.”

I looked at Stetho in surprise. “Wait, SI Games kidnapped someone? And who are you? Are you helping Busker?”

“Yes,” said Stetho, nodding. “Forgive me for not introducing myself. My name is Stetho. At least, that’s the name I go by in Capes Online. I am a Hero and my Class is Combat Medic.”

“Combat Medic?” I said. “Never heard of it. I know what a Healer is, but not a Combat Medic.”

“Combat Medics are like a mixture of Fighters and Healers,” Stetho explained. “Like Healers, we can heal, but unlike Healers, we can actually fight and learn combat-related Powers and Skills.”

“That sounds really useful,” I said. “How come more players aren’t Combat Medics?”

“It has a few drawbacks,” said Stetho with a sigh. “For one, our Powers are weaker than either Fighters or Healers. Instead of being really good at fighting or really good at healing, we’re decent at both. Plus, it’s a fairly rare Class. Few players are assigned it upon playing the game and the mission that allows you to become a Combat Medic is both hard to find and even harder to complete. It took me ten tries before I pulled it off.”

I nodded. If Funky was here, I was sure he would have explained that Combat Medics were limited in their Powers in order to maintain balance in the game. Someone who could fight as well as Fighter and heal as well as Healer would be pretty broken and OP. Even with all of those limitations, however, I thought Stetho had a great Class that likely offered him a whole bunch of advantages over the rest of us, whatever its drawbacks might be.

“That’s still pretty cool,” I said, “but how did you end up in here? Same way that Busker did?”

Stetho shook his head. “No. I got here in a very different way than either of you. But that’s a story for another time. I think Busker should explain his story first.”

Okay, now I was intrigued. Why did Stetho not want to go into his own story now? I suppose we probably didn’t have all the time in the world for story time, but his mysterious refusal to explain how he got here caught my interest. Perhaps there would be time to ask him about it later.

Shifting my attention back to Busker, I said, “Okay, let’s start from the beginning. Who are you trying to rescue?”

“Her name is Diana,” said Busker. “She’s another player. She’s … she’s my girlfriend.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Weren’t you dating a goth chick named Stephanie or something a while ago?”

“We broke up four months ago,” said Busker with a shrug. “Turned out she was seeing some other guy on the side and only wanted me for my fame and money. We had a pretty amicable break up if you don’t count the screaming and shouting.”

I frowned, but couldn’t say I was surprised. Stephanie had always seemed like a bad person to me and I couldn’t understand what Busker had seen in her. “Okay, so who’s Diana?”

“Another streamer I met on Capes Online,” said Busker. “She plays as a Shooter called Eagle Eye. Her streaming channel basically just consists of her pulling off all kinds of impossible shots, like shooting a bull’s eyes target five miles away, hitting a tin can on the other side of a busy intersection at rush hour, and taking down really difficult bosses in cool and original ways. She’s not as popular as me, but I think she could have gotten more subscribers eventually.”

“How did you two meet?” I said.

“We met at the Capes Online Streamers Convention,” said Busker. “Ever heard of it?”

I shook my head. “No. I didn’t even know you guys had a convention.”

“Well, we do,” said Busker. “It’s where all of the best CO streamers go to network, meet fans, sign autographs, and make big announcements. Gets around one hundred thousand attendees each year. Oh, and SI Games usually makes big announcements there, too, which is another reason to go. It’s crazy and expensive, but a hell of a lot of fun.”

I was well aware that Capes Online had a thriving streaming scene due to how entertaining the game could be, but frankly, I wasn’t really into streaming or watching others stream myself. It was probably because I was too busy living my life in Capes Online to care about what others were doing. Even so, I knew that some of those streamers were stupid rich. I’d considered trying to make a career out of streaming to earn a little extra money, but it seemed to me that the most successful streamers were great entertainers as well as great gamers, and frankly I didn’t consider myself entertaining enough to build a thriving streaming scene.

“So what happened to her?” I said. “How did she end up here?”

“I’m getting there,” said Busker with a wave of his hand. “So anyway, we met at the convention and got along really well. I asked her out and we had an awesome date. We didn’t announce our relationship until after the convention was over, though, but rumors leaked out to the press, so when we finally announced our relationship to the world, pretty much everyone already knew it. Which was fine, even though it ruined the surprise. Still one of the biggest videos on my channel with over ten million views, though.”

I shook my head. Not because I was displeased that Busker had found a woman he loved. No, that was a good thing. I was simply bemused at the idea that my younger brother was a celebrity in his own right down to people even spreading rumors about his relationships. No one ever spread rumors about the relationships of police cops except for their friends and family. It was a world I didn’t really understand, but I guess I didn’t need to, seeing as we were both stuck in the game now.

“So what happened to Eagle Eye?” I said.

Busker looked down at his lap. His hands balled into fists, which worried me a little because Busker was rarely upset about anything. “The government happened to her.”

I blinked. “The government? What did the government do to her?”

Busker looked up at me. The anger on his face made him look like he was about to lose his mind and start shouting at me. “The Department of Virtual Reality deleted her when she got too close to the truth.”

“The truth?” I said. “Truth about what?”

“About Project Second Life,” said Busker. “About what it’s really for. She was the one who found out about Sally and told me about her.”

My heart raced. “You mean you know why Sally is here in Capes Online?”

Busker shook his head. “No. I still don’t. Not really. Eagle Eye does, though. She told me as much. Which is why she got deleted.”

“Was she part of Digitus like you?” I said.

“Yep,” said Busker with a nod. “She’s the one who recruited me into the organization in the first place. Like me, she was given a chip that allowed her mind to be uploaded to Capes Online, which is how she ended up here when she got deleted.”

I frowned. “Is that why you joined the Hackers? Because you thought they might be able to help you find her?”

Busker nodded again. “Exactly. Of course, I’ve found out since then that those guys aren’t nearly as good as I first thought, but back then I thought they could help me. After all, hacking is pretty much the only way for a player to gain access to the Junkyard short of getting actually deleted. Which is how I got here, although it doesn’t explain how you got here, bro.”

“Same way you did,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “I got deleted by some guy named Paradox—”

“Paradox?” Busker interrupted me, his eyes narrowing. “His name was Paradox? Are you absolutely sure about that, bro?”

Both Busker and Stetho were looking at me with intense interest. I felt like they were trying to read my mind. It was very uncomfortable, but I managed to say, “Yeah, do you know him?”

“Know of him,” said Busker. “Never actually met the guy myself, but I’ve heard … rumors in the hacker scene of an anomaly known as Paradox existing in the code of Capes Online.”

“An anomaly?” I repeated. “So he’s not an NPC or player?”

“No one knows for sure,” said Busker. “My personal theory is that he’s another unfinished NPC like Dark Kosmos who was let out too early and became glitched or corrupted somehow. Stetho here thinks he’s just the result of a bunch of junk data given form because there are rumors Paradox came from the Junkyard.”

“It’s a good theory,” said Stetho in a defensive tone that told me he was used to arguing about this. “It’s happened before. The Junkyard has been known to produce glitches before, glitches arising from all of the deleted data interacting with each other in unexpected ways. Paradox could easily be one such glitch.

Then Busker leaned forward, his hands on his knees. “But do you know what’s really weird about Paradox? SI Games keeps censoring players who try to talk about him. Make a thread on the Capes Online Forum and it gets deleted and your account banned. Try to start a private chat on the CO servers for you and your friends to discuss him and it gets closed down and your chat privileges revoked. Even worse, try adding a page on the Capes Online Wiki under the Rumors section for all of the theories about Paradox and lose your entire account. And they’ve been doing this for years, as far as I can tell.”

“Why would SI Games want to keep players from talking about a possible glitch in their system?” I said. “I would think SI Games would want us to report these glitches to them so they can fix them.”

I was thinking about the Glitch Elimination Task Force when I said that. The Capes Online Glitch Elimination Task Force—usually just shortened to the Task Force—was a group of elite and high-leveled players employed directly by SI Games to deal with any in-game glitches in Capes Online, usually by force. I’d had more than a few run-ins with the Task Force since entering Capes Online and I always dreaded fighting them. But I wondered if even the Task Force would be able to fight Paradox, who, like the Avatars, seemed immune to damage from ordinary player characters.

“Exactly, bro,” said Busker. “We’re not sure even the government knows about him. That’s how secret Paradox is.”

“Which is funny, considering how closely SI Games works with the Department of Virtual Reality and their counterparts in foreign governments for Project Second Life and other issues,” said Stetho sardonically. “Guess even SI Games doesn’t trust the Department entirely. Which is wise. Never trust government. Ever.”

Given all of my negative experiences with the Department so far, I couldn’t argue with that. It did make me wonder just how bad Paradox was that SI Games didn’t even want the government to know about Paradox. Then again, seeing how scary Paradox was, I had to admit I couldn’t blame them.

“But you actually saw Paradox?” said Busker. “What was he like?”

I remembered back to the roof of the Royal Tower where Cy and I had come face-to-face with Paradox. “He was … different. He couldn’t be harmed like normal players. You could hit him even with an Ultimate Power and I think it wouldn’t even scratch him. Talked in a monotone most of the time. And he couldn’t be Scanned, although his Alignment was apparently Unaligned.”

Busker whistled. “So all of the rumors are true. I didn’t know he could actually delete characters, though.”

“Yeah,” I said, nodding. I put a hand on my chest. “He just touched my chest, said ‘Delete,’ and then I ended up here. And he didn’t send Cy with me, either, or any of my other friends. Thought I was on my own in here until I ran into you two.”

“Don’t worry, bro,” said Busker, clasping my shoulder with his hand. “As long as you stick with us, we’ll get out of here in no time. We’ve already got that part of the plan figured out, right, Stetho?”

“If by ‘figured out’ you mean were hoping for God himself to step in and save us, then sure, we’ve got it all figured out,” said Stetho in a sarcastic voice.

I sighed, but couldn’t help but smile. That sounded just like my brother, who was always the more impulsive of us. Unlike me, Busker didn’t usually think things through before doing them. It could be really irritating at times, but at the same time, it was nice to know that Busker hadn’t changed.

“So do all our Powers, Skills, and Equipment still work here?” I said, glancing at my character screen briefly.

“Yep,” said Busker, nodding, “but you’ve got to be careful. There aren’t any shops where you can buy stuff. Nor do we have a Base to retreat to. And, of course, death is final here, unlike in Capes Online, so you have to be even more careful than usual.”

“I see,” I said. “Well, where is Eagle Eye? Are we going to go rescue her now or—?”

“Definitely, bro,” said Busker. He stood up. “As a matter of fact, Stetho and I were on our way to rescue her when we saw you under attack by those Mist Wolves. And with your help, I think our chances of saving Eagle Eye just went up, like, fifty percent.”

“How do you figure those calculations?” asked Stetho, looking up at Busker in confusion.

“I pulled them right out of my—”

The building we stood in suddenly shook. I started and looked around, while both Busker and Stetho exchanged quick but significant looks that told me they knew exactly what was going on here.

“What was that?” I said, looking at the two of them. “An earthquake?”

Busker shook his head. “No. Much worse than that. It’s—”

Busker was interrupted again when the rooftop above us was ripped off the building, sending dust and debris falling all over us. Putting my arms over my head to protect my skull from getting hit, I looked up to see what had just torn the roof off.

At first, I couldn’t see anything thanks to the thick cloud of dust that swirled above us. But then two red lights flashed on, visible through the dust above us, and drew closer until the huge face of a mechanical giant appeared through the dust cloud, glaring down at us like we were a bunch of rats.


CHAPTER NINE

 

“Home sweet home!” said Cyclone, spreading his arms wide as he, Sally, Funky, Gears, Monkey Wrench, and Sneakers emerged out into Winter’s Base. “Man, it feels like forever since I got to say that!”

As everyone filed out of the Base’s bathroom, Cyclone bounced forward and peered over the railing separating the living quarters from the rest of Warehouse 13. He was pleased to see that Warehouse 13 looked pretty much exactly the same as it did the last time they were here. The kitchen and all its utensils were untouched, the dining room table and chairs were still set up the way he liked, and even the sofa and armchairs were totally spotless. He took in a deep breath, taking in the warehouse’s concrete and dusty scent, and sighed.

“This is Nyle’s Base?” said Sally. She stopped beside Cyclone and looked down at the warehouse with curiosity. “I didn’t know he lived in a warehouse.”

“It’s not just a warehouse, Sally,” said Cyclone. He swept an arm across the entirety of the warehouse. “It’s our home. It is where great Heroes like Winter come back to rest after a long day of dishing out justice on the streets of Adventure City. To call it merely a warehouse would be—”

“Accurate,” said Gears, stopping on his other side. She leaned against the railing, a very unimpressed look on her face. “It’s even less impressive than I remembered. Honestly, Winter should have asked me to renovate the place. There’s potential, but he wasted it by making it seem more like a home than a real Hero Base. It doesn’t even have security lasers. What kind of self-respecting Base doesn’t have security lasers?”

“It’s not that boring,” said Cyclone somewhat defensively. “Besides, it’s not good to speak ill of the dead. Er, the deleted. Er …. Well, whatever Winter is now.”

“Whatever,” said Gears. “Once Winter gets back, I am going to sit him down and explain to him exactly why he needs my help if he’s ever going to amount to more than just a basic Hero. As everyone knows, all real Heroes have elaborate Bases with a variety of traps and security systems to ensnare intruders. It’s Heroism 101.”

“That, I presume, will be done later,” said Funky, taking a place beside Gears. “Remember, we still have to log off.”

“I know,” said Gears with a wave of her hand. “But look at this place. It’s offensive how plain and boring it is.”

“Everyone’s Base is different,” said Funky. “Sometimes, boring is best.”

Gears snorted. “Sounds just like what someone with a boring Base would say. What’s your Base? A shack in the middle of nowhere?”

“A little fancier than that,” said Funky, “but it doesn’t really matter. Now that we’re here, it’s time for me to log off.”

Gears pushed herself off the railing. “Same here. I’ve got things to do back in the real world that desperately require my attention. But I’ll try to get back online as soon as possible.”

Gears raised a hand to log off, but then Cyclone raised his own hand and said, “Wait a minute. Gears, can’t we use your Trackers to find Winter?”

Gears paused and looked at Cyclone in confusion. “My what?”

“Trackers,” said Cyclone. He gestured at the identical star-shaped metallic devices on their chests. “Remember? Before everyone logged off earlier, you gave us these Trackers so the others could find us when they got back online.”

“Oh, that,” said Gears. “Not sure it will work if Winter is actually deleted, but it’s worth a shot.”

Gears pulled out her Finder device and quickly pressed a few buttons before shaking her head. “Nope. Looks like he’s completely outside the range of my Finder. Of course, my Finder’s range is rather limited, so maybe if I figured out how to increase the range, I could—”

“Nah,” said Funky, shaking his head. “If Winter is where I think he is, then it doesn’t matter how powerful your Finder’s range is. There’s only one way to find Winter now and that’s by finding a hacker who can take us to where he was sent.”

“The Junkyard,” said Cyclone. “Right?”

“Right,” said Funky. His eyes suddenly became distant and he started tapping an invisible keyboard in the air that they couldn’t see. “Anyway, I’m sending messages to the rest of the Team informing them of what’s going on. Hopefully at least some of them will come back online to help you guys while we’re away.”

Cyclone breathed a sigh of relief at that. Although he was sure that no one should be able to enter Winter’s Base without permission, he had still been worried about being left alone here with Sally. Neither of them were very strong. If Atmosfear—or God forbid, Paradox—decided to show up on their front doorstep, Cyclone wasn’t sure what they would do. But if the other members of Team Winter showed up, then maybe they were going to be okay after all.

“There,” said Funky with a final tap of his invisible keyboard. “All messages sent.”

“Which means it’s time for me to go,” said Gears. She waved at everyone. “Bye, everyone. This little adventure certainly wasn’t what I would call fun, but it was, er, interesting.”

With that, Gears blinked out of existence. Monkey Wrench also disappeared, most likely sent back to Gears’ Base.

“Time for me to go as well,” said Funky. “See you guys later. And don’t be afraid to send me a message if you need any help.”

With another wave, Funky also disappeared, along with Lennox, who was probably sent back to Funky’s Base.

That left just Cyclone, Sally, and Sneakers. Normally, Cyclone wouldn’t have minded being alone with two hot women, but he found himself feeling kind of awkward around Sneakers, especially when she looked over at him and said, “Why did you do it?”

“Do what?” said Cyclone, startled.

Sneakers jerked a thumb over her shoulder at the bathroom. “Save me from the Dwellers back there. What game are you trying to play?”

“Game?” said Cyclone. He looked around wildly. “I don’t see any controllers or consoles. I don’t even see any board games.”

“Don’t lie to me,” said Sneakers, folding her arms over her chest. “Heroes never save Villains. Nor do Hero Sidekicks. Why did you save me?”

Cyclone bit his lower lip. “Because that’s what Winter would have done … I think.”

Sneakers raised an eyebrow. “So you just mindlessly copy whatever you think Winter would have done? Can’t say I am surprised to hear that. Sidekicks are generally not known for their independent thought.”

“Hey, why don’t you show him a little more gratitude?” said Sally, glaring at Sneakers. “He didn’t have to save you back there, you know. He could have just left you to rot in whatever dungeon Somas would have put you in. Or even worse, left you to die. A ‘thank you’ might be in order.”

Cyclone was surprised but pleased to see Sally come to his defense. He remembered what Winter had once told him about how Sally always stood up for her friends. He now understood why boss liked her so much.

Sneakers rolled her eyes. “Whatever you say, lassie. I just know enough about the world to know that most people rarely do any out of the goodness of their hearts. Like me Catholic mum always used to say, the heart is desperately wicked.”

“Says the Thief,” said Sally.

Now it was Sneakers’ turn to glare at Sally. “You sure are mouthy for a gal who can’t fight.”

“Oh, I can fight,” said Sally, holding up her fists. “I might not be a Hero, but I’m not afraid of ungrateful bullies like you, either.”

A knife fell from Sneakers’ sleeve into her right hand. “Then maybe you might want to show me some of those fighting moves. It would be interesting to see how long a wee gal like you could last in a fight.”

Oh my god, Cyclone thought, looking between Sally and Sneakers as they glared daggers at each other, I might get to witness a catfight for the first time in my life. And if they start tearing off each other’s clothes … oh, man. Where’s the popcorn when you need it?

But then Cyclone’s fantasies about Sally and Sneakers’ inevitable catfight were ruined when that small, persistent voice in the back of his mind that he always thought of as his conscience asked him if Winter would let them fight each other. Especially inside his own Base.

With a sigh, Cyclone thought, No, Winter probably wouldn’t. Then again, Winter isn’t here, so—

Doesn’t matter, his conscience told him. Break up the fight now before things get out of hand.

Okay, Cyclone thought with a slight huff.

Stepping in between Sally and Sneakers, Cyclone held up his hands and said, “Ladies, please. There’s no need to fight. We’re all friends here. And friends always make love rather than war.”

Both Sally and Sneakers looked at Cyclone in confusion.

“What?” said Sally.

“What did you just say we should do, you little leprechaun wannabee?” asked Sneakers, raising her dagger above her head.

Cyclone quickly raised his hands in a defensive position. “Uh, I just meant that you two shouldn’t fight. We’re all friends here and—”

“I don’t consider either of you blokes my friend,” said Sneakers. She lowered her knife to her side. “But you’re right. I don’t have time to waste fighting a silly girl like this one here. I’ve got more important things to do, like get back to my Hideout and see if my Sidekick isn’t being the lazy arse he usually is. Bye.”

With that, Sneakers leaped over the railing and landed on the floor below before taking off toward the front door, through which she exited the Base.

But before she left, Sneakers looked over her shoulder at Cyclone one last time and said, “And thanks for saving me. That still doesn’t make us friends, but I appreciate not becoming dinner for an obese lizard person.”

Then Sneakers slammed the door closed behind her and she was gone, leaving Cyclone and Sally standing by themselves in the Base.

Sally huffed. “Glad she’s gone. I can’t stand women like her.”

“I dunno,” said Cyclone as he scratched his nose. “She’s kind of rude, but she’s also kind of hot, so it all balances out in my opinion.”

“I don’t care how hot she is as long as she never comes back here,” said Sally, shaking her head. “Can’t believe how rude and ungrateful she was. Really gets on my nerves.”

“But she did thank me for saving her from Queen Somas,” Cyclone pointed out. “So she can’t be all that bad.”

“Maybe, but …” Sally shook her head. “Never mind. I’m just glad she’s gone.” Then she looked at Cyclone. “Hey, can I use the shower? I haven’t showered in ages and I’m all grimy and gross.”

“Go ahead,” said Cyclone, gesturing at the entrance to the bathroom. “And don’t be afraid to sleep in Winter’s room if you want. Not like he’s here to use it.”

“Thanks,” said Sally.

Sally then turned and walked back into the bathroom, closing the door tightly behind her on her way in. A soft click told Cyclone that Sally had locked the bathroom door, which meant that he probably wasn’t going to get a chance to see her naked. Not that Cyclone had been intending to see her naked. After all, she was still technically Winter’s girl. He definitely was not going to spend any time imagining her naked in the shower, no sir, and most definitely not naked in the shower with Sneakers, either, in compromising positions that he would most definitely not like to look at.

To keep his mind pure, Cyclone decided to distribute his PPs and SPs. He had, after all, just leveled up. His character growth was set on Auto, which meant that Cyclone was in charge of his own stat distribution, rather than Winter.

Opening his character sheet, Cyclone quickly scanned his current layout:

Secret Identity: Cyclone

Real Identity: Joseph Franco

Level: 15

EXP: 0/15,543 (15,543 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 2

Available Power Points: 1

Alignment: Hero [Sidekick]

Class: Speedster

Type: Wind

Reputation: Household Name

Powers: Flight [Level 2. Next Level: 10 PP], Sweet Scent [Level 1], Gust [Level 1. Next Level: 5 PP], Tornado [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 6], Dodge [Level 5], Perception [Level 2]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 2]

Equipment: Eagle Wings, Capture Ropes

Health: 20

Stamina: 10

Strength: 14

Defense: 5

Charisma: 2

Intelligence: 8

Agility: 20

Evasion: 20

Accuracy: 10

Dexterity: 12

Energy: 13

Luck: 0

HERO STATS

Courage: 6

Justice: 1

Trust: 1

Fame: 500

Willpower: 1

Cyclone stroked his chin thoughtfully. As a Sidekick, he was only about half as strong as Winter and only earned half the PPs and SPs that Winter did. It limited his growth by quite a bit, but Cyclone was used to that. Even so, he wished he was stronger. He would need to be stronger if Winter was gone. Right now, he was the only thing standing between Sally and the various bad guys who wanted to kidnap or hurt her. Yet he didn’t have nearly enough PPs and SPs to make himself as strong as he wanted to be.

Guess you gotta make do with what you got, Cyclone thought with a sigh.

As with most things in life, Cyclone didn’t give this too much thought. He dropped both SPs into Strength, bringing his total up to 16, and then dropped his one PP into Gust, thus leaving him with only 4 more PP until it leveled up. Gust was one of his most used attacks and, if he was going to make it become stronger, he would need to get it as strong as possible.

With that out of the way, Cyclone reviewed his character sheet again:

Secret Identity: Cyclone

Real Identity: Joseph Franco

Level: 15

EXP: 0/15,543 (15,543 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 0

Available Power Points: 0

Alignment: Hero [Sidekick]

Class: Speedster

Type: Wind

Reputation: Household Name

Powers: Flight [Level 2. Next Level: 10 PP], Sweet Scent [Level 1], Gust [Level 1. Next Level: 4 PP], Tornado [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 6], Dodge [Level 5], Perception [Level 2]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 2]

Equipment: Eagle Wings, Capture Ropes

Health: 20

Stamina: 10

Strength: 16

Defense: 5

Charisma: 2

Intelligence: 8

Agility: 20

Evasion: 20

Accuracy: 10

Dexterity: 12

Energy: 13

Luck: 0

HERO STATS

Courage: 6

Justice: 1

Trust: 1

Fame: 500

Willpower: 1

He was still rather weak, all things considered, but he was at least a little bit stronger now. He wondered if he could still accept and complete missions even without Winter. It would be a quicker way to gain more SPs and PPs, maybe even get some awesome new Equipment that could make him stronger.

I can make Promised Oaths without boss, Cy thought. Then he started. Wait a minute. I promised to take Sneakers to Jail, but instead I let her leave the Base. Does that mean I failed to complete the Promised Oath? The Oath didn’t give me an exact timeline on when I should bring her to Jail, and hey, I’m still alive, but I wonder how long I can let Sneakers walk around free before—

His thoughts were interrupted by a loud, insistent knock coming from the front door. It was so loud that it almost sounded like someone was using a battering ram to knock. At the same time, he heard the shower turn on in the bathroom behind him, signifying that Sally had started taking her shower.

Curious about who could possibly be knocking, Cyclone flew across the warehouse and landed in front of the door in a perfect landing. Opening the door, Cyclone said, “Who’s—”

Cyclone stopped speaking as soon as he opened the door. He found himself face-to-face with the business end of a rifle … aimed directly at his forehead.


CHAPTER TEN

 

I had never seen anything like the mechanical giant peering down at us through the dust. Twin red optics peered out from its metallic skull, its jaw stuck in a perpetual grin. It had to be four or five stories tall, with shoulders as broad as a fortress wall and long, oddly spindly arms, which held the roof of our hideout in clawed hands.

Hovering above the giant’s head was the nametag [SKULL MECHA], prompting me to Scan it to see if I could get any more useful information on it. To my surprise, it actually did have retrievable Scan data:

Skull Mecha

LEVEL: 150

ALIGNMENT: Unaligned

CLASS: Mecha

TYPE: Metal

WEAK POINT: Joints

WEAKNESS: Ice

RARITY: Very rare

Although the rise of Heroes to counter the crime sprees of Villains has been met with mostly positive reception from the public, governments and mega-corporations across the globe still don’t entirely trust these lone vigilantes to defend Citizens from terror. In response, Synth Group was commissioned to create Skull Mechas, gigantic mechas piloted by trained personnel that can go toe-to-toe with even the most dangerous Villains and come out on top. Some rumors suggest that Skull Mechas will go after Heroes and Villains alike, making their use a very controversial topic in most modern First World countries.

“Crap,” said Busker, looking up at the Skull Mecha with dread. “It’s him.”

“Him?” I said, looking at Busker. “You mean you’ve run into this thing before?”

“Not the Mecha itself,” said Busker, shaking his head. “But it’s pilot.”

“Pilot?” I said.

My question was answered as soon as a voice rang out from the Skull Mecha’s mouth like a loudspeaker. “Ah, so there you are, hackers! I thought you might have been behind the slaughter of that pack of Mist Wolves back there. But I didn’t expect to get both of you at once, and an extra third guy I don’t recognize. Must be my birthday.”

“Who the hell are you?” I shouted up at the Skull Mecha. “Why don’t you show us your actual face? Unless you’re content to hide behind that big dumb robot of yours.”

A chuckle came from the Skull Mecha’s speakers. “Not going to work that way, snowman. I know you’re just trying to trick me into showing myself so you can kill me. I didn’t become Chief Enforcer of the Junkyard Skull Mecha Corps by letting low-leveled newbs like you fool me into letting my guard down. But if you want a name, call me Metal Klock.”

“Hi, Barry,” said Busker, waving up at the Skull Mecha. “Nice to see you again! Well, not really. Just as ugly-looking as ever.”

The Skull Mecha’s eyes flashed. “Don’t. Call. Me. Barry.”

The Skull Mecha threw the roof away and then brought one of its massive fists down on us. The three of us just barely managed to Dodge the fist as it smashed into and through the floor of our hideout, leaving a gap, fist-sized hole in the floor that we could easily fall into if we weren’t careful.

“Whoa,” I said, looking at the hole in the floor with wide eyes. “Do you guys know him?”

“We’ve had a few run-ins with him in the past,” said Busker, standing next to me. His sunglasses were askew, but he quickly readjusted them as the Skull Mecha pulled its fist out of our base. “He’s a member of SI Games’ Junkyard Corps.”

“Junkyard Corps?” I said. “Who are they?”

“Kind of like the Glitch Elimination Task Force back in the main game,” said Busker, dusting off his leather jacket, “only their jurisdiction is limited to the Junkyard. Basically, they eliminate or capture anyone who shouldn’t be here. They really hate hackers who send people here because no one is supposed to get into the Junkyard without SI Games’ permission. As you can tell, Barry and I have something of a history together.”

“A history?” Metal Klock shouted, his voice amplified by the Skull Mecha’s loudspeakers. “If you mean knocking an entire skyscraper over onto me and leaving me for dead for ten days counts as ‘history,’ then sure, we have one together. But soon, I’m gonna make you history.”

Another fist came crashing down, but this time we were forced to flee into the next room. The three of us ran as fast as we could past overturned desks, scattered papers, and smashed computers, although I had no idea where we were going or if we were going anywhere at all. I could still hear the Skull Mecha outside, its mechanical joints creaking as it attempted to come after us.

“How do we beat it?” I said to Busker as we ran.

Busker looked at me with a grin as we passed through an open doorway into what looked like a break room. “Beat it? Not possible. None of us are strong enough to beat a Skull Mecha. That’s what’s so fun about it.”

“Fun?” I said in shock. “I don’t know what your definition of fun is, Joe, but running away from a killer death robot piloted by a guy with a personal grudge against you is not my idea of it.”

“Busker’s exaggerating a little,” Stetho said, his voice slightly out of breath as we entered yet another sideways room. “It is possible to beat Skull Mechas, but it requires deft and intelligent use of your environment.”

“Like bringing a skyscraper down on top of one and leaving them trapped under it for ten days?” I said.

“Yep!” said Busker cheerfully. He chuckled. “That was funny. We should do that again sometime.”

“Why don’t we do that again now?” I said, glancing over my shoulder. “That way, we won’t have to keep running from—”

I was interrupted when one of the Skull Mecha’s hands smashed through the ceiling above. Busker and Stetho avoided it by Dodging to the side, but I was too slow and the Skull Mecha grabbed me and yanked me out of the hole. With one free hand, I started beating on the fist even as it raised me into the air, but even my Super Strength did nothing to lower its Health bar even slightly.

“Lookit what we got here,” said Metal Klock as he raised me up to the eye level of his mecha. “You’re not Busker Burn or Stetho, but seeing as you’re hanging out with them, I think it’s safe to assume you’re one of their accomplices. Squeezing you to death will be—”

“Hold on a minute, boss!” came an overly cheerful female voice with a British accent from the mecha’s speakers. “Don’t kill him just yet. I think that man is Winter!”

“What did I tell you about interrupting me when I’m in the middle of squishing criminals, Bubbles?” said Metal Klock, his voice coming out of the speakers now.

“My deepest apologies, sir, but I just had to point out that he looks just like Winter,” the female voice, which apparently belonged to someone named Bubbles, said eagerly. “You know, the Hero who defeated Dark Kosmos?”

The Skull Mecha stopped squeezing me so much, but it didn’t let go of me. Instead, the Skull Mecha brought me closer to its face, as if it was trying to examine me more closely than before.

 “Huh,” said Metal Klock. “You’re right. This guy is Winter, the same one who defeated Dark Kosmos. Didn’t recognize him for a second there.”

“See? I was right,” said Bubbles. Then, addressing me, she said, “So sorry for trying to kill you, Mr. Winter. My name is Bubbles and I am Metal Klock’s Sidekick. I’m also a huge fan of yours, simply the biggest, and I’ve always wanted to meet you in the flesh, although I have to admit that I never dreamed I would ever meet you under circumstances like these.”

“Would you ask for his autograph later, Bubbles?” said Metal Klock sharply. “I don’t care if he saved the entire universe from Dark Kosmos. Fact is he’s in the Junkyard, someplace he’s definitely not supposed to be, and he’s clearly in league with Busker Burn and Stetho, two glitchers who need to be deleted. I’m not going to let him go just because he’s one of the most famous players in all of Capes Online.”

“But he’s so cool,” said Bubbles in a whiny voice. “Couldn’t we take him to the Floating Fortress and imprison him there?”

“You remember our orders,” said Metal Klock. “We kill anyone who isn’t supposed to be here. I don’t remember being told to spare someone’s life if they’re famous enough.”

Listening to Metal Klock and Bubbles argue with each other like that was surreal, mostly because I still couldn’t see them and both of their voices came from the same speakers. As a result, I felt like I was watching the Skull Mecha argue with itself, although it still hadn’t loosened its grip on me or put me down. Still, their argument was a good opportunity for me to figure out how to free myself.

Putting one hand on the Skull Mecha’s thumb, I activated Freezing Touch. In a flash, the Skull Mecha’s thumb froze over and I smashed it with a well-placed punch, which gave me the freedom I needed to fly out of the Skull Mecha’s hand.

“Hey, wait!” Metal Klock shouted. “Get back here! Great, Bubbles, look what you did now. Let him get away because you couldn’t stop arguing with me.”

“I’m the one who couldn’t stop arguing?” said Bubbles in an offended voice. “You’re the bigger arguer than me. I’ve heard you arguing with your wife before about how to tie your shoelaces.”

“Ex-wife, you mean,” Metal Klock said with a snarl. “And for the record, I was right about how to tie my shoelaces, so—”

While those two continued to argue, I landed on the roof below and dashed forward, hoping to reunite with Busker and Stetho as soon as possible. I didn’t know where we could possibly hide from such a gigantic enemy, but at this point, I didn’t care. No way was I going to let those two crush me like an ant.

But then the shadow of the Skull Mecha passed over me and I looked over my shoulder just in time to see its fist coming at me again. I leaped forward, just barely avoiding the Skull Mecha’s fist, which smashed through the building underneath me.

“Missed him again!” said Metal Klock. “He’s a fast one and he’s not even a Speedster.”

Rising to my feet, I looked over my shoulder and fired an Ice Beam at the head of the Skull Mecha. The Ice Beam hit it in the forehead and even managed to take off a couple of points of Health, but then the Skull Mecha ripped its fist out of the building and raised it above its head again, aiming directly for me this time.

But then Busker exploded out from one of the windows under my feet and began flying around the Skull Mecha, peppering its huge mechanical form with fireball after fireball. The fireballs exploded against the Skull Mecha’s thick armor, which did even less damage against it than my own attacks. Still, it seemed to work as a distraction, because the Skull Mecha started waving its arms around in an obvious attempt to knock Busker out of the air. But Busker was quick and agile, easily dodging the Skull Mecha’s huge, clumsy hands with little difficulty.

“Gotta try harder than that if you’re gonna hit me, Klock!” Busker shouted as he shot more fireballs at the Skull Mecha. “I feel like you’re not even trying to hit me anymore!”

A loud grunt of anger came from the Skull Mecha’s speakers, but it still kept swinging its hands in an attempt to hit Busker.

That was when a firm hand fell on my shoulder and, looking over my shoulder, I saw Stetho standing behind me with an urgent look on his face.

“What are you waiting for?” said Stetho. “Busker’s distracting Klock and Bubbles. Let’s get out of here before they try to catch us again.”

“But Busker is my brother,” I said, gesturing up into the sky at Busker as he flew around. “I don’t want to abandon him. He needs my help.”

“He’ll be fine,” said Stetho. “Busker can take care of himself. He’ll meet up with us again later.”

As soon as Stetho said that, however, the Skull Mecha suddenly lashed out and hit Busker in the face. Busker crashed down to the ground, creating a small cloud of dust upon impact with the ground. Although his Health was still over half full, it was pretty clear to me that the Skull Mecha had knocked Busker out. The Skull Mecha raised its clawed fists above its head, clearly about to smash and finish off Busker under its fists.

Without hesitation, I launched myself into the air with Flight and fired twin Ice Beams at the Skull Mecha. The twin Ice Beams struck the Skull Mecha in the shoulder, taking off a small amount of Health. Not enough to seriously injure it, but enough to make the Skull Mecha turn its attention away from Busker to look at me as I landed on the ground again.

“You are seriously looking for a beating, huh?” said Metal Klock. “Then I’ll give you the beating of your life.”

The Skull Mecha’s mouth hinged open like a snake’s and what appeared to be an oversized version of my own Energy Cannon extended out and aimed directly at me. Then a glowing red circle appeared underneath my feet and I got this notification all of a sudden:

[Skull Mecha] has taken Aim! Countdown to cannon fire: 5 … 4 … 3 … 2 … 1 …

Before I could react, the Skull Mecha fired a full-sized purple energy beam directly at me.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

The barrel of the rifle felt uncomfortably cold against Cyclone’s forehead even through the material of his mask. His eyes screwed up as he tried to focus on the rifle, but it was hard to get a good look at it when it was so close to his head. Not that he really needed to, anyway. At this distance, even a single shot would instantly kill him.

More importantly, however, was the figure holding the gun. He was tall, probably the tallest person Cyclone had ever seen in his life, with practically no muscle definition whatsoever. Thick goggles that resembled the eyes of an eagle peered down at Cyclone through the sights of his gun, while a scarf was wrapped around his neck. His leather jacket fit loosely around his body, while his arms were covered in black feathers like those of a bird. The thick army boots on his feet looked almost comically large, but right now even Cyclone wasn’t in the mood to joke about that.

Because Cyclone recognized the man, all right, even without reading his golden nametag: [ANTI-HERO TARGETMAN]

Cyclone gulped. “Well, uh, hi there, Targetman. Long time, no see.”

Targetman, of course, didn’t point the gun away from Cyclone’s forehead or even smile. He simply said, in a thick Ukrainian accent, “I am not in the mood to talk, Sidekick. I came here for one reason and one reason only: To eliminate a pesky glitch.”

Cyclone’s eyes darted back and forth. “Uh, I don’t see any glitches around here.”

“Don’t be stupid,” said Targetman. “When I say I am here to eliminate a glitch, I am referring to you.”

Targetman’s finger pulled down on the trigger of his gun, but Cyclone slammed the door shut on Targetman right before he got shot. The dull sound of a bullet hitting metal could be heard on the other side of the door, which was now slightly dented from where Targetman had shot it.

Not good, Cyclone thought, backing away from the front door as quickly as possible. What the heck is Targetman doing here and why does he think I am a glitch? Oh, well. At least he can’t get into the Base without Winter’s or my permission.

As soon as Cyclone thought that, the front door exploded. He ducked at the last possible second, narrowly avoiding getting his head torn off by the flying metal door. The door crashed into the sofa behind him, smashing the soft couch into a million pieces, but Cyclone’s eyes weren’t on the destroyed sofa behind him. His eyes were on the smoking front door of the Base, or at least where the front door had once stood. Now there was just a smoking threshold obscuring his view of the outside.

But then Targetman strode through the smoke, and he wasn’t alone, either. Walking on his left was a full-sized female robot with a human brain visible through the dome on her head, her four arms wielding guns as the nametag [SIDEKICK MECHBETH] hovered over her head. Cyclone recognized Mechbeth as Targetman’s Sidekick, which just made this situation even worse for him, given how powerful she was despite being a Sidekick.

“Locked doors are hardly a challenge for us,” said Targetman, coming to a stop several feet from Cyclone. He brushed some dust off his shoulders. “As a member of the Glitch Elimination Task Force, I have been granted automatic privileges to enter any Base or Hideout in the game without needing the approval of the Base or Hideout owner. You might as well have invited me in for tea for all the good closing the door on me did.”

Cyclone gulped. Targetman was indeed a member of the Capes Online Glitch Elimination Task Force, a task force consisting of some of the best players in the game whose entire job was to hunt down and eliminate any glitches that threatened the integrity of Capes Online. In particular, Cyclone and Winter had quite a bit of history with Targetman, but the last time they saw him they left on friendly terms. Cyclone would never have guessed in a million years that Targetman would come after him now that Winter was gone.

“Look, man, you’ve got the wrong guy,” said Cyclone, putting a hand on his chest. “I’m no glitch. I’ve never done anything glitchy. I don’t even like glitches. You must have mistaken me for someone else.”

Targetman shook his head swiftly. “No, I know I got the right person. As everyone knows, when a player’s account is deleted or closed down, their Sidekick becomes an ordinary Civilian until they are assigned to or recruited by another player. Yet you are still a Sidekick, despite Winter’s recent deletion.”

“Oh,” said Cyclone, glancing up at his own nametag, which read [SIDEKICK CYCLONE]. “Uh, would you look at that? I honestly didn’t notice.”

“Don’t lie,” said Targetman sharply. “If there’s one thing I hate more than glitches, it’s glitches that lie. And you just lied.”

Targetman took aim with his rifle again, but Cyclone held up his hands and said, “Wait, wait! How did you know that Winter was deleted? That just happened recently.”

“The Task Force received a report from SI Games that Winter had been deleted but that his Sidekick was still active for some reason,” said Targetman without moving his gun. “I was given the task of eliminating you. It is assumed that something interrupted the normal process of stripping a Sidekick of his or her title when Winter was deleted. Therefore, I will kill you and we will see if that causes the system to respawn you as a Civilian.”

Cyclone waved his hands wildly. “Hold on, man! The reason I’m still here is because Winter isn’t dead. He was deleted, sure, but he’s still around. We’re going to try to retrieve his data and—”

“Nonsense,” said Targetman without missing a beat. “Once a character’s data is deleted, then it is impossible to retrieve it. Only the Capes Online administrators have the power to retrieve deleted data and I can assure you that none of the administers care about a low-level Hero like Winter, at least not enough to bring him back to life.”

“But I thought you liked Winter,” said Cyclone quickly. “Or at least respected him. Don’t you want him to come back?”

Targetman was silent for a moment, making Cyclone think that he might have finally gotten to him after all.

But then Targetman said, in his usual cold voice, “I have a lot of respect for Winter, that is true. I am also grateful for his help in stopping the spread of the second Z-Virus. But if Winter was deleted for some reason, then it is not my place to bring him back. My sole duty is to uphold the rules of the game and ensure that glitches do not ruin the Capes Online experience for gamers. Glitches like you.”

Targetman fired his rifle. Cyclone launched into the air, narrowly avoiding the bullet, but then Targetman raised his rifle and fired several rounds at Cyclone. Cyclone Dodged each one as best as he could, but he only Dodged them narrowly. One of them even grazed his chest, knocking off a few points of Health and causing his chest to bleed. The pain hurt, but Cyclone didn’t have any time to stop. He just flew around the ceiling, trying his best to avoid getting shot to death by Targetman. He landed on top of the catwalks near the ceiling of the warehouse and sprinted as fast as he could as Targetman’s bullets broke through the catwalk behind him, just narrowly missing the heels of his boots.

Just got to make it to the nearest window, Cyclone thought, his eyes fixed on the window at the end of the catwalk. If I can make it through that window, then I’ll be able to run away and get to safety. Just a few more feet …

All of a sudden, Cyclone heard the sounds of rockets in his ears and then Mechbeth landed on the path before him, cutting off his only route to the window. Skidding to a stop, Cyclone looked at Mechbeth with fear, watching the robotic Sidekick rise to her full, rather considerable height.

“You are going nowhere, glitch,” said Mechbeth. She raised her four swords in an offensive position. “Nowhere, that is, but to death.”

“Oh, come on, Mechbeth,” said Cyclone. “We don’t need to fight. Don’t you remember all the good times we had together? Is this really how you treat your friends?”

“We are not friends,” said Mechbeth. “And we never had any good times together. Hell, we barely know each other.”

“Good point,” said Cyclone with a snap of his fingers. “But killing me is still wrong. We’re Sidekicks. Sidekicks got to look out for each other.”

“No, we don’t,” said Mechbeth. “Sidekicks look out for their Heroes and Villains. Since you are not my Hero or Villain, I have no reason to spare your life.”

Cyclone gulped, but then heard something whizz by behind him and looked over his shoulder just in time to see Targetman pull himself up onto the catwalk with the aid of what appeared to be a grappling hook. Standing up to his full height, Targetman pointed his gun at Cyclone again, while Mechbeth lowered her swords like she was about to charge Cyclone down like a bull.

Is this what they mean when they’re talking about getting stuck between a rock and a hard place? Cyclone thought, trying and failing to look at Targetman and Mechbeth at once. Because this is more like getting stuck between hell and some guy’s stinky butt crack.

“It is over, glitch,” said Targetman. “One wrong move and I will end it.”

“Um, aren’t you going to kill me anyway regardless of what I do?” asked Cyclone. “I mean, that sounds pretty threatening and all, but honestly it doesn’t make a whole lot of sense when you think about—”

“Shut up,” Targetman snapped. “If there’s one thing I hate more than a glitch, it’s a glitch that talks too much.”

“You really should get that bias against glitches looked at,” Cyclone said. “Real Heroes aren’t bigots.”

“I do not care about your ‘bigotry,’” Targetman said. “I do, however, care about eliminating you.”

With that, Targetman took aim again and fired. Cyclone closed his eyes at the same time, not wanting to see death coming. Perhaps that was a cowardly move, but Cyclone didn’t care. Despite having stood up to Huntsman earlier, Cyclone still didn’t consider himself the bravest Hero around. And that meant dying with his eyes closed, then so be it.

But Cyclone didn’t feel the bullet hit his brain at all. Instead, he heard the sound of a bullet hitting metal and Mechbeth screamed in pain. It was Mechbeth’s horrible scream that made Cyclone’s eyes snap open and caused him to look over at her.

Mechbeth looked awful. Targetman’s bullet had somehow penetrated the dome around her brain and the brain itself, which was now exposed to the open air. It smelled awful, like blood and rotting flesh. Weird fluids leaked out of the dome down her robotic face as screams of pure pain and agony ripped out of the speakers that were her mouth. Her brain was actually sparking like she was close to exploding.

Startled, Cyclone looked over at Targetman. The normally unflappable Shooter had lowered his gun and even lifted up his goggles in disbelief, showing his surprised and confused brown eyes as he looked uncomprehendingly at Mechbeth.

“I do not understand,” said Targetman, his eyes locked on Mechbeth. “How did I miss? I never miss, especially at such a close range.”

Cyclone was about to say he didn’t understand it, either, until he looked down at his body and almost screamed himself. His body was now slightly transparent, his legs replaced with the wisp of a ghost as he floated a few inches above the catwalk. He looked over his own body rapidly, trying to make sense of why he was a ghost now.

“What happened to my body?” said Cyclone, turning around on the spot as he tried to look at every inch of his body. “I look like a freaking ghost! Did I die anyway and come back as a ghost?”

“No, Cyclone,” said a familiar feminine voice as cold as death in his ear. “You are definitely not dead and you can thank me for that.”

Then a figure began to phase into existence next to him. Soon, a hooded figure very much like the grim reaper—complete with long, deadly-looking scythe—appeared next to Cyclone, looking just as ghostly as he did. Cyclone gasped when he saw her.

“Spiritus?” said Cyclone in shock. “What are you doing here?”

Although her hood hid her face, Spiritus nonetheless giggled. “I am here to save you, of course. What else?”


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Although I had no idea exactly how much damage the Skull Mecha’s purple energy beam of doom could inflict, I knew it would kill me instantly if I didn’t Dodge it.

But it was coming too fast for me to Dodge. And I definitely wasn’t strong enough to block it, either. All I could do was stand there and wait for death to claim me. This was not the way I imagined myself going, but I suppose we didn’t always get to choose how we perished.

But then Stetho suddenly tackled me out of the way just in the nick of time. In the next instant, the Skull Mecha’s energy beam exploded against the spot where I’d been standing, blowing a huge, smoking hole in the building.

“You idiot!” Stetho snapped as he rolled off of me and got to his feet. “What were you doing? Did the pretty lights confuse you or something?”

Shocked, I said, “I was just—”

“Doesn’t matter,” said Stetho. He hauled me to my feet and pointed at the Skull Mecha. “We need to get away from that thing. Although it can only fire that energy beam once every five minutes, that doesn’t mean it doesn’t have other ways of killing us.”

“But we can’t abandon Busker,” I argued. “And you know we can’t outrun it. We have to kill it before it kills us.”

“And how do you propose we do that?” Stetho questioned. “I’ve been fighting these damned things long before you were uploaded to this game. Ordinary players like us can’t even scratch ‘em, much less hope to beat them in combat. We have to run. It’s our only choice.”

I bit my lower lip and rapidly considered the possibilities open to us. Stetho was right. In terms of raw strength and power, the three of us didn’t even come close to the Skull Mecha’s, even taking into account Busker’s ridiculously powerful Fire attacks. If we attacked the Skull Mecha head on, we would inevitably die.

But who said we needed to attack it head on? There was more than one way to skin a cat, after all, and my brain was already showing me the best plan to skin this particular kitty.

“Stetho, I’ve got a plan,” I said. “I need you to get Busker out of here. Heal him if you can.”

“I thought you said we weren’t going to run,” said Stetho, eying me suspiciously. “Change of heart?”

I shook my head. “I’m not going to run. I’m taking the fight straight to the big bad mecha itself. But my plan will work a lot better if I don’t have to worry about you or Busker.”

Stetho chewed on his lower lip for a moment before nodding. “Okay. I’ll make sure Busker gets to safety. But if you get yourself killed, don’t come crying to me.”

I couldn’t help but smile when he said that. “Sure thing, doc.”

I then turned around and shot into the air toward the Skull Mecha, rocketing through the air like a missile. The Skull Mecha raised its hands and swiped at me, but I easily avoided its awkward, clumsy hands and landed on its shoulders. Bending over, I put both of my hands on its left shoulder and activated Freezing Touch, causing a thick sheet of ice to form over the joints.

But then a huge shadow appeared over me and I looked up just in time to see the Skull Mecha’s right fist coming down toward me.

Activating Dodge, I successfully jumped backward and landed on the nape of its neck. At the same time, the Skull Mecha’s right fist smashed into and through its left shoulder. Thanks to my freezing it earlier, the Skull Mecha’s entire left arm broke off and fell down onto the street below. Even better, that one move shaved off a full quarter of its overall Health.

“What the hell?” said Metal Klock, his voice louder than ever now that I was so close to the head. “How did he destroy one of our arms?”

“He didn’t,” said Bubbles sulkily. “You did because you acted without thinking. As usual.”

“Would you shut up already?” Metal Klock snapped. “Don’t remember asking for your opinion.”

While Metal Klock and Bubbles resumed their seemingly never-ending argument, I made my way over to the right shoulder. My plan was pretty simple. Skull Mechas were apparently weak to Ice for some reason and their joints were not as well-protected as the other parts of their bodies. If I could freeze the joints, I could make them fragile enough for us to break and potentially even destroy the Skull Mecha. At the very least, I might be able to cripple its movement, which would make it easier for us to get away from even if we couldn’t actually destroy it.

Right before I could freeze the right shoulder, however, Metal Klock’s voice boomed out from the speaker again, saying, “Hey, I see what you’re doing! If you think you can take my mech apart piece by piece without me noticing, you’ve got another thing coming to you. Skull Mechas can do a lot more than just smash.”

A panel on the right shoulder opened and a small laser cannon—which resembled the one in the Skull Mecha’s mouth—popped out and aimed at me. The laser cannon fired a smaller version of the Skull Mecha’s purple laser beam. It was too close for me to Dodge, so I got hit in the chest and was sent stumbling backward into the Skull Mecha’s neck. Shaking my head, I noticed that the laser beam had shaved off a tenth of my Health and left a bad burn spot on my chest, although I, fortunately, did not get the Burn debuff like I feared.

But the laser cannon was whirring again and this time I knew I wouldn’t be able to Dodge it.

Before the laser cannon could hit me, however, a fireball came down from the sky and struck it, causing the laser cannon to explode into a million pieces.

“What the hell?” said Metal Klock again. “Where did that come from?”

“It came from up here!” came a familiar voice that caused me to look up into the sky.

Busker was back in the air again, flying around on what looked like rocket boots if the flames shooting out of the soles of his boots meant anything. He smiled and waved at me and I waved back.

“Thanks for the save, bro!” I shouted. “Guess Stetho must have healed you up pretty quickly!”

“Eh, it was just a flesh wound,” said Busker. “I’ve been through worse. Now why don’t you get to it and finish this guy off?”

I nodded and rushed over to the right shoulder. Slapping both of my hands on it, I activated Freezing Touch once again, freezing the Skull Mecha’s right shoulder in thick ice. I took of my hands off its shoulder and stepped back just as Busker came down like a lightning bolt and smashed through the frozen shoulder, breaking it clean off the Skull Mecha’s body and sending its right arm falling to the ground below in a similar way that the left arm did. The Skull Mecha’s Health dropped another quarter, leaving it with exactly 50% Health now, although it wouldn’t stay that high for much longer.

I jumped down off the Skull Mecha and activated Flight. I flew down to its left hip, where I used Freezing Touch to freeze it over, before quickly flying over to the right hip and freezing that one as well. Once I froze both hips, I jumped off the Skull Mecha’s behind and launched through the air to safety.

“Busker!” I shouted. “It’s your turn!”

Busker shot past me and fired two huge fireballs at the Skull Mecha’s frozen hips. The Skull Mecha attempted to dodge, but its frozen hips meant its movement was limited.

Consequently, it was unable to dodge the fireballs as they smashed into its frozen hips. The Skull Mecha’s hips exploded and its entire body collapsed in on itself like a collapsing skyscraper. I heard both Metal Klock and Bubbles screaming in fear before the speakers also exploded. Sparks and flames flew everywhere as the massive mecha fell in on itself, sending up a huge plume of smoke into the sky.

Landing back on the building, I walked over to the edge of the building and peered over the side in order to see the remains of the Skull Mecha.

There wasn’t much left to see. The head and torso of the Skull Mecha were the only recognizable parts, but even those were almost completely destroyed. The torso especially had suffered greatly, a huge gaping hole in the chest area. I didn’t see either Metal Klock or Bubbles, but I doubted either of them had managed to survive the collapse of their mecha.

That was when several notifications flashed by my eyes in an instant:

[Unaligned Metal Klock] has died! +5,000 EXP!

[Sidekick Bubbles] has died! +2,500 EXP!

Your Team has successfully killed a [Skull Mecha]! +25,000 EXP to all members!

Congratulations! You are now Level 31. +4 Stat Points, +2 Power Points, and +2 Ultimate Points! EXP to next level: 10,115.

Skull Level Up: Double Power [Level 2]. -1% chance of experiencing Power Failure. Level up your Skills further to gain even more benefits!

My jaw dropped when I saw how much EXP I got from defeating that Skull Mecha. I’d never gotten that much EXP from one enemy before. The most EXP I had ever gotten in one go before was when I defeated Dark Kosmos, whose death earned me a cool 10,000 EXP. Twenty-five thousand EXP, however, was more than twice that. Then again, the Skull Mecha had been extremely high-leveled, so it made a lot of sense that I would get so much EXP for killing it.

More importantly, however, was the fact that I now wanted to find more Skull Mechas to kill. If just one Skull Mecha gave out that much EXP for killing it, how much would I get if I killed two or three or even more at once? Granted, I needed Busker’s help in order to pull this off and the only reason I leveled up at all was because of the extra EXP I got from killing its pilots, but still, my Powers were uniquely useful for Skull Mecha hunting. I’d have to see if I could convince Busker and Stetho that we should make Skull Mecha hunting a thing.

“Bro!” Busker shouted as he landed beside me suddenly. “Did you see that?”

I smiled. “Yeah. Kind of hard not to, given how I was right there in the middle of it.”

Busker just shook his head and said, “I completely misjudged you, bro. I thought you wouldn’t be useful against these guys ‘cause of how low-leveled you are, but I guess you’re way stronger than I thought. I got to learn me some Ice Powers at some point.”

“Hey, you helped, too,” I pointed out. “All I did was just weaken its joints long enough for you to break them.”

“True, but it was still a pretty ballsy move on your part to even try at all,” said Busker. “You don’t know how much grief these things have given us in the past. In fact, I think this is the first time anyone has beaten a Skull Mecha. Right, Stetho?”

Busker said that as Stetho was walking up to us. The muscular Combat Medic seemed to be torn between feeling relieved that we were still alive and being angry at us for risking our lives that way. At least, that was how I judged the expressions he kept making on his face.

“No, Skull Mechas have been beaten before,” said Stetho as he came to a stop beside us. “But usually, it requires a large, coordinated Team effort to pull it off. I’ve never even heard of two players beating an entire Skull Mecha on their own. It’s just not heard of.”

“Well, hear it, bro,” said Busker, throwing an arm around my shoulder, “because the Maxwell brothers just beat him. And we’re not even Italian plumbers, either.”

“Well, I can definitely appreciate the EXP I got,” said Stetho, stroking his chin. “But maybe we should go and find someplace safe to hide. The Junkyard Corps aren’t going to be happy once they find out we killed their Chief Enforcer. Probably send the whole Corps after us just to teach us a lesson.”

Although I wasn’t very scared of those Skull Mechas anymore after this, I knew Stetho had a point. We’d only won this battle thanks to my quick wits. It was possible this same strategy might work against other Skull Mechas, but there was no guarantee of that, especially if they sent an entire group of them after us. Finding a safe place to rest until we could figure out our next course of action made sense.

Busker snapped his fingers. “I know exactly where we should go next. It’s someplace no one will find us.”

“It’s not somewhere dangerous, is it?” I asked.

I didn’t like Busker’s grin. “Depends on your definition of dangerous. Regardless, it will definitely keep us safe. Follow me. It’s not far.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Cyclone couldn’t believe his eyes. Spiritus was the Sidekick of Busker Burn, Winter’s brother. When Busker had been deleted and killed, Spiritus had somehow managed to retain her Sidekick title despite the lack of a player. The last time Cyclone had seen her was back in the Underworld, where she mysteriously disappeared not long after Team Winter ran into the Huntsman and his crew. After that, no one had known where Spiritus had gone. Cyclone had personally assumed that Spiritus had returned to being a Civilian now that she no longer had a Hero to be a Sidekick to.

But it was now as clear as day that Cyclone was wrong about that. Her nametag still said [SIDEKICK SPIRITUS] and she looked exactly the same as she did the last time he saw her. Given how they were both transparent, it was clear she also still had her Powers as well.

“Save me?” said Cyclone, his mind still processing this revelation. “But … how did you know I was in danger?”

“I followed you and the others here,” said Spiritus. “Invisibly, of course. So when I saw Targetman break down the front door and try to shoot you, I knew I had to step in and save you.”

“Impossible,” said Targetman, causing Cyclone and Spiritus to look at him. He was looking at Spiritus with disbelief. “Two Sidekicks without their respective Hero? This glitch must be more widespread than I thought.”

“You mean you know she was Busker Burn’s Sidekick?” said Cyclone in surprise.

“Yes,” said Targetman, nodding. “I have met Busker before. I assumed that his Sidekick had been stripped of her title after his death, but it is obvious now that I was wrong about that.”

“It’s not a glitch,” said Spiritus. “The reason Cyclone and I are still Sidekicks has nothing to do with glitching any sort of system. It’s because our Heroes are still alive. We just need to find a way to bring them back to the main game. That’s all.”

“Wait, Busker’s still alive?” said Cyclone, looking at Spiritus in shock. “I thought he was dead.”

“He is,” said Targetman before Spiritus could respond. His shock seemed to have worn off now, replaced by his usual coldly professional tone. “Which makes her statement about bringing back both of your Heroes absolutely nonsensical. I do not know if the glitch is also affecting your sanity or if you are deliberately lying in a futile attempt to make me grant you mercy, but it doesn’t matter. I can still kill you both, even if you are currently transparent.”

Spiritus, however, shook her head. “Sorry, but you are going to have a lot bigger problems than killing us soon. Like not dying from your exploding Sidekick.”

Targetman’s eyes widened, but then, without warning, Mechbeth exploded, sending fire and shrapnel flying everywhere. Spiritus grabbed Cyclone’s hand and pulled them both through the floor of the catwalk. The two Sidekicks landed on the floor and Cyclone looked up to the explosion envelope Targetman, who screamed in pain and shock as the flames washed over him like a shower.

“Whoa!” said Cyclone as he and Spiritus floated through the air like clouds blown along by the wind. “Is Mechbeth going to be okay?”

“She’s a Sidekick,” said Spiritus without missing a beat. “She’ll probably just respawn in Targetman’s Base. Anyway, we need to go.”

“Wait!” said Cyclone. “What about Sally? She’s still in the bathroom taking a shower. She probably doesn’t even know Targetman is here. If we leave her here, who knows what Targetman will do to her?”

“Fine,” said Spiritus. “We’ll save Sally, too. You said she’s in the bathroom, right? Then let’s go!”

Spiritus shot toward the bathroom door above them. Before Cyclone could tell her he thought that was a bad idea, the two of them passed through the solid wooden bathroom door and ended up inside the bathroom itself.

“Sally!” said Spiritus breathlessly as she and Cyclone came to a stop in the steamy bathroom. “Sorry for interrupting your shower, but you need to come with us right—”

Spiritus stopped speaking abruptly, and for good reason.

Because now she and Cyclone were looking directly at a completely naked, still damp Sally. She didn’t even have a towel around her body. No, sir. The whole show was on display for anyone to see. And now Cyclone could really understand why Winter liked her so much, despite his best efforts not to stare.

Sally stared back at them in disbelief, as if she was not quite she was seeing what she thought she was seeing. “What the … ghosts?”

“Not ghosts,” said Spiritus, although now she sounded a lot more embarrassed. “Just—can you please cover yourself with a towel? Please?”

Sally apparently snapped out of her shock and, quickly grabbing a towel, wrapped it securely around her naked body. Cyclone tried not to show it, but he was a little bit disappointed that she was now more covered than before. He wouldn’t say that out loud, of course, because he was pretty sure Sally would find a way to murder him despite the fact that he was now incapable of being physically touched.

“What is going on here?” said Sally, looking at Cyclone and Spiritus again. “Why the hell did you barge into the bathroom while I’m naked?”

“Targetman!” said Cyclone, gesturing wildly over his shoulder at the bathroom door. “Big gun! Pointed at my face! Trying to kill us all!”

Sally looked at Cyclone in bewilderment. “Targetman? Who’s that?”

“What Cyclone means is that Winter’s Base is no longer safe,” said Spiritus. “You need to come with us. We must get to somewhere safe.”

“What do you mean we need to get somewhere safe?” said Sally. “What’s going on?”

A loud thud at the door made them all jump. Cyclone looked over his shoulder just in time to see the door thunk again, yet it somehow held against the force of whoever was on the outside trying to get in.

“I know you are in there, glitches!” Targetman’s slightly muffled voice shouted. “You can’t hide from me forever!”

Another thump and the door’s hinges started to creak.

Spiritus looked at Sally. “See what I mean? Once he knocks down that door, that’s it. We need to leave and we need to leave now. Once he gets inside, he will kill us all, including you.”

Fear crossed Sally’s face and she said, “Okay, fine. I’ll go with you. But first, let me get dressed.”

Spiritus shook her head. “No time. That door won’t hold for much longer. Take my hand. We have no time to—”

The door suddenly burst down and Targetman stepped into the bathroom, rifle at the ready, a snarl emitting from his lips. “You won’t get away from me now, you glitches. I have you right where I want—huh?”

Targetman apparently got distracted by Sally, his eyes locking onto her as if she was the only thing in the room. Sally just drew her towel more tightly around her body and stepped backward, trembling slightly either because of Targetman’s intense glare or because of the cold air that was now coming into the bathroom thanks to Targetman breaking down the door.

“A woman?” said Targetman in confusion. His eyes narrowed. “No Scan information? What are you, another glitch?”

Spiritus didn’t even hesitate. She lunged forward and grabbed Sally’s wrist, causing Sally to turn intangible with her and Cyclone. Then, before Targetman could fully recover from the shock of seeing Sally, Spiritus yanked Cyclone and Sally through the bathroom mirror and into the outside air. Cyclone heard Targetman cry out behind them, telling them to stop and get back here, but once they passed through the walls into the streets of Adventure City, Targetman’s voice could no longer be heard.

Now the three of them were flying in the air, flying over to the roof of a nearby warehouse. Cyclone was used to flying, but it felt weird to not be flying under his own will. He looked at the street below them before a soft ‘eep!’ to his right made him look at Sally. Sally was still struggling to cover herself with her towel, which just barely clung to her naked body. Luckily, Cyclone did not see anyone below them, but he could imagine how embarrassing this situation had to be for Sally.

As soon as the three of them landed on the rooftop of a nearby warehouse, they all suddenly became solid again. Even so, Spiritus didn’t stop dragging Cyclone and Sally forward across the roof as fast as she could.

“Why are we physical again?” asked Sally, still clutching her towel to her body as she tried to keep up with Spiritus’ quick pace. “Won’t this make it harder for us to get away?”

“Ran out of Energy,” said Spiritus in a slightly out of breath voice. “Using both Flight and Intangibility at once like that takes a ton of Energy just to maintain. And using two Powers at once on three people? That’s even harder.”

“Why do we have to keep running at all?” said Cyclone, glancing over his shoulder as they ran. “I mean, we lost Targetman. By the time he gets out of the Base, we’ll be long gone.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that if I were you,” said Spiritus. “There’s a reason Targetman is considered one of the best Task Force members and it’s not because he’s handsome.”

“Handsome?” said Cyclone, looking a Spiritus again. “I’m not sure I would call him handsome. ‘Course, I am a straight guy who likes women, so maybe I just don’t see it, but—”

Cyclone was interrupted when all three of them ran straight into an invisible wall. The crash was so abrupt that all three of them bounced off the wall and fell onto their behinds on the roof of the warehouse. Although the crash didn’t hurt Cyclone, it did daze him before he shook his head and said, “What was that?”

Spiritus—who was rubbing her hooded head—looked before them in confusion. “I’m … not sure. I don’t see anything.”

“I don’t, either,” said Sally. She clutched her towel more tightly around herself, thought her rather shapely legs were still visible. She shivered. “Can we go inside now? I’m freezing here.”

Cyclone jumped to his feet and walked up to the spot they had run into. More carefully than usual, Cyclone touched the air with one finger, only to feel a very firm invisible wall under his fingertip. Cyclone ran a hand along the invisible wall, but found that it extended down to his feet and went all the way above his head, though how tall it was exactly, he couldn’t tell.

Curious, Cyclone Scanned the invisible wall only to get this information:

Invisible Wall

Material: Solid Thought

An impenetrable wall crafted from pure thought. It’s more solid than brick but far less corporeal, making it ideal for trapping potential criminals who might try to escape after committing a crime.

Cyclone scratched his chin. “That doesn’t look good. Spiritus, are you Scanning it, too? Spiritus?”

Cyclone looked at Spiritus. Spiritus was now staring at the invisible wall in pure horror as if all of her worst nightmares had come true at once.

“Spiritus?” asked Sally with a shiver. She rested a hand on the Sidekick’s shoulder. “Spiritus, can you hear us? What’s the matter? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Not a ghost,” said Spiritus. “If the person who made this invisible wall is who I think it is, then we are in great danger, maybe in even greater danger than when Targetman was chasing us.”

Cyclone gulped. “What do you mean? Do you mean they sent someone even worse than Targetman after us?”

Before Spiritus could answer that question, the sounds of footsteps walking toward them distracted Cyclone. He looked over both Spiritus and Sally to see a strange figure approaching them from the other end of the warehouse roof.

He was a tall, thin man. Not quite as tall or thing as Targetman, but there was no way you could mistake him for a bodybuilder or powerlifter. He wore black overalls and a red shirt with red stripes. His face was painted white as snow, while his lips were a deep red. He a wore simple black cap on his head. He walked with a weird, jerky motion, his hands folded behind his back like he was going out for a nice stroll through the park.

Over his head floated the nametag [VILLAIN MIMETIME], which Cyclone thought was a surprisingly appropriate name, given the man’s odd appearance.

“Hey, who the heck are you?” Cyclone called out. “Never seen you before.”

Mimetime suddenly came to a stop several feet away from them. He then made a series of odd gestures with his hands that even Cyclone had a hard time following, all without saying even one word.

“Uh oh,” said Spiritus. She was floating again, her eyes locked on Mimetime. “It’s him.”

“Who?” said Cyclone, looking at Spiritus. “Have you heard about this guy before?”

Spiritus nodded quickly. “Yes. Mimetime is a member of the Glitch Elimination Task Force just like Targetman. He must have been waiting outside Winter’s Base as backup in case Targetman failed to kill us.”

Cyclone looked at Mimetime again. “He doesn’t look that scary. Does he even talk?”

“I’m not sure,” said Spiritus. “I’ve heard some people say he can talk but chooses not to and some people say he’s totally mute. Either way, people always call him the Silent Killer because he never talks when he kills.”

Cyclone gulped. Now Mimetime didn’t look quite so funny to him anymore. The mime-like Villain’s erratic hand movements now seemed less random and far more sinister. And Cyclone had a feeling Mimetime wasn’t trying to talk to them via sign language.

“Mimetime is a Psychic,” said Spiritus, clutching her scythe tightly with both hands, “and he specializes in Mind Constructs, which is how he is able to make things like that Invisible Wall. You have to be really careful around him because he can literally weaponize thought.”

“But why isn’t he attacking us?” said Cyclone, holding his fists up. “He’s got us trapped. What’s he waiting for?”

“Not sure,” said Spiritus, “but we need to get out of here now, before he kills us. I still don’t have enough Energy to use Intangibility, but I might be able to fly us over the barrier, depending on how tall it is.”

Even as Spiritus said that, Mimetime chose that moment to act. He stood up straight as an arrow and then held his hands as if he was holding an arrow. He struggled to aim for a moment before he suddenly pointed at Cyclone and Spiritus. With a wicked grin on his white face, Mimetime let go of his imaginary arrow.

As it turned out, however, the arrow was far from imaginary, because in the next instant Cyclone felt a sharp pain in his right shoulder and he cried out in pain. Falling to his hands and knees, he got this helpful little notification:

You have been hit by an Invisible Arrow!

Debuff added: Bleeding Shoulder [Right]. -5 HP/2 seconds. Duration: 5 minutes.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Busker, Stetho, and I left the smoking remains of the Skull Mecha long behind us. I had been worried that the Junkyard Corps might send more soldiers after us, but Busker assured us that it would be a long time before they sent more reinforcements to back up the Skull Mecha we just killed and that they would be far more interested in salvaging what they could from Klock’s Skull Mecha than in coming after us.

“Why?” I had asked as we ran.

“Because Skull Mechas are freaking expensive to build,” said Busker as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. “That, and they don’t want Skull Mecha parts to end up on the black market. Right now only members of SI Games staff have access to the Skull Mecha design. If some other players were to get their hands on a destroyed Skull Mecha and either mass produce them or sell the designs to other players, Capes Online would turn from being a superhero game into a mech game.”

“Plus, SI Games doesn’t want players to get too strong,” said Stetho. “You saw how difficult to beat that Skull Mecha was. Imagine fighting a whole army of them at once.”

I shuddered at the thought, especially when I imagined what would happen if Atmosfear ever got his hands on a Skull Mecha. I could easily see Atmosfear using his Skull Mecha to level entire cities just for the heck of it.

Even so, I had to admit I was a little disappointed we didn’t even try to loot the Skull Mecha. I bet it had all sorts of cool items and Equipment we could either use for ourselves or sell off at some point. Still, we had more important things to do right now than loot dead mechs. First things first: Find someplace safe to lay low for a while, someplace the Junkyard Corps will never find us.

This time, it took us even less time to find a place to hide. Busker led us to what looked like a dilapidated ice cream shop set in between an apartment building missing the top floor on one side and what appeared to be an abandoned elementary school on the other. The ice cream shop’s entrance was blocked off by several large cars piled on top of each other, but Busker got on his hands and knees and managed to sneak through a gap underneath the bottommost car that you couldn’t see if you were standing up. Stetho went in next, his bulkier body making it slightly harder for him to slip through the gap, and then finally me. I had to admit to feeling a little anxious crawling underneath such a massive pile of cars, but soon I emerged into the ice cream shop on the other side and rose to my feet.

Dusting off my Costume, I looked around at my newest surroundings. With thick curtains over the windows, the ice cream shop was hard to see, at least until Busker created a fireball that went up near the ceiling, its illumination allowing me to see the pastel colors on the floor, walls, and ceiling. The tiled floor might have at one point been a bright pink and teal, but now it was cracked and faded, with more than a few tiles missing outright. The menu hanging above the counter was mostly illegible, although I saw that this week’s special was apparently called the ‘Prime Man Deluxe’ and was only $3.98 until Friday. Metal barstools with leather seats lined the counter, while booths stood underneath the curtained windows. A large ice cream machine stood just behind the counter, but given how much dust it was covered in, I would say it hadn’t been used in years.

“Welcome to Freaky Fred’s Fantastic Ice Cream Creations, established in nineteen eighty-eight by Freaky Fred himself,” said Busker. He took a seat at the counter, leaning back with his elbows propped up on the counter behind him. He gestured sardonically at the broken ice cream machine behind him. “Want some ice cream?”

I shook my head. “No thank you. I take it you knew Freaky Fred?”

“Nope,” said Busker, shaking his head. He glanced around the shop. “Think this place was one of the earliest stores made available to players when Capes Online launched fifteen years ago. I read about it on the Capes Online Wiki a while ago.”

Startled, I looked around the empty shop we stood in. “You mean there are things from the launch of Capes Online here?”

“Sure,” said Stetho. He took a seat at one of the booths, relaxing against the rough leather seating from which stuffing poked out. “SI Games is always changing and deleting stuff in Capes Online. Sometimes they delete things because they need to make room for other things. Sometimes they get rid of stuff because it’s not popular with players or it’s really glitchy or maybe a law is passed in the real world that forces them to get rid of it.”

Taking a seat on one of the uncomfortable barstools, I said, “Why was this place deleted?”

“Because it was supposedly really glitchy,” said Busker. He pulled out a Health Drink, popped off the lid, and took a swig. “It got infected with a really bad virus that caused all sorts of bad things to happen to players who ate here. Anywhere from graphical glitches all the way to complete system shutdown of infected GamePods. SI Games couldn’t fix it, so they simply deleted it and hoped no one would remember it. Seriously, you should read the Wiki article on this sometime. It’s totally awesome, bro.”

“Maybe later,” I said. I suddenly regretted sitting down on the barstool. “This virus … it isn’t still around, is it?”

Busker shook his head. “Don’t think so, bro. Stetho and I have visited this place several times without getting infected by anything. It’s totally safe.”

“We think the virus must have been destroyed in the deletion process,” said Stetho, “but as for why SI Games hasn’t restored it yet, probably because they are paranoid about it. The Freaky Fred glitch was one of the first major glitches in Capes Online. I imagine they don’t want to risk potentially reintroducing the virus to the main game, not if they can help it.”

I bit my lower lip. “I would have appreciated it if you guys could have warned me about this place possibly being horribly bugged before I followed you in.”

“Hey, bro, you can’t blame me,” said Busker with a shrug. “I warned you that it might be dangerous. If you really feel unsafe here, you can leave and try your luck with the Junkyard Corps and the Skull Mechas. Heard they’re really forgiving toward players who kill their allies.”

“I didn’t say I wanted to leave,” I said. “I was just saying—oh, never mind. I suppose the rumors about the virus are what keeps the Junkyard Corps away from here?”

“Exactly,” said Stetho, nodding. “Even the Mist Wolves avoid this place. There is also the fact that most people have forgotten about this place. It was deleted so long ago that even the most hardcore Capes Online fans have no idea it exists.”

“Which is why it makes an excellent safe house,” said Busker, putting out his fireball and stretching his limbs. “If this place still served ice cream, then it would be just about perfect, in my humble opinion. But it works for what we need it to do, which is keep us safe from those Junkyard Corps guys until they stop searching for us.”

“You mean they don’t have any way of tracking us in the Junkyard?” I said.

“None whatsoever,” said Stetho, “otherwise they would have captured us by now. They can track their own members and even the Mist Wolves, but players like us are safe from their tracking systems thanks to the fact that we technically aren’t supposed to be here at all. Because we didn’t enter the Junkyard the way we’re supposed to, it means we’ve escaped their tracking systems.”

“Oh,” I said. “So we’re safe here, then.”

“Yes,” said Busker. “Assuming, of course, they don’t decide to methodically check each and every building in the Junkyard. Which would take them a while even if they put all of their manpower into it because the Junkyard is nearly as big as Capes Online itself.”

“Even so, we can’t just stay here forever,” said Stetho. “At some point, we will have to go back out into the Junkyard if we’re going to complete our mission.”

“You mean save Eagle Eye,” I said. “Right?”

“Bingo, bro,” said Busker. “Which is what we were about to do before Klock decided to come by for a spot of tea.”

I looked at Busker, a frown on my face. “So do you guys have any idea where she is?”

“Actually we know exactly where she is,” said Busker. “Here, let me show you the map of the Junkyard.”

Busker held up his hand and a large 3D holographic map of the Junkyard appeared in the air before us. My jaw dropped when I saw just how big the Junkyard was. Even in this holographic map—which was small enough to fit inside Freaky Fred’s shop—the Junkyard was simply enormous. It looked as big as New York City, San Francisco, and Beijing combined. It looked like the biggest, well, junkyard ever, with piles and piles of deleted buildings, vehicles, and other assorted bits and pieces scattered everywhere.

“Wow,” I said. “This place is huge.”

“This isn’t the Junkyard, bro,” said Busker, “at least, not the full thing. We’re currently in Junkyard Two Four Seven.”

Above the map, the words ‘JUNKYARD 247’ appeared in a blinking holographic font. Busker snapped his fingers and the words spun in a complete circle, apparently for no reason other than Busker’s own amusement, based on the way he giggled when the words spun around. It reminded me of something Cy would do if he was here.

“Junkyard Two Four Seven?” I said. “What does that mean?”

“The Junkyard, as we’ve already said, is close to the same size as Capes Online,” said Stetho. “I’d say it’s about eighty percent of the size of Capes Online itself, and growing all the time. The Junkyard is divided into hundreds of smaller Sectors, each with their own Junkyard Corps Crews whose job is to maintain and protect their specific Sector, although they can call in help from Crews from other Sectors if they run into something too big for them to deal with on their own.”

I whistled. “Wow. I didn’t know they deleted so much stuff.”

“You think this Sector is impressive?” said Stetho with a chuckle. “Wait until you see Sector Nine Eight One. That place makes this Sector look like a small town.”

“Yeah, but we’re not concerned with any other Sector than the one we’re in,” said Busker. “Look. This is where Eagle Eye is.”

Busker reached out and snapped his fingers. A small blinking red dot suddenly appeared in the air far above the Sector. In fact, the red dot was so far above the ground that I thought it was some kind of graphical glitch.

“See that red dot? That’s where Eagle Eye is,” said Busker, pointing at the red dot. “All the way up there.”

I glanced up at the cracked, slightly moldy ceiling tiles above us and raised an eyebrow. “She’s flying in the sky? Does she have Flight or something?”

“Yes, but she’s not flying of our own free will,” said Busker, shaking his head. “Let me show you exactly where she is.”

Busker leaned forward and spread his fingers. The holographic map suddenly zoomed in on the red dot, getting closer and closer until soon the entire map was replaced with a holographic image of what looked like a futuristic zeppelin. The massive zeppelin reminded me of a massive whale, floating gently through the ocean deep. What appeared to be laser cannons could be seen hanging out of the bottom of the zeppelin, while smaller flying machines that looked like helicopters flew around it.

“What is that?” I said. “Never seen anything like it.”

“That, my friend, is where Eagle Eye is being kept and our next destination,” said Busker. “The Junkyard Corps call it the Floating Fortress, but I think it’s more like a Floating Prison.”

“It’s the Junkyard Corps’ main base of operations,” said Stetho. “Rather than having a stationary base on the ground, they have a zeppelin that allows them to travel to any part of the Sector with relative ease. As you can tell, it is also well-protected by a couple of mini blimps known as the Mini Forts. Don’t be fooled by their small size. They can be quite deadly.”

I stroked my chin. “Do they have any Skull Mechas up there or—?”

“Not as far as we know,” said Stetho, shaking his head. “Skull Mechas are stationed in special silos on the ground. But most Skull Mechas can fly, so even if you manage to somehow shoot down the Mini Forts, you may find yourself have to deal with a dozen or more Skull Mechas at once.”

“They also keep their prisoners up there,” said Busker, glancing at the ceiling with a scowl on his face. “Eagle Eye among them, of course, which is why we’re going to get up there and save her.”

Frowning more deeply than ever, I said, “I don’t mind going up there to save her, but … how are we supposed to go up there to save her? Not only is the Floating Fortress really high off the ground, but it’s also well-protected. I doubt the three of us could storm the Fortress even if we hit it all at once.”

“That’s why we’re not going to attack it,” said Busker, shaking his head. “Stetho and I have already figured out a plan of attack. We didn’t feature you in it, but it won’t be very difficult to fix you into it, not very difficult at all.”

“All right, then,” I said. “Tell me your plan. I’m listening.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

It felt like an arrow was lodged in Cyclone’s shoulder. And not only did it feel that way, but when Cyclone tried to touch his bleeding shoulder, he felt the shaft of an arrow but couldn’t see it.

“Ow, ow, ow,” said Cyclone, seeing his Health slowly but surely drop out of the corner of his eye. “Not good, not good, not good.”

“Cyclone,” said Spiritus, reaching down toward him. “I can help you. Just sit still long enough for me to—Ah!”

Spiritus’ arms suddenly slammed into her sides. She struggled against something Cyclone couldn’t see, but even more concerning, she sounded like she was having trouble breathing.

Gritting his teeth, Cyclone looked over at Mimetime. Mimetime held his hands like he had just thrown a lasso. He was pulling on it hard, a look of intense concentration on his face as he struggled to keep Spiritus from escaping him.

“No use,” Spiritus gasped. “He got me with an invisible lasso. Feels more like a steel cable. Movement restricted. Can’t help you.”

Cyclone bit his lower lip. With Spiritus down and Sally unable to fight, that just left him. He really wished Winter was here because he wasn’t looking forward to taking on Mimetime by himself.

Nonetheless, Cyclone grabbed the shaft of the invisible arrow and ripped it out of his shoulder. He literally screamed in agony as the head of the arrow tore through his muscles and skin. He almost passed out entirely from the pain before pulling a Health Potion from his inventory and downing it in one gulp. The cherry-flavored soda felt wonderful on his parched throat and soon the Bleeding Shoulder debuff vanished as his shoulder healed itself and his Health bar returned to full.

Tossing the bottle aside, Cyclone stood up and flew toward Mimetime, shouting, “Hey, why don’t you pick on someone your own size?”

Mimetime, however, suddenly let go of Spiritus’ lasso. He then placed one fist on top of the other and pulled them apart, making it look like he was holding onto some kind of handle. Mimetime then swung the handle at Cyclone and Cyclone suddenly found himself caught in what felt like netting.

Even worse, Mimetime swirled around and slammed Cyclone into the roof here, there, everywhere with shocking speed. For what felt like an eternity, Cyclone’s world was just a constantly changing mess of sky, roof tile, and occasionally Mimetime’s crazy, evil grin as he beat Cyclone against the roof like a pile of potatoes.

Finally, Mimetime spun around and opened his palms. The invisible butterfly net that had caught Cyclone disappeared and Cyclone went flying until he crashed hard against the rough tile of the warehouse roof. Stunned, Cyclone tried to get up, but felt a sharp pain in his head and groaned, clutching his skull as this handy dandy notification appeared in his vision:

Debuff added: Throbbing Headache. -15% Intelligence, -20% Dexterity, and -25% Evasion. Duration: 5 minutes.

Even worse than that, Cyclone’s Health bar was now less than half full. He couldn’t believe how much damage such a skinny man had managed to do to him in such a short amount of time.

And here I always thought mimes and clowns were fun, Cyclone thought. Nothing fun about getting a throbbing headache from them, though.

With a groan, Cyclone forced himself to get back to his feet. Clutching the back of his throbbing head, Cyclone looked around for Mimetime but was surprised to see that the mime Villain was nowhere to be seen. He saw Spiritus still lying on the roof, her arms bound tightly to her sides by the invisible rope, while Sally stood frozen in fear nearby, clutching her now very dirty towel around her waist.

“What the—?” said Cyclone, startled. “Where did he go? Did he run away?”

Then Spiritus shifted onto her side and shouted, “Look out behind you!”

A shadow fell over Cyclone just then and he looked over his shoulder just in time to see Mimetime materialize in the air behind him. With a wicked grin on his face, Mimetime swung what was probably some kind of huge invisible weapon right at Cyclone.

Cyclone didn’t even think. He just used Dodge and leaped forward, rolling to a stop even as Mimetime’s weapon smashed into the roof so much that it knocked that part of the roof in. Rolling back to his feet, Cyclone looked over his shoulder and saw that Mimetime’s weapon was some kind of invisible mallet, based on the size and shape of the hole it had created in the roof. The hammer should have been way too heavy for a man with Mimetime’s frame to carry, yet Mimetime showed zero exertion as he lifted it back onto his shoulder, a disappointed scowl on his face as he registered that his hammer had missed and Cyclone had survived.

Just barely, though, Cyclone thought, clutching the back of his head again. That Throbbing Headache debuff is making my Dodge a lot harder to pull off than it normally is. Feel like my head is about to explode.

Mimetime suddenly rushed toward Cyclone again. This time, Cyclone used Gust and unleashed a powerful blast of wind at Mimetime, but Mimetime expertly jumped into the air and soared over Cyclone. Cyclone spun around, but then Mimetime landed behind him and kicked out with one of his long legs, striking Cyclone in the jaw and knocking Cyclone flat on the roof.

Dazed, Cyclone shook his head and noticed his Health bar was now less than 10%. He looked up just in time to see Mimetime standing over him, holding his massive invisible mallet overhead like he was just about to bring it down on Cyclone. Cyclone tried to get up, but he was in so much pain that he couldn’t find it in him to move. All he could was stare up helplessly at Mimetime, waiting for the hammer to drop (literally) and finish him off.

If only Winter was here, Cyclone thought, then maybe I wouldn’t have died today.

That was when Cyclone heard Sally shout, “Hey, Mr. Mime! Look over here!”

Startled, Mimetime actually looked up. Cyclone also twisted his neck to look at Sally.

Sally stood several feet away from them, well outside the range of Mimetime’s hammer but still way too close to the fight for Cyclone’s liking. She still stood shivering in her towel, looking even more powerless and harmless in her nakedness than she normally did. Despite that, she also looked brave, far braver than she should have in this situation, given the power difference between her and Mimetime.

“Sally?” said Cyclone in a weak voice. “What are you doing—”

“Glad I got your attention,” said Sally. She smiled seductively all of a sudden. “You know, I’ve always had a thing for men who can’t speak. But I’ve found that even mute guys can still say a lot with their eyes alone. And your eyes appear to be working just fine.”

With that, Sally suddenly took off her towel, showing off her nude body in all its glory. Cyclone’s jaw dropped, while even Mimetime suddenly looked taken by surprise. Mimetime, in fact, was so surprised that he was no longer paying attention to Cyclone, his eyes fixed greedily on Sally’s naked form. Cyclone couldn’t blame him. It was quite the sight.

“Cy!” Spiritus shouted. “Stop staring at Sally and take out Mimetime!”

Spiritus’ loud voice somehow snapped Cyclone out of his own lust. He looked at Mimetime and held up his hands, aiming directly for Mimetime’s chest. With a yell, Cyclone activated Tornado. A blast of wind—far more powerful than Gust—exploded from Cyclone’s open palms and slammed into Mimetime’s chest hard enough to rip a hole in his Costume and even cut into his flesh. The blast sent Mimetime rocketing head over feet through the air uncontrollably until he disappeared over the edge of the roof. A loud thud and a crunch echoed from the street below, but Mimetime did not get back up again.

Even more impressive in Cyclone’s view, however, was the fact that Mimetime didn’t make even one sound the entire time.

A true mime to the very end, Cyclone thought with a small smile. Man, today’s my lucky day. I got to see Sally naked twice and meet a mime who is true to his art. Okay, that mime tried to kill me, but still.

“Cy, you okay?” said Sally as she appeared next to Cyclone. Her towel was now wrapped firmly around her body, thus depriving Cyclone of a third look at her body. “You look awful.”

Cyclone took a deep, shuddering breath. “I-I’ll be fine as long as you can do me one favor.”

Sally frowned. “What is that?”

Cyclone took another deep, shuddering breath, fixed his gaze on Sally’s face, and said, “Can you give me a kiss? I mean, CPR, which is technically not kissing but—”

Sally slapped Cyclone in the face so hard that her blow actually knocked off a full 1% of his overall Health. “No. And I might just leave you here to fend for yourself if you ask me for something like that again. Spiritus and I can take care of ourselves on our own.”

Rubbing his face, Cyclone said, “But what if Winter notices I’m missing when he gets back?”

Sally shrugged. “Nyle loves me more than you, so he probably won’t miss you that—”

“Sally, Cyclone!” said Spiritus. She rushed up to them and stopped, panting hard underneath her hood. “Are you two okay?”

“I’m not,” said Cyclone, glancing at his 9% Health bar. “But how did you get free of Mimetime’s lasso? I thought it was unbreakable.”

Spiritus spread her arms. “I’m not sure, but I think that defeating Mimetime must have caused all of his Mental Constructs to vanish. It’s one of the limits of being a Psychic that your Mental Constructs only last as long as you are conscious.”

“You mean he isn’t dead?” said Cyclone with a groan. “Damn it, I thought I killed him with that move.”

“If he was dead, we would have gotten a notification informing us that he was,” said Spiritus. “And anyway, Mimetime is like Level One Hundred Eighty-Two or something like that. You should be grateful you managed to knock him out at all.”

“Yeah, I suppose,” said Cyclone. “I need another Health Drink.”

Spiritus pulled one out from her robes and dumped its contents into Cyclone’s mouth. In seconds, Cyclone’s Health bar was back to full and Cyclone himself felt good as new.

Jumping back to his feet, Cyclone said, “Thanks, Spiritus! I feel like a newborn babe.”

“Good,” said Spiritus, but she sounded distracted now, “but we still need to get going. We got lucky when we defeated Mimetime, but he’s not going to stay unconscious forever. And even if we did kill him, he’s not the only Task Force member after us.”

“Correct, glitch,” said a familiar Ukrainian accented voice. “I hope you did not forget about me.”

Dread filled Cyclone’s very soul when he looked and saw Targetman walking across the roof toward them, his rifle in his hands. Although Targetman’s goggles hid his eyes, his body language told Cyclone that he was pissed at losing them so far. The barrel of his rifle glinted under the noonday sun as Targetman approached them slowly but methodically.

“I will admit to being surprised that you managed to take out Mimetime, but don’t expect that same trick to work on me,” said Targetman. “I am already happily married and have zero interest in ogling women who are not my wife. A naked woman, to me, is simply an easier target to kill.”

Cyclone gulped. He glanced at Spiritus and said, “Has your Energy recharged yet?”

Spiritus shook her head. “No. I have enough Energy to turn myself Intangible, but I don’t yet have enough Energy to turn all three of us Intangible. I need more time.”

Targetman, however, shook his head. “Time is the last thing I am going to give you.”

Without warning, Targetman raised his rifle and fired three shots in rapid succession.

Each shot hit them in the chest. Cyclone expected to feel his heart explode when the bullet struck his chest, and indeed, it hurt like hell. Sharp pain like a knife cutting into his flesh ripped through his body, making Cyclone fall to his hands and knees.

He struggled to remain conscious, but the darkness gathering in the corners of his eyes made that all but impossible. He heard Sally and Spiritus fall onto the roof around him, but soon he forgot even about them as the darkness claimed his vision.

The very last thing Cyclone saw before he lost consciousness was Targetman approaching them, his rifle held before him, a look of grim determination on his face.

And then Cyclone saw nothing … nothing at all but pure, absolute darkness.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

After Busker explained their plan to save Eagle Eye to me, I assumed we were going to head out to the Floating Fortress and rescue her right away. After all, it wasn’t like we had anything better to do. The way I saw it, the faster we saved Eagle Eye, the better. I didn’t know her myself, but I knew that when someone needed to be rescued, there was no reason to delay.

But Stetho explained that we should wait at least a few hours because we needed to rest. He said that there were still a few preparations we needed to make before we went out and put our plan to save Eagle Eye into action. I was a little disappointed that we weren’t going to head out right away, but after thinking about it, I realized Stetho had a good point. I did just level up, after all, and I didn’t want to rush into a dangerous situation without first making sure I was as prepared as possible.

While Stetho and Busker disappeared into the backroom of the ice cream shop in order to discuss some minor issues that didn’t concern me, I took a seat in one of the booths and opened my character sheet to see where I currently stood:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 31

EXP: 22,245/32,360 (10,115 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: 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], Slash [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 6], Perception [Level 5], Dodge [Level 6], Negotiation [Level 2], Dual-Wielding [Level 2], Blade-Throwing [Level 1], Aim [Level 1], Stealth [Level 1], Shaping [Level 1], Double Power [Level 2], Block [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], Metal Gauntlets [1/1]

Kids Mode: Disabled

Health: 46

Stamina: 27

Strength: 32 (+5 from Metal Gauntlets)

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

Looked like I had a lot to consider before moving on.

First things first: I dumped both of my Power Points into Freezing Touch, bringing it up to Level 3, which caused this notification to appear in my vision:

You have leveled up a Power! Freezing Touch is now Level 3. +5 sec increase in Duration when Frozen debuff is inflicted on target. Next level: 9 PPs.

Now that was a nice bonus. Five seconds might not have seemed like a lot, but in battle, even just one more second could mean the difference between life and death. I could already think about how useful this would be in certain circumstances. It would just make Freezing Touch that much more helpful in the coming battle against the Junkyard Corps.

Then I dumped both of my UPs into Ice Giant, thus leaving it with only 3 UPs until the next level. Its week-long cooldown effect was still active, meaning I wouldn’t be able to use Ice Giant for a while, but by the time I did, it should be Level 2, which would probably make it even stronger. In any case, I couldn’t wait to use it again.

That left me with my four SPs. It was tough to decide where to spend them, given how little I knew about the Junkyard Corps and the Floating Fortress’ defenses. The plan Busker explained to me was going to require a lot of stealth at first, so I decided to put 2 SPs into Charisma, bringing it up to 15. Charisma was one of my lowest Stats, but I’d seen many situations where Charisma could have come in handy over the past month and I decided that the more charismatic I was, the easier it would be to trick people into believing me.

With only 2 SPs left, I put them both into Defense, bringing it up to 23. While the plan was to get into the Fortress without fighting anyone, I knew from experience that plans didn’t always work out the way you wanted. With higher Defense, I would be able to survive longer in a fight even against a higher-leveled enemy.

I smiled when I saw that I still had Gears’ Metal Gauntlets equipped. She had given them to me back in the Underworld for my Duel with Osorias, the leader of the Scavenger Rebel terrorist group, and had demanded that I pay her 10,000 credits if I wanted to keep them. I had planned to return them to her at some point, but things happened so quickly after that that I had forgotten. I doubted Gears had forgotten, though. She was probably more annoyed that she had lost her precious Metal Gauntlets than that I got deleted.

Regardless, I decided to keep them equipped for now. They increased my Strength +5 and gave me access to Slash, a Power that increased my chances of getting a Critical Hit on an enemy. Although I still held the opinion that Gears was an egomaniac, I had to admit she was a competent egomaniac.

With all of that out of the way, I reviewed my character sheet one last time just to be sure everything was in order:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 31

EXP: 22,245/32,360 (10,115 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 3. Next Level: 10 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], Slash [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 6], Perception [Level 5], Dodge [Level 6], Negotiation [Level 2], Dual-Wielding [Level 2], Blade-Throwing [Level 1], Aim [Level 1], Stealth [Level 1], Shaping [Level 1], Double Power [Level 2], Block [Level 1]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 2]

Ultimate Powers: Ice Giant [Level 1. Next Level: 3 UP]

Equipment: Ice Man Costume [Powers: 5/5], Snowshoes, Snow Cape [Powers: 1/1], Metal Gauntlets [1/1]

Kids Mode: Disabled

Health: 46

Stamina: 27

Strength: 32 (+5 from Metal Gauntlets)

Defense: 23

Charisma: 15

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

“Hey, bro?” said Busker, who now stood behind my booth. “Mind if I sit down and talk?”

Snapped out of my reverie, I looked up at Busker and saw that he looked uncharacteristically serious. “Sure thing, Joe. Take a seat.”

Busker smiled and took a seat opposite me. He rested his arms on the table, still looking more serious than usual. “Thanks, bro. It’s been a long time since we’ve last talked like this.”

“I’ll say,” I said. I glanced at the back room. “Where did Stetho go?”

“He has some final adjustments to make to his stats before we go,” said Busker. “He also leveled up after you killed that Skull Mecha, so he’s trying to get himself ready for the attack later on.”

“Oh,” I said, nodding. “Makes sense. I was just doing the same thing, actually.”

“I would as well if I had leveled up,” said Busker. He shrugged. “But I didn’t, so I decided to come over and see what you’re doing. Both of us have been so busy nowadays that I can’t even remember the last time we sat down and talked.”

I leaned back, doing my best to get relaxed on the rough leather seat underneath me. “Well, it’s understandable. First I died in that car crash and was uploaded into Capes Online without your knowledge. Then, when we finally got to see each other again, you got deleted and died in real life, though not before uploading your mind to Capes Online as well. I think we both have pretty good reasons for not talking to each other as much as usual.”

“True,” said Busker with a chuckle. “Even so, I still owe you an apology for not explaining everything. I know how confused you’ve been about, well, everything since you entered Capes Online, and I honestly can’t blame you. Even I’m not aware of all of the things going on here. It’s insane how complicated a simple game can be, you know?”

“Oh, I do,” I said grimly, “even more so than you, probably.”

“Oh, trust me, bro,” said Busker with a shake of his head. “If you knew even half of the stuff I know, you’d never be able to sleep in your bed at night ever again. That’s how crazy things are.”

I leaned forward, resting my chin on my hand. “Such as how you knew that the Test Subject was Sally? Spiritus told me you knew that.”

Busker bit his lower lip. He sat back, but took his sunglasses off his face and began playing with them, a nervous tick I remembered from the real world that he had apparently brought with him to Capes Online. “Oh, right. Yeah, um, I did know about that.”

“And the Infinity Program?” I said. “I was told Sally was part of something called the ‘Infinity Program,’ which is yet another super secret program that the Department of VR is behind. Did you know about that, too?”

“I heard about it,” said Busker, nodding slowly, “but I’m not entirely sure what it is myself. Maybe you could ask the Department about it.”

“I did,” I said, “but apparently it is so secretive that only Director Johnson knew what it was. And since he’s dead, it means Sally is the only person in the world who might know anything about it. But I want to know how you knew about it.”

“Me?” said Busker. “Well, I learned about it from the High Elder, of course.”

“The who?”

Busker shook his head again. “I keep forgetting that you don’t know anything about Digitus. Okay, so Digitus is led by this guy called the High Elder. He’s the founder of the organization. Really cool old guy. He’s always up to date on all of the latest tech news. Don’t know much about his past other than he used to work for SI Games, but he’s really cool. I think you’d like him.”

“Is his name the High Elder or something?” I said. “That sounds like something straight out of a fantasy game.”

“It’s just his title,” said Busker. “I don’t know what his real name is, but I don’t really care. Besides, High Elder is a cool title, cooler than any real name, in my opinion.”

“Right,” I said. “So this High Elder guy found out about the Infinity Program and told you about it?”

Busker nodded. “Yeah. He said the Department was planning something bad with it and wanted me to find out more about it. He was also the guy who told me that Sally was the Test Subject.”

“Does that mean that Sally is actually in the game now like you and me?” I said. “The Department of VR definitely has the technology to upload her mind into Capes Online if they wanted.”

“I’m not sure,” said Busker, scratching his chin. “Remember, it was Sally who told me about you in the first place. When I last spoke to her—which was about a week ago now—I am fairly certain she wasn’t in Capes Online. I think she would have told me as much if she was. What did Sally tell you when you got her out of the Genesis Pod?”

I thought back to my conversation with Sally in the Underworld shortly after we escaped the Facility. “Let’s see … she mentioned that she heard a knock on her apartment door, opened it, and then got sprayed in the face with some kind of gas that knocked her out. After that, the next thing she remembered was waking up here in Capes Online.”

Busker put his sunglasses back on over his eyes, a frown crossing his young features. “Now that is what I call weird. She couldn’t have been in the Genesis Pod for more than a week, then, which means the Department couldn’t have been experimenting on her for very long. This is all starting to seem really weird, I mean weirder than normal, obviously.”

I agreed. The more I thought about this situation, the stranger it became. Although the Department of VR had already shown that its agents could be very morally ambiguous, I wondered if they really did kidnap Sally from her apartment in order to experiment on her. And why Sally, in particular? What made Sally so special? I mean, she was special to me, obviously, but to the Department, she was just another random civilian of no special importance. It made me wish that Satoshi Johnson, the former Director of the Department of VR, was still alive. He might have the answers we seek.

“Very weird,” I agreed. “But there may be one way we can get some answers.”

Busker raised an eyebrow in interest. “And how do you think we can do that?”

“I have a help button on my menu that allows me to contact the Department of VR,” I said, glancing at the button labeled ‘HELP’ on my character screen. “If I hit that button, it will instantly summon the Department agent assigned to oversee me. That should be Charles Omar, who is the current Director of the Department of VR. He might be able to help us.”

But Busker shook his head rapidly. “Won’t work. Sorry, bro, but Department Avatars can’t actually enter the Junkyard.”

I was just about to press the button when Busker said that, causing me to look at him in surprise. “What do you mean? Why can’t they enter the Junkyard? I thought the Department Avatars could go anywhere in Capes Online.”

“Except the Junkyard,” said Busker. “The reason for that, as far as I’ve been able to gather, is that the Junkyard Corps don’t want any outside force or agency messing with their turf. Also, there really isn’t anything here that the Department might want. Everything of interest to the Department of VR, like you and the others, is in the main Capes Online game. This is just where all of the garbage goes.”

I nodded. That made sense. The Department of VR didn’t strike me as a particularly big government agency. They probably had limited manpower, which meant they probably couldn’t afford to spread agents everywhere. Aside from Eagle Eye, there wasn’t much out here that could interest the Department.

But I still didn’t like it. I had been thinking that we might be able to call Chuck for help. He might be able to pull some strings to get us out of the Junkyard after we saved Eagle Eye. Chuck was the only Department agent I had any liking or trust for. But if I couldn’t contact him, then that meant I needed to junk that plan.

It also meant that the only plan we could rely on was the plan that Busker and Stetho had already laid out for us. It was a risky plan for sure, but it wasn’t like we had any other.

“Well, then I suppose we’ll just have to look for the answers ourselves, then,” I said. I sighed. “How are Mom and Dad holding up since my death, by the way?”

“What?” said Busker. “Oh, right. Well, they were pretty heartbroken about that, as you can guess. Mom was distraught and cried all throughout your funeral. Dad was … well, you know Dad.”

“Probably didn’t shed a tear,” I said. “Right?”

Busker nodded. “Yeah. And not because he wasn’t sad or anything, but—”

“I know,” I said. “I understand.”

I really did. Dad was a tough guy. A true man’s man. He wasn’t above joking around and having fun, but neither was he the kind to cry even when he was distressed. I remember how he reacted when Grandpa died. He just worked himself to the bone until he almost collapsed from burn out. Everyone mourned differently and overworking was how Dad did it.

“I was shocked as well when I heard about your death,” said Busker. “But now that we’re both together again … I dunno, bro. It doesn’t seem real to me.”

“Technically, it’s not,” I said. I gestured around us. “This is virtual reality. It’s not ‘real,’ at least not real life. But it’s my life and is basically your life as well now.”

Busker nodded again, but I could tell the implications of having his mind uploaded to Capes Online hadn’t entirely sunk in yet. I couldn’t blame him. It took me a while to accept the fact that I was never going back to the real world. It took me even longer to accept that Capes Online was my world and that the NPCs who lived within it—Cyclone and the others—were my people now, even if I technically wasn’t one of them.

Thinking about that reminded me of Dark Kosmos. He had had similar thoughts to me about NPCs being real, but he reacted to that idea differently than me. He tried to kill all of the players, locking them into Capes Online to suffer all of the same things NPCs suffered. He sought to inflict permadeath on us, a plan he very nearly succeeded in pulling off before we stopped him.

To this day, I still didn’t like Dark Kosmos. But I had to admit that I was coming around closer to his thinking on the nature of virtual reality and NPCs, and I wasn’t entirely sure whether that was a good thing or a bad thing. I didn’t have any desire to ‘punish’ players for doing what all gamers do, but at the same time, I also wasn’t entirely sure I was even really a player myself anymore. After all, I had no physical body to log off to. I was stuck in the game just like every other NPC.

And if Sally was stuck here with me … it meant we might be able to get married. And if we got married, well, then of course children are going to happen one way or another. We talked about having kids back in the real world before my death. Once again, though, I found myself wondering what kind of child we could have here in the game. Would a child between me and Sally be a person, an NPC, or … something else?

My mind was interrupted when Busker said, “Wait, bro. I almost forgot. I’ve got a gift for you I think you’ll like.”

A notification appeared before me all of a sudden:

[ANTI-HERO+ BUSKER BURN] would like to give you a [Snow Parka]. Accept? Y/N

Curious, I hit ‘yes’ and then saw a new item appear in my inventory. Pulling the item out of my inventory, I saw that it was a snow-white parka, so I Scanned it to see what its description said:

Snow Parka

Materials: Wool

Rarity: Common

A comfy, warm parka that will keep your head, neck, and ears warm even in the harshest winters. +10% more likely to survive a headshot.

Powers: Ice Barrier [1/1].

Surprised, I looked at Busker. “Where did you get this?”

“I found it not long after I ended up here,” said Busker, gesturing around at the ice cream shop. “Found it under the counter there. Sometimes Equipment and items end up here in the Underworld. I thought you might like it, seeing as its an Ice-themed piece of Equipment.”

Eagerly, I equipped the Snow Parka and immediately felt a large but comfortable parka appear on my head. But I didn’t bother to look at myself in the mirror. Instead, I went over to my character sheet and clicked on my new Power, Ice Barrier, to see what it could do:

Ice Barrier [Level 1]. Creates a thick barrier of ice that will protect you from most basic attacks. Cost: 10 Energy. Duration: 30 seconds.

I whistled. “That’s a pretty useful Power. I’ve been needing a defense-oriented Power for a while. Looks like this is just the ticket. And the Parka is even a part of my Costume, too, meaning I just need two more pieces of Equipment to complete it.”

“I thought you might like it,” said Busker. “Hopefully it will be really useful on our upcoming mission. Decided this was the best time to give it to you, because I’m not sure how much time we’ll have to sit around and talk after we attack the Floating Fortress.”

I smiled at Busker. Although Busker and I had completely different personalities, we still got along pretty well and he was still my cool little brother. “Thanks. I—”

I was interrupted when Stetho emerged from the kitchen and said, “All right. I finished distributing my points and getting everything in order. Are you two ready to go?”

Busker stood up. “Hey, I’m ready when you are, man.”

“Same here,” I said as I stood up. I readjusted my Parka. “Let’s do this.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Cyclone awakened as soon as he felt an electric shock in his head, which snapped him out of his stupor and made his eyes shoot open so fast they nearly fell out of their sockets.

“Yowch!” Cyclone cried out as he jumped into the air.

Unfortunately, Cyclone had apparently been lying on a bed when he jumped, because he soon fell flat onto the concrete ground underneath him. He cracked his skull against the concrete floor and lay there for a moment, his whole world spinning as the pain from the electric shock slowly faded away, replaced by the throbbing pain in his head from where he had fallen. He was pretty sure he should have been feeling pain somewhere else as well, but right now his mind was so scrambled that he wasn’t sure where he should have been feeling more pain.

“Cy?” said a concerned female voice above him. “Are you all right? Do you need any help?”

Blinking hard, Cyclone looked up. Sally standing above him and looking down at him. She was dressed in a patient’s gown for some reason, which made Cyclone think that he must be in a hospital of some sort. Yet he couldn’t think of any reason why they would be in a hospital, of all places, unless maybe one of them got hurt somehow.

Bet I tripped and hurt myself somehow, Cyclone thought. Then Sally had to take me to the hospital to have me checked out and make sure I was okay.

Groaning, Cyclone pushed himself up into a sitting position and said, “I’m fine, Sally, but where are we?”

“I … am not sure,” said Sally, glancing around the room they were in. “I just woke up myself. Spiritus is also awake, but she has been really quiet and hasn’t answered any of my questions about where we are or how we ended up here.”

Cyclone blinked. He slowly rose to his feet, using his cot for support, and looked around at the room in which they stood.

It was a simple concrete chamber. Solid concrete made up the walls, floor, and ceiling. The exception was the wall directly ahead of them, which appeared to be made out of thick, clear glass. He saw what looked like a control panel, like something you’d see out of a sci-fi movie, along with a door that led to who-knows-where and a desk with a desktop computer on it. Cyclone did not see any people out there.

As for their room, it had three simple cots lined up side by side on the far wall. Two of the beds—his and Sally’s—were empty, but the third one had Spiritus sitting on it. The reaper-like Sidekick sat with her hands folded on her lap, her head inclined forward slightly like she was deep in prayer. The room smelled very sterile, although Cyclone also thought he caught a whiff of blood in the air, which made no sense to him because he didn’t see any blood anywhere.

“This place looks weird,” said Cyclone. “Where are we?”

“I don’t know,” said Sally. “After Targetman shot us, I thought we were going to die. But it seems like we’re still alive.”

“Targetman?” said Cyclone, blinking at Sally. “He attacked us?”

“Sure,” said Sally. She looked at him questioningly. “Don’t you remember that?”

Cyclone was about to say ‘no,’ but then he suddenly remembered everything that happened after Funky and Gears logged off for the day. All of his memories hit him at once, making Cyclone clutch his head as the memories flooded back into his mind.

“I remember …” said Cyclone, grunting under the pressure of so many memories striking him at one time. “I remember …”

Curious, Sally stepped forward and said, “Remember what?”

Cyclone looked at Sally, blinked once, and said, “I remember you were butt naked.”

Sally didn’t even respond to that. She just sighed heavily and walked away, muttering under her breath, “Of course he would remember that. He’s a horny male who doesn’t have a girlfriend. Why would he remember anything that’s actually important?”

Cyclone considered trying to go and apologize to Sally, but somehow he sensed that she wasn’t in the mood to talk to him. So instead, he used Flight and flew over to Spiritus’ bed, landing right next to her without hesitation.

But Spiritus didn’t even look up at him when he landed next to her. She kept her head inclined and her hands folded together. She was so still that she looked almost like an incredibly realistic statue.

“Hi, Spiritus,” said Cyclone. He frowned. “Spiritus, can you hear me? Hello? Earth to Spiritus?”

Finally, Spiritus looked at Cyclone. Even up close, her face was hidden within her hood, although Cyclone could sense that she was still a little annoyed at him. “Yes, I can hear you, Cy. There’s no need to shout in my ear.”

“Okay,” said Cyclone cheerfully. “I just wanted to make sure because you were pretty quiet there. What are you trying to do?”

Spiritus sighed. “Trying to establish contact with Busker. So far, no luck.”

Cyclone blinked. “Busker? You mean Busker Burn, Winter’s brother? But isn’t he dead?”

“No, he’s not,” said Spiritus. “Do you remember what I told you earlier about how both he and Winter are still alive?”

Cyclone nodded and then rested a hand on Spiritus’ shoulder. “I remember, but Spiritus, I think you need to understand the stages of grief. Right now, I think you’re in the bargaining stage, where you haven’t accepted that Busker is gone and never coming—”

Spiritus knocked Cyclone’s hand off her shoulder. “I am not in the stages of anything. Busker is alive. He’s just stuck in Capes Online now, just like Winter.”

“He is?” said Cyclone. He blinked. “Oh, okay. But, um, how do you know that?”

“Because he told me as much,” said Spiritus. “And he’s also in the same place as Winter: The Junkyard. That’s where all deleted data goes. They’re both probably together right now even as we speak.”

“Cool!” said Cyclone, clapping his hands together. “So if Winter and Busker are together, then all we need to do is find this ‘Junkyard’ place and we’ll be able to save them both. Right?”

“Right, but it’s not quite that simple, as much as I wish it was,” said Spiritus with another sigh. “I’ve been trying to contact Busker to find out how he is doing and to let him know about my own current situation, but something seems to be jamming my communication lines with Busker here. I keep getting my messages returned to me.”

“Uh oh,” said Cyclone. “Are you supposed to be doing something here for Busker or—?”

“Yes,” said Spiritus. “I’m supposed to set up a portal for Busker to use to get back to the main game after he finishes his mission in the Junkyard. But in order to know when I’m supposed to open the portal, I need to be in contact with Busker, which I was until we got caught by the Task Force and ended up here … wherever ‘here’ is.”

Cyclone looked around again. “Yeah, that’s the part that confuses me. Targetman said he was going to kill us because we’re a bunch of ‘glitches.’ I thought for sure he had killed us when he shot us, but since the three of us clearly aren’t dead, I’m not sure if Targetman actually failed to kill us or if something else is going on here.”

“I’m not sure, either,” said Spiritus. “I’ve tried to locate this place on my map, but it doesn’t show up. It almost looks like we’re not even in Capes Online at all anymore.”

“That, my interesting little experiment, is thanks to the jamming system in your cell,” said a voice with a thick German accent that seemingly came from everywhere at once. “If you knew where you were, it would be easier for you to escape.”

The door on the other side of the glass wall opened. Three figures emerged from the open doorway. Two of them appeared to be futuristic guards of a sort Cyclone had never seen before. They wore sleek white armor, wearing domed helmets that completely hid their faces. They carried what looked like batons in their hands and had guns holstered at their sides. Above their heads floated the nametags [SYNTH GROUP SOLDIER ARNOLD] and [SYNTH GROUP SOLDIER JONATHAN] respectively.

The third figure, however, looked completely different from the two Synth Group Soldiers. He was clearly some sort of Mad Scientist, wearing a stark-white labcoat, long black rubber gloves, and wild, frizzy gray hair that clearly hadn’t been taken care of in forever. He was shorter and skinnier than the Synth Group Soldiers and appeared to be unarmed. He wore weird glasses, the left lens of which resembled a microscope, but the right lens revealed a crazed, bloodshot eye that made Cyclone feel unsafe even with the thick glass wall between them.

Hovering above the Mad Scientist’s head was a nametag that read [SYNTH GROUP SCIENTIST BRAIN GAME], though that did nothing to answer any of Cyclone’s questions about who this guy was or where he came from.

“Who are you?” asked Cyclone, looking at Brain Game in confusion. “Never seen you before.”

Brain Game walked up to the glass wall, while the two Synth Group Soldiers went and began working on the control panel behind him. Brain Game, however, appeared to be ignoring the sounds of buttons being pressed and levers being pulled. His eyes were fixed squarely on Cyclone and the others, a wicked grin crossing his face.

“My name is Kristian Merkel,” said Brain Game in a thick, almost impossible to understand German accent, “but you may call me Brain Game, as most players do. As you can tell, I am with Synth Group.”

Cyclone knew what Synth Group was. Synth Group was the biggest corporation in the world. Although Synth Group had products and services in a variety of different industries, Synth Group was famous for making the Health and Energy Drinks that Heroes and Villains alike used on their missions. They also were the creators of nearly every Costume and piece of Equipment known to man. They designed weapons for Heroes and Villains alike, as well as security features and upgrades for Bases and Hideouts.

For as famous and influential as the company was, however, Cyclone could never remember meeting anyone who actually worked there. For that matter, he had definitely never heard of a Synth Group Scientist known as Brain Game.

“Yeah, still don’t know who you are,” said Cyclone, scratching the back of his head. “I like your hair, though. It’s really rocking.”

Cyclone said that in complete sincerity. He really did like Brain Game’s wild hair. The fact that Brain Game was such an old guy yet still had his hair in such a cool style made Cyclone hopeful that Brain Game might be a good guy after all.

But his hopes were dashed when Brain Game scowled. “Make fun of my hair, will you? Arnold, poke him.”

Before Cyclone could ask what he meant by that, the Soldier known as Arnold pressed a button on the control panel and a mechanical arm shot out of the ceiling above and slammed into Cyclone’s chest. An electrical surge exploded out of the mechanical arm, sending electricity flowing through his whole body as he cried out in pain. Cyclone fell over backward onto the floor, his body very still as this notification appeared before him:

Debuff added: Electrified. -10% Agility, Evasion, and Dexterity. Duration: 1 minute.

That didn’t seem like too bad of a debuff until Cyclone noticed that that same attack had also taken off nearly a quarter of his full Health.

Brain Game folded his hands together as the mechanical arm retreated back into the ceiling. “My apologies, did that hurt? I hope it did. It is a useful lesson in what happens to those who mock my hair.”

“Cy, are you okay?” asked Sally, looking down at Cyclone with worry. “Can you stand?”

Cyclone nodded slowly. He rose up carefully to his feet, his muscles feeling tighter than ever thanks to the Electrified debuff that had knocked him down. “Yeah, I think so. But it still hurt a lot.”

Sally glared at Brain Game. “Just who the heck do you think you are, anyway? What gives you the right to hold us prisoner? You’re not with the government.”

Brain Game pushed up his glasses with the bottom of his palm, a mad grin spreading across his features. “You are correct about that, Sally DeLeon. I am not with the government at all. I am above the government, as far above the government as a human is above an ant.”

“Above the government?” said Spiritus. She tensed. “What do you mean?”

Brain Game leaned forward, his eyes glinting with fiery madness. “I am a full-time Capes Online developer and employee of Capes Online. And I am going to have a very fun time taking you three apart line by line to see exactly what makes you tick.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Ever since I started playing Capes Online, I’d been in a lot of … interesting situations. Getting nearly assassinated in broad daylight, having to blow up a factory run by ninjas that produced an incurable virus, went toe-to-toe with government agents, and fighting the queen of a race of underground lizard people were just a few of the interesting situations I’d found myself in.

But somehow, none of them really compared to having to lie underneath several pounds of garbage flat on my stomach, doing my best not to make any unnecessary noises and staying as still as possible. It was a lot harder than you’d think. Fighters were not a very stealthy Class. Our preferred method of dealing with conflict was to rush in with fists swinging and figure out the rest later. True, I was probably a bit more strategic than your average Fighter, but I still thought that the direct method was usually the best.

In order for this plan to work, however, it required stealth, at least initially. That meant lying as still as I could under a big pile of junk. Now I did have Stealth the Skill, but it was Level 1 and I was under the impression that Stealth didn’t work the same for all Classes. Some Classes, such as Thieves and Assassins, got certain Stealth bonuses that other Classes like Fighters didn’t get. Understanding the whole Skill System and how Skills and Classes interacted with each other was yet another layer of complexity to Capes Online that I simply didn’t have time to figure out at the moment.

Right now, however, my job was to lie on my stomach and wait as patiently as a kid on Christmas morning for my moment. It didn’t help that the junk pile smelled like, well, junk. It smelled like rotten apples and dried gym socks, which made me wish Cy was here so he could use his Sweet Scent Power to make things smell better. As it was, I had to tolerate it until my target came by.

A soft ping in the back of my mind caused me to glance at my Team Chat. Opening the chat for Team Busker—which I had joined prior to leaving the ice cream shop to make it easier for me to stay in contact with Busker and Stetho—I saw a message from Busker himself written there:

Busker Burn: Bro, how are things at your position? See anything yet?

Me: Yeah. The ground.

Busker Burn: No, I mean, do you hear anything?

Me: No, I don’t hear anything. Nor has anyone walked by yet.

Busker Burn: Okay. Just wanted to make sure. Stetho and I are on standby waiting to do our part of the plan. I’ll let you know if I see anyone coming your way. Once the guard comes ‘round, you know what to do.

Me: Sure. And what happens if I fail to take out the guard?

Busker Burn: You know the deal. We talked about it back at the ice cream shop. Just do what you can to take him out and then we’ll retreat. Easy peasy.

Me: Okay. Talk to you later, then.

Busker Burn: Sure thing, bro. And if you need any help, just holler. Bye!

I sighed. It was easy for Busker to remain happy and upbeat. He wasn’t the one who had to overpower one of the many guards protecting the Airship Hanger where the Floating Fortress usually docked. Nor was he the one lying underneath several pounds of junk. I wasn’t one to complain about my situation, but neither was I one to take any joy in being the guy to do all the grunt work, either.

The plan, on the face of it, was simple. We knew that Eagle Eye was being held prisoner somewhere on the Floating Fortress, which flew around the Junkyard at random. Although both Busker and I could fly, Busker and Stetho had already determined that it would be impossible to directly fly to the Floating Fortress itself thanks to its powerful defenses.

So our plan was to hijack one of the many smaller airships that often flew up to the Floating Fortress. This was apparently how the Junkyard Corps members usually traveled from place to place. It seemed odd to me that the Junkyard Corps, who worked directly for SI Games, would require their members to fly to and from everywhere, but apparently this was more secure than simply using a Teleportation Pad like the kind Dark Kosmos had in his Hideout.

Busker had shown me a picture of the airships before we left. They were small, light vehicles shaped somewhat like wedges. They typically only seated about four people per airship, although some could seat more and some less. There was a docking bay in the Floating Fortress where these smaller vehicles could lift off or land in.

More relevant to our mission, however, was the knowledge that there were about a dozen Airship Hangers scattered around the Sector. Stetho had already located one such Airship Hanger, which was about a mile away from the ice cream shop. This was also the smallest and least-protected Airship Hanger, so we assumed it would also be easier to sneak into without being seen.

Our real goal, however, was to hijack one of the three airships docked in this particular Airship Hanger. But in order to actually access the Airship Hanger first, we needed the codes to open the doors. And that meant finding a member of the Junkyard Corps who knew the codes.

Luckily, Busker and Stetho had figured this out already as well. They had discovered through scouting that this particular Airship Hanger—known as Hangar 6, according to their research—had a strict patrol schedule for the guards who were assigned to it. They had even figured out the route used by the guards as they patrolled the perimeter of the Hanger’s area, keeping a close eye out for any potential intruders.

Now this was where I came in. I was supposed to wait until one such guard passed by me. Then I would jump up, capture him, and steal the codes from him. Busker assured me it should be easy to do, because the guards at this particular Hanger were the weakest and lowest-leveled of all Hanger guards. Plus, he said I would probably get a Surprise Attack bonus for taking a guard by surprise.

“All in all, this is gonna be a piece of cake, especially with you here,” Busker had said to me. “But don’t get too cocky now. If we fail, the Junkyard Corps will probably double security in all their Hangers, making it impossible for us to pull this off again in the future. So do your best, bro.”

I was used to having to shoulder such huge stakes, but I did wish they had mentioned the seriousness of this mission before they asked me to do this. Otherwise … well, it was too late to back out now, I suppose. Just got to do my best and hope that’s enough.

Another ping in my ear and I saw another message from Busker:

Busker Burn: Heads up, bro. A guard is coming your way. Get ready to go.

Me: Sure thing.

As soon as I sent that message, a guard rounded the corner ahead of me and began walking toward me. Underneath the pile of junk I hid under, I saw that the guard was a strong-looking man, probably in his thirties or so. While less muscular than your average Hero or Villain, he definitely looked like he could take care of himself in a fight, with smooth, black metallic armor and what appeared to be a stun baton clutched tightly in his hands. He wore a triangular helmet that left his face partially exposed, although his eyes were protected by a translucent visor that showed he was awake and alert, although he clearly didn’t think that that pile of garbage off to the side of his patrol path was worth his attention. The nametag [AIRSHIP HANGER GUARD THOMAS] bounced over his head with every step of his heavy-looking combat boots.

Curious, I Scanned Thomas to find out more about these Airship Hanger Guards:

Airship Hanger Guard Thomas

LEVEL: 25

ALIGNMENT: Unaligned

CLASS: Guard

TYPE: Earth

WEAK POINT: Left knee

WEAKNESS: Water

RARITY: Common

Airship Hanger Guards are one of the many divisions of the Junkyard Corps. Despite the fact that they play a vital role in protecting the twelve Airship Hangers that form an important link between the Floating Fortress and the rest of the Junkyard, members of this Class often face ridicule from the other Junkyard Corps Divisions. This is usually where newbies start out and often stay, but don’t be fooled. Even the weakest Airship Hanger Guard still has access to the Floating Fortress and can sound the alarm and call in reinforcements if necessary.

Something about that description told me that maybe the author was an Airship Hanger Guard who was perhaps a little too defensive, but I push those thoughts out of my mind in order to focus on the situation at hand. Even if Thomas was weak, that didn’t mean I had the right to become lazy or complacent.

Once Thomas walked past me whistling some tune I didn’t recognize, I struck. Pressing my hand against the ground, I activated Freezing Touch, sending a wave of cold energy at Thomas’ feet. The Airship Hanger Guard grunted in surprise as he stumbled, looking down at his now-frozen boots with confusion.

“Huh?” said Thomas in a rather deep, dumb slow voice. “Why are my boots frozen? It hasn’t snowed recently. It—”

With a yell, I jumped out from under the junk pile and tackled Thomas to the ground. Thomas cried out in surprise, but I quickly grabbed his helmet and slammed his head into the ground hard enough to get me this notification:

You have knocked [Airship Hanger Guard Thomas] Unconscious! He will not awaken for: 5 minute(s).

Grinning, I checked Thomas’ body and found exactly what I was looking for: A USB drive conveniently labeled ‘CODES.’

“Great job, bro!” said Busker, stepping out from behind me and slapping me on the shoulder. “You really went all Metal Gear on that guy. Wasn’t sure if I was looking at Solid Snake or my cool older bro!”

Startled, I looked at Busker and said, “Where did you come from? I thought you and Stetho were waiting for my signal.”

“Nah, bro, we were actually just over that hill,” said Busker, gesturing at an even larger pile of junk not far from where we stood. “Figured it would be easier to get to the Hanger if we hide somewhere close by. Right, Stetho?”

That was when I also noticed Stetho standing beside a bent lamppost nearby, his arms folded in front of his chest. “Yep.”

“I wish you guys had told me that before,” I grumbled. “Would have made me feel a whole lot safer.”

“But you managed to take out the guard anyway, right?” said Busker, slapping me on the shoulder again. He took the USB drive out of my hand and tossed it to Stetho, who caught it and inserted it into a slot on the device on his arm with practiced ease. “Now Stetho is going to retrieve the codes and we’ll be all set.”

“Done,” said Stetho, looking up at us again. “Let’s go to the Hanger itself now. The Junkyard Corps are very obsessive about keeping their schedules. If Thomas here doesn’t show up soon, they’ll send someone to look for him and may even sound the alarm if they can’t find him.”

Nodding, I followed Stetho and Busker down the rest of Thomas’ patrol path, which took us all the way to the Airship Hanger itself. Airship Hangar 6 was a small airplane hanger, looking somewhat like a grain silo mixed with an actual airplane hanger. It was so old and outdated that it looked almost like a piece of junk itself, the name ‘AIRSHIP HANGER 6’ written across the front door in bright green paint notwithstanding.

We approached the front door, which was protected by a rather fancy-looking keypad, but Stetho didn’t hesitate to input the codes. Once he hit the ‘ENTER’ key, I heard a soft click indicating that the door had unlocked and we went inside, making sure to close the door behind us on our way in.

The Airship Hanger was a good deal more spacious inside than it was outside. Three airships—each one colored the same gunmetal gray and black, with what appeared to be energy cannons hanging from underneath them—stood in a neat row in the very center of the Hanger. To our left was an enclosed office space with two computers and desks, but it didn’t look like any office workers were, well, at work today. This was deliberate on our part. Busker and Stetho had not only memorized the guards’ rotation schedule, but even found out the schedule of the guys who worked here and manned the Hanger, picking this exact time to break in in order to ensure we would not be found out or interrupted.

Personally, I thought it was amazing how thorough my brother and Stetho were. I had never realized just how good Busker was at recon until he laid out, in great detail, all of the information that he and Stetho had figured out since entering the Junkyard. It made me realize I had underestimated my younger brother’s skills and intelligence. He definitely had Dad’s research skills, that was for sure.

“Okay, which one are we going to take?” I said, looking at the three identical airships. “They all look the same to me.”

“Whichever one is closest,” said Stetho. “Our intel suggests that all three airships operate the same. Plus, all of them should be unlocked, so it should be very easy for us to fly any of them out of here.”

“Then you do that,” I told Stetho. “Get one of those airships up and flying while Busker and I keep an eye out for any potential dangers.”

Stetho nodded and quickly ran over to the middle airship. He opened the cockpit and climbed inside, taking a seat at the controls, where he began pressing buttons and making the airship start up. A low hum shook the air as the airship began to fire up, although I suspected it would be a couple more minutes at least before the airship was ready to go.

In the meantime, I went over and froze the door to the Hanger shut. I didn’t want any guards accidentally walking in on us while we were getting ready to leave. As well, the other guards would notice Thomas’ disappearance eventually, and once they did, I had no doubt they would rush back here to check on the Hanger. The frozen door wouldn’t stop them forever, but it would at least give us a few more minutes to escape.

As for Busker, he had gone over to the enclosed office space. He appeared to be messing with one of the computers, most likely trying to open the Hanger roof in order for the airship to escape. Busker had told me that the Hangers had retractable roofs to allow airships to take off from and land inside them with ease. I didn’t know if the Hanger doors also required codes, but it looked like Busker was hard at work, so I didn’t worry about him.

As I stepped away from the now-frozen door, I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was all a little too easy. Granted, Busker and Stetho had been planning this for a while, but in my experience, a plan never survived first contact with the enemy. I kept expecting something to go wrong, but so far the plan had played out exactly the way we thought it would.

“Stetho, how much longer until that thing is in the air?” I shouted.

“Shouldn’t be much longer now,” said Stetho, raising his voice to be heard above the humming of the engines. “These things take a few minutes to start, but I should have it up and running very soon.”

I nodded and looked over at the control room where Busker was. “Busker, any luck in opening the hanger doors?”

“Not yet, broski,” said Busker, shaking his head as he typed away at the computer. “Not sure why they made it so hard to find a simple open button. Feels like I’m trying to find the Arc of the Covenant.”

Grimacing, I looked up at the ceiling. “I suppose we could blast a hole in the ceiling if we absolutely had to. The two of us working together probably have enough power to—”

Without warning, the frozen door was smashed off its hinges and went flying toward me. I just barely managed to duck and avoid it at the last minute, listening at the door crashed into the floor behind me loudly. But my eyes were not on the destroyed door, but rather on the figure now standing in the doorway, the one who had apparently destroyed the door himself.

He was a large, muscular man wielding twin katanas in his hands. He wore the sleek black armor of the Junkyard Corps soldiers, his head hidden underneath an eagle-shaped helmet. His mouth, however, was visible, stuck in a foul scowl as he looked upon us. The nametag [JUNKYARD CORPS SOLDIER BARNABAS] hung over his head.

“I was wondering why I couldn’t open the front door,” said Barnabas. His eyes narrowed. “Looks like I’ve found an infestation to take care of.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Cyclone blinked in confusion. “You’re a Capes Online developer?”

Cyclone said the last word, ‘developer,’ very carefully. He knew what the word meant, of course. He knew what a video game developer was. But being a Sidekick, Cyclone didn’t think too much about the so-called ‘devs’ who the Heroes and Villains often spoke of as the gods of Capes Online. He knew very little about them aside from their apparent control over the game world, but he did know that the devs rarely interacted directly with players, NPCs, or anyone else in the game.

That was what made Brain Game’s reveal so shocking and confusing. He looked to Spiritus and Sally to see if they understood what Brain Game meant, but to his disappointment, the two of them seemed as confused as he was.

“Indeed I am,” said Brain Game, nodding. “A senior developer, at that. I have been at SI Games for over twenty years and was one of the chief architects of the game world itself.”

“Really?” said Sally. “How do we know you’re telling the truth?”

“Because who else could order Targetman to spare you three and bring you here, to my laboratory?” said Brain Game, gesturing at their surroundings. “The Glitch Elimination Task Force answers only to SI Games. Had I not intervened, all three of you would be quite dead.”

Cyclone stared dumbly at Brain Game. He didn’t understand most of what Brain Game said, but if he was telling the truth … “Then you’re one of the guys who made everything.”

“Oh, not everything, my dear Sidekick,” said Brain Game, adjusting his glasses. He peered forward, a rather creepy grin on his face. “But I don’t need to have created everything to take you three apart to find out what makes you three so unique.”

“What do you mean by ‘take us apart’?” Sally questioned. “Are you going to dissect us?”

“Please, Sally, I am not that kind of doctor,” said Brain Game. He gestured at his hair. “I may look like a stereotypical Mad Scientist, but I studied computer engineering in college, not biology. You need not worry about being dissected like frogs in a science class.”

“That would be a lot more reassuring if you didn’t already look like a Mad Scientist,” said Sally.

“I do not care about reassuring any of you,” said Brain Game. “And why should I? After all, none of you are real. Each one of you is nothing more than glorified ones and zeroes, a bunch of numbers and lines of code all put together to mimic life. But you are not—and never will be—true life. You will only ever mimic it.”

“Well, that’s not nice to say,” said Cyclone.

Brain Game raised a finger. “But it is the truth. And anyway, I did not come here to discuss philosophy with glorified computer programs. I came here to find out what makes you tick.”

“And how do you intend to do that?” asked Spiritus.

“Simple, my dear,” said Brain Game. “I will decompile your files and then go through your code line by line until I figure out the exact reason you are so anomalous.”

“What do you mean by ‘anomalous’?” asked Sally.

“Yeah,” said Cyclone. “I don’t even know what that word means.”

“It means there is something different about you,” said Brain Game. He leaned even closer to the glass wall, terrifying curiosity now in his eyes. “After all, you Sidekicks shouldn’t still be here. By all rights, the two of you should have returned to being Civilians once your Heroes were deleted. That is what happens to every Sidekick who loses their Hero or Villain. Yet you two are still Sidekicks. In all of my years working on Capes Online, I have never seen the Sidekick System fail in this way.”

Then Brain Game shifted his attention to Sally. “And you … you are also different, but not in the way that these two are. You are an even bigger anomaly. You are not one of the Project Second Life participants, yet somehow you are in Capes Online just like the others. I wonder who put you here and why.”

“I have the same questions,” said Sally. “Questions I can’t get the answers to if I am stuck in here.”

Brain Game wagged his finger at Sally. “Ah, ah, ah. You must stay put. Targetman believed you were a glitch, but I believe you are something more. You and the Sidekicks.”

“We’re not anything special,” said Cyclone with a shrug. “And even if we were, what’s it to you? You might be a developer, but that doesn’t mean much to me.”

Brain Game stroked his chin. “When I said I was a Capes Online developer, I do not mean I was some low-level grunt who designed character assets or tested out the physics engine to make sure it was perfect. No, I worked on something far more fundamental to the game: The Sidekick System itself.”

Cyclone and Spiritus looked at Brain Game in shock. Even Sally looked surprised by this revelation, even though she wasn’t a Sidekick herself.

Brain Game smirked. “It looks like I got your attention, then. I thought so. Given how you two are Sidekicks, it makes sense that you would be interested in meeting the man who made it in the first place.”

“For real?” said Cyclone. “You actually designed it?”

“Yes,” Brain Game said, nodding. “I didn’t actually come up with the idea—that would be the work of Homer Sitterson, the original creator of Capes Online—but I did the grunt work of making it a reality. I improved upon Sitterson’s basic ideas, fleshing it out fully in ways that even he could never have comprehended on his own.”

“Oh,” said Cyclone. “Now I see why you’re so interested in us.”

“Indeed,” said Brain Game. He began pacing back and forth in front of the glass wall in what seemed like an unconscious habit. “Because I know the Sidekick System so well—better than anyone else, in fact—I cannot understand how you two defy one of its most basic functions. That is why I had Targetman bring you two to me. I was fascinated by this revelation that there were two Sidekicks running around Capes Online who lacked a Hero or Villain to accompany. It is the first I’ve heard of such a thing, though perhaps I shouldn’t be surprised.”

“Why not?” said Cyclone. He kept a careful eye on Brain Game, even though he was well aware of how powerless he was against this man.

“Because your Heroes are Winter and Busker Burn, respectively,” said Brain Game. His scowl deepened. “A more annoying duo of players I have never met in my time at SI Games. Had it not been for Winter’s involvement, we could have avoided the Blackout and the ensuing lawsuits and bad press that hit SI Games along with it. I wouldn’t have had to spend hours on the phone reassuring the board that Capes Online was still safe to play and that we shouldn’t shut it down because of one rogue AI.”

“But that wasn’t boss’ fault,” said Cyclone with a frown. “Dark Kosmos was the one who locked down the game and nearly killed everyone.”

“Only because he wanted to kill Winter,” Brain Game pointed out. He waved a hand. “But it does not matter. What matters is that SI Games has been keeping a close eye on you and Winter since then. We keep a close eye on all Project Second Life participants, of course, but Winter, in particular, has gotten our attention since the Blackout.”

“So you’ve known about me this entire time?” said Cyclone, putting his hands on his chest.

“Yes,” said Brain Game. He stopped pacing, standing in the very middle of the glass wall, his eyes fixed on Cyclone. “We’ve noted how you have changed a great deal under Winter’s influence. It is my opinion that the Project Second Life participants affect the world around them in a way that ordinary players do not.”

“Such as—?” said Sally.

Brain Game pointed at Cyclone. “Such as a Sidekick staying a Sidekick even after their Hero is deleted. Or NPCs gaining sapience and becoming self-aware. The other developers do not believe me because I have always lacked the proof to back up my theories, which is why I acted so quickly to bring you three into my private lab. In fact, the other developers don’t even know you’re here, and won’t until I am able to show them the proof of my theories.”

“What about the Department of VR?” said Sally. “I was their captive for a while. I don’t remember much of my time with them, but I do know that they are after me.”

“Bah,” said Brain Game, rolling his eyes. “What should I care about those government goons? They are not designers, developers, players, or in any way, shape, or form associated with this game. They need not know that you are here or that you are in my custody.”

“You mean you aren’t afraid of pissing off the Department and possibly getting arrested?” said Sally.

Brain Game held up two fingers. “First, I am a German citizen, even though I work in the US, so the Department could not arrest me even if they wanted to. Second, I am not very afraid of a government agency that has continually failed to capture the criminal known as Atmosfear. The Department blames us for not giving them the technology they need to locate him, but the Department already has all of the tools they need and much more in order to capture him. Let their Director go to my superior if they have any qualms about my practices.”

Cyclone scratched his chin. It looked to him like SI Games and the Department of VR didn’t get along very well. That wasn’t surprising. It seemed to Cyclone like none of these big, shadowy organizations actually liked each other and that they were always one step away from declaring war on one another. Even so, Cyclone wasn’t sure who was worse: The Department of VR or SI Games.

“But enough prattling about the failures of the United States’ federal government,” said Brain Game with another wave. “All of this ignores the main point, that I rescued you three in order to take you apart and find out what you really are.”

Cyclone walked up to the glass and put his hands on its cool, clear surface. “Mr. Scientist Man, you’ve got to let us go. We’re on an urgent mission to save Winter and Busker Burn from the Junkyard.”

Brain Game looked at Cyclone with interest. “How interesting. Not only do you somehow still maintain your Sidekick status, but you also have somehow deluded yourself into believing that you can rescue your Heroes from the Junkyard. You are truly unique among not just Sidekicks, but AI in general.”

“What—?” said Cyclone. “Deluded? We’re not deluded. We know we can save them.”

“Sure you can,” said Brain Game. “It’s not like they were deleted or anything. Even if they somehow survived deletion, the Mist Wolves would have taken care of them both by now. Your mission, such as it is, is doomed to failure. You will be lucky if you can find even two bits that once belonged to those two.”

Cyclone had no idea what a ‘Mist Wolf’ was, nor why it would have killed Winter and Busker by now, but that wasn’t important right now. What was important was that anger was rising within Cyclone’s heart at Brain Game’s dismissive tone. He couldn’t believe that Brain Game would be so disinterested in saving Winter and Busker that he would dismiss their lives like they were nothing. Didn’t Brain Game know that they were real people whose lives really mattered? What was wrong with this guy?

“I see you have nothing to say in response to that,” said Brain Game. “Very well. I tire of talking to you three, anyway. It is clear that you are just as ignorant of how you attained your current status as I am. Therefore, it is time to move onto the direct method.”

Brain Game looked over his shoulder at the two silent Synth Group Soldiers. “Men, put them on the operating tables. Now.”

One of the Soldiers silently saluted Brain Game, while the other one pressed a few buttons on the control system in front of them.

Before Cyclone could even register what Brain Game said, mechanical tentacles extended out from the beds behind them and wrapped around him, Spiritus, and Sally. The three of them were pulled back onto their beds and held down firmly against their will. Cyclone struggled to break free of the tentacles holding him down, but their grip on him was tight as steel. Sally and Spiritus weren’t having any more success than he was.

Brain Game slapped his hands together eagerly. “Now that the patients are down, it is time to begin the surgery.”

Brain Game spread his hands apart. A holographic display showing Cyclone, Spiritus, and Sally appeared before him. Although the display was backward to Cyclone, he could see that arrows on the display identified the various parts of their bodies, likely for Brain Game’s ease of reference.

“Let’s see …” Brain Game tapped his chin thoughtfully. “I think I will start on Cyclone first. Seeing as he is the Sidekick of a Project Second Life participant, his data is the one most relevant to my theory. Let’s see what we can find.”

Brain Game tapped Cyclone’s image on the display. A portion of the ceiling above Cyclone’s bed slid open and twin mechanical arms topped with drills extended down toward him slowly but surely. The drills reminded Cyclone of the kind used by dentists to get rid of cavities, but frankly, Cyclone didn’t think Brain Game was going to give him free dental work.

“Now don’t worry, my green friend,” said Brain Game with a wicked grin. “I promise you this won’t hurt … much.”


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

“What the—?” I said, staring at Barnabas in confusion. “Who are you?”

“Me?” said Barnabas. “Just a soldier whose job is to protect the Hanger from intruders like you.” Barnabas’ eyes narrowed as he squinted at me. “Hold on a second, aren’t you Winter? The guy who defeated Dark Kosmos?”

“Yeah, that’s me,” I said. I looked over at Busker, who was staring with a stunned expression at Barnabas. “I thought you guys had the guards’ rotation schedule figured out!”

“We did,” said Busker. “I don’t understand what he’s doing here any more than you do, bro.”

“Change of schedule,” said Barnabas, shrugging his broad shoulders. “The guy who was supposed to come in tonight was out sick, so I decided to take over his shift a bit earlier than usual. Didn’t expect to run into two of the most infamous players in Capes Online, though.”

Uh oh. This was not good. If Barnabas had found us, it was only a matter of time before he alerted the rest of the Junkyard Corps of our position. If he did that, then it wouldn’t be much longer before the entirety of the Junkyard Corps descended on Hangar 6 and killed us all. Or maybe they would just send a few more Skull Mechas to finish us off.

“Yeah, we’re infamous,” said Busker. He jumped over the control panel and landed beside me. Two fireballs appeared in his open palms. “But there’s a reason for that, a reason you’re just about to find out very soon.”

I put a hand on Busker’s shoulder and said, “Busker, no. You stay back and get the hanger doors open. I’ll deal with this guy myself.”

Busker looked at me in surprise. “Are you sure, bro? He looks pretty tough.”

“Please,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “I destroyed a Skull Mecha. I am pretty sure I can take a simple guard who thinks he’s from an anime.”

“Okay, bro,” said Busker, “but be careful. These guys are a lot tougher than they look.”

Busker flew back over to the control panel, where he went back to work on opening the Hanger doors, while I summoned my Ice Daggers and rushed toward Barnabas.

Barnabas didn’t hesitate to charge at me. He swung his katanas wide, aiming for my head, but I used Flight to give myself a small boost and jump over his head. Landing on the concrete floor behind him, I slashed at Barnabas’ back, but my Ice Daggers only managed to scrap against his black armor. Barnabas whirled around, swinging his swords wildly, forcing me to jump back out of his reach.

Tossing my Ice Daggers aside, I fired twin Ice Beams at him, but Barnabas deflected the Ice Beams with his katanas and then rushed toward me with shocking speed. He swung his katanas wildly again. I just barely managed to Dodge them this time, but he lashed out with a kick and struck me in the chest, sending me staggering backward.

With a devilish grin on his face, Barnabas rushed toward me with his katanas pointed directly at my chest. Without thinking, I activated Ice Barrier, my new Power, and conjured a thick half-barrier of ice in front of me. Barnabas’ katanas crashed into the barrier, causing it to shudder under the impact, but the Barrier held without even making any cracks.

Smiling in gratitude that Busker’s gift worked, I took several steps away from the Ice Barrier before Barnabas smashed his way through it. He slammed his shoulder into my chest, sending me stumbling backward. I fell flat on my back and Barnabas was upon me in less than a second, raising both of his katanas over his head.

I rolled out of the way just as Barnabas brought both of his blades down on my chest. I narrowly avoided getting stabbed in the chest by Barnabas’ katanas, rolling to my feet several feet away as Barnabas ripped his katanas out of the floor and turned to look at me, a vile grin stretching across his features.

“What were you saying earlier about me?” said Barnabas, spinning his swords in his hands. “A ‘simple guard from an anime’ or something like that? Yeah, you’re probably eating those words now, aren’t you, you little freak?”

I bit my lower lip. Barnabas was definitely a lot more skilled than I thought. He wasn’t the strongest enemy I’d ever faced, but one thing I’d learned in my life was that skill often mattered just as much as sheer power and strength, and Barnabas was definitely very skilled with his katanas. I wondered if there was some kind of sword-wielding Skill that granted bonuses to sword users. If so, then Barnabas’ was undoubtedly very high.

But I technically didn’t need to beat Barnabas. I just needed to distract him until Busker and Stetho could get one of the airships into the air. Easy peasy.

That is until the radio on Barnabas’ collar suddenly made static sound and a voice I didn’t recognize said, “Barnabas, this is Head of Security responding to your message. What’s the situation in Hanger Six look like?”

Without taking his eyes off of me, Barnabas said into the radio, “It’s a four-thirty, Chief. Three players have broken into the Hanger and are in the process of stealing an airship, probably to get onto the Floating Fortress. I am going to need backup.”

“Affirmative,” said Head of Security’s voice over the radio. “Reinforcements are on the way. Over.”

My eyes widened in shock. It looked like Barnabas wasn’t the only one who just needed to delay until help arrived. I had no idea how many reinforcements they were sending, but if I had to guess, it would probably be far more than we could deal with. And even worse, the hanger doors were still not open.

“Busker!” I shouted. “Get those doors open now! They’re sending reinforcements to back this guy up!”

“I’m trying!” Busker shouted back. “But they made it really hard for anyone who isn’t a member of the Junkyard Corps to do that!”

“Then blast the damn doors open with your fire!” I snapped. “It’s not rocket sci—”

Suddenly, one of Barnabas’ swords came out of nowhere and slashed across my chest. I managed to Dodge at the very last minute, but the tip of the sword still cut through the fine material of my Costume, making a small, bleeding wound in my chest and taking a couple of points off my overall Health. With a grunt, I looked at Barnabas, who now stood much closer to me than he had been standing seconds ago.

“I wouldn’t worry about your friends if I were you,” said Barnabas with a twirl of his swords. “Not paying attention to your opponent is an excellent way to get yourself killed in battle. I suggest keeping your eyes on me and me alone if you want to live.”

Scowling, I cursed myself for not paying attention to Barnabas, a mistake that could have ended my life. But I didn’t curse myself for long. I thrust my hands out and fired two Ice Beams at Barnabas, but the swordsman rolled out of the way and then, hopping up to his feet, slashed at me again.

This time, I managed to Dodge it, but Barnabas was on the offense now. He kept advancing on me, swinging his swords rapidly as he forced me to back up. It was all I could do to avoid getting my body torn to shreds. I didn’t even pay attention to anything else. My focus was on Barnabas and Barnabas’ swords alone.

Then I backed up against a wall and realized I could back up no further. Even as that realization sunk in, it came too late to do me any good. Because Barnabas took advantage of my distraction to run both of his katanas straight through my stomach.

Pain exploded inside me as blood gushed out of my wound. I yelled in agony as my Health plummeted to less than half and this notification appeared in my vision:

Debuff added: Stab Wound. -4 HP/2 seconds. Duration: Until death.

The overwhelming pain was almost too much for me to take, a fact Barnabas must have taken note of, because he grinned and said, “Got you right where I want you now, intruder. Now let’s see how long it takes for you to bleed to death.”

The pain was so intense that I almost agreed with him, but then my stubborn will kicked in and I said, through gritted teeth, “Sorry, but I’m not going to die today.”

I grabbed both of his katanas with my hands, cutting my hands open on their sharp blades, but I ignored that in order to use Freezing Touch. Ice exploded from my palms and covered both swords in an instant. And with a final shout, I smashed both of my hands down on the frozen katanas, shattering the blades into a million pieces and causing Barnabas to stagger backward, a look of shock on his face.

My Stab Wound still bled as freely as ever and my Health bar was plummeting like a rock. Knowing I didn’t have much time left, I summoned my Ice Daggers—their cold handles burning my bleeding hands—and stabbed the off-guard Barnabas directly in the throat with both knives. At the same time, I activated Slash and was pleased to see I got a Critical Hit, which increased the damage from my attack by 1.5.

Barnabas’ Health dropped to zero when I scored that Critical Hit. His eyes widened in shock for the merest of moments before his eyes rolled into the back of his head and he collapsed onto the floor in an ever-widening pool of his own blood, earning me this notification:

You killed [Junkyard Corps Soldier Barnabas]! +7,000 EXP!

Although I was pleased with the amount of EXP I got, the adrenaline I used to fuel my final, desperate attack against Barnabas ran out. As soon as it did, paralyzing pain came over me and I fell to my hands and knees. Blood leaked out of my stomach at an alarming rate and my Health bar was still dropping quickly every couple of seconds. It wouldn’t be long until I lost all of my Health, and when I did, it wouldn’t matter that I defeated Barnabas because I would die for good.

But then a golden aura washed over me like a wave. My Health bar shot up to max as my Stab Wound debuff was lifted. My stomach sewed itself together, even pushing out the pieces of Barnabas’ katanas that had gotten stuck when I smashed his swords into pieces. The pain in my body subsided, leaving me feeling fresh and whole once again.

Another notification popped up in front of me:

[Hero Stetho] used Full Heal on you! Health restored to maximum and all debuffs lifted!

Smiling, I looked up to see Stetho standing in the cockpit of the airship, holding his palm out toward me. He looked almost like a police officer ordering a person to stand down.

“Are you all right?” Stetho yelled from the airship.

I nodded and gave him the thumbs up. “Yeah, thanks to you! Would have been a goner there if not for your help.”

Stetho nodded in appreciation and then sat back down in the cockpit, where he began fiddling with the controls again. “No problem. Anyway, get in. I got the airship all fired up and ready to go.”

I nodded and ran over to the airship. Climbing into the cockpit, I fell into one of the seats behind Stetho, where I quickly buckled myself in. Looking up, I saw that the airship hanger doors were still closed. “The hell? How come the doors aren’t open?”

“Because you need a code to open the hanger doors that that guard didn’t have,” said Busker as he ran over to us. He stopped next to the cockpit and pointed up. “Stetho, you lift off. I’ll get on top and blast a hole through the ceiling.”

Stetho looked up at the ceiling with a frown on his face. “Are you sure you can do that? Those hanger doors look very thick.”

Busker nodded. “Don’t worry about me. You just worry about getting this thing off the ground.”

Stetho bit his lower lip, but nodded in response. “Fine.”

With that, Stetho pressed a button and the cockpit’s hatch lowered. A second later, the airship itself began to rise slowly but surely into the air. I held on tightly because although I didn’t mind flying, I never did like flying in airplanes. I’m not sure why other than I didn’t like the feeling of not being in control of where I was going. Stetho seemed to know what he was doing, which made me wonder if he had some kind of real-world flight experience.

Regardless, we were rising higher and higher into the air, closer to the ceiling. A soft bump told me that Busker had climbed on top of the airship. Looking up through the hatch, I saw Busker was looking up at the ceiling, his hands at his sides as he prepared to blow open a hole for us to escape through.

Then Busker pointed his hand upward in a finger gun formation and shouted, in a voice loud enough to be heard even over the roar of the engines, “Faster … faster … faster!”

“Faster?” Stetho replied in horror. “But if we go too fast, we might crash into the ceiling!”

“We won’t,” said Busker without looking down. “But we need to go faster in order to make it out. Just trust me on this.”

Stetho looked like he didn’t agree with that at all, but he nonetheless increased the speed of our ascent. We weren’t going fast enough to scare me yet, but we were now going so fast that I was surprised that Busker hadn’t fallen off the airship.

Busker nodded, as if to confirm that this was the perfect speed, and then pointed his finger gun upward again. A small fireball appeared at the tip of his index finger, no bigger than a ping pong ball, but it rapidly grew to the size of a golf ball, then a football, a basketball, a beach ball, and then even bigger, until soon a blazingly hot fireball—its heat obvious even from within the cockpit—roared on his fingertip.

Then, when we were halfway between the ground and the ceiling, Busker yelled, “Let ‘er rip!” and fired the huge fireball—now the size of a small boulder—directly at the ceiling.

The boulder-sized fireball smashed into the metal ceiling and blew a massive hole straight through it. Flame and smoke rained down on us as the airship shot up into the air, obscuring our view of the outside. For a moment that seemed to last an eternity, I thought Busker had failed and that we were going to crash into the ceiling and back down onto the floor.

But then we burst out of the flame and smoke and into the smoggy air of the Junkyard and, without hesitation, our airship shot forward, heading as far away from the now-burning Hangar 6 as possible.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

Cyclone renewed his struggle to free himself from the metallic tentacles holding him down, but all he only succeeded in wearing himself out. The metal tentacles were too strong and thick for him to break. Winter would have been strong enough to do it, probably, but Strength was one of Cyclone’s lowest Stats, so he wasn’t able to do much except wriggle uselessly against his bindings.

The drills didn’t slow down. One was coming for his chest, while the other was coming for his forehead. Cyclone still didn’t entirely understand what Brain Game meant about ‘taking him apart,’ but he understood that the process would be painful and that he would probably die. Brain Game, of course, didn’t seem to mind. He was too busy watching the process unfold with absolute fascination, rubbing his hands together eagerly as if he had been waiting for this moment his whole life.

And Cyclone couldn’t count on Sally or Spiritus to help. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Spiritus trying to use her Intangibility to phase out of the metal tentacles, but it looked like the tentacles must have been designed to negate her Powers because even when she did turn Intangible, she was unable to slip out of her table. Sally, surprisingly enough, was struggling, but she was having even less luck than they were.

This is it, then, Cyclone thought, looking up at the drills as they came closer and closer to his body. Once those drills get to work on me, it’s over. And then he’ll move onto Spiritus and then Sally. I’ll have failed them both. I’ll have failed Winter. I am such a failure.

The drills were now inches away from Cyclone’s body. Cyclone wasn’t sure whether to close his eyes and accept his fate or if he should keep his eyes open and defiantly face death. He supposed Winter would do the later, but seeing as he wasn’t Winter, he wasn’t sure if he should do the same.

Right before the drills could pierce his forehead, they stopped exactly one inch from his forehead. Catching his breath, Cyclone waited, wondering if this was part of the process or not. Or maybe Brain Game was trying to mess with him, giving him a false hope of survival before killing him outright.

“What is this?” said Brain Game. He was staring at the frozen drills with genuine confusion on his misshapen features. “Why did the drills stop?”

“I am not sure, sir,” said the Synth Group Soldier known as Arnold. “The system seems to have frozen up.”

Brain Game whirled around and glared at the Soldiers. “Froze up? What do you mean by that?”

“I mean that it doesn’t respond to any of our commands,” said Arnold. He gestured at the control panel before them. “None of the buttons do anything. It’s like it’s malfunctioning or something.”

Brain Game sighed. “Sounds like the system must have crashed. Very well. Restart the system, then, and begin the process over. Not a problem. It’s just a minor delay. That’s all.”

Cyclone gulped. Great. If it was as simple as restarting the system, then this bought Cyclone maybe a few more minutes of life, if even that. Now Cyclone had even more time to lie around and imagine how painful the drills were going to feel once they pierced his skin and started messing with his innards.

That was when the lights flickered and died, plunging the entire chamber into darkness and causing Brain Game to snap, “Who cut the lights?”

“I don’t know, sir,” came Arnold’s prompt response. “It might just be a power surge. I’ll call the electric company now and—”

Arnold never got to finish his sentence, because at that moment the sound of an unsheathed knife interrupted him, followed by a disgusting squelching sound, which was then followed by a dull thud somewhere in the darkness.

A moment later, the lights flickered back on, perhaps powered by an emergency generator, only now they revealed that a lot had changed since the lights went out. Arnold lay slumped forward on the control panel, blood leaking out from his slashed throat, while the other Soldier—Donovan, Cyclone remembered his name was—did not seem to notice that his partner was dead until he looked down and said, “Holy crap! Arnold is dead!”

“Dead?” said Brain Game. He did a double-take when he saw Arnold’s corpse slumped against the control panel. “How did he die? Who killed him?”

“I-I don’t know,” said Donovan, his voice shaky. He looked to the left and right worryingly. “I didn’t see anyone in the darkness—”

“Of course you didn’t see anyone in the darkness,” Brain Game interrupted him. “It was dark! The more important question is, where did the killer go? There are no hiding places in this room. This room is not big enough for even a small person to hide.”

“Maybe they left through the door,” said Donovan, glancing at the door behind them. “Sneak in, kill Arnold, and sneak out.”

Brain Game shook his head swiftly. “That is even less likely. We would have heard the door open if that was the case, but I certainly did not hear anyone enter or exit. Plus, why would an assassin try to kill Arnold in particular? He is a random grunt of no particular importance. None of this makes sense.”

While Brain Game berated Donovan for his stupidity, Cyclone wasn’t sure whether to feel relieved or not. On one hand, it looked like someone had managed to hack the system that controlled the drills. On the other hand, the drill still hung over his head and if it was reactivated again, he would definitely die. Or maybe Brain Game would skip the drills and do the dissecting himself.

But then, without warning, a thick smoke bomb exploded in the room. The smoke bomb obscured Cyclone’s view of everyone and caused him to hack as he inhaled the smoke. His eyes watered when the smoke got into them and je found himself wishing the drills had killed him anyway. That would surely be superior to suffocating on the smoke from the smoke bombs.

“What in the world is going on in there?” Brain Game shouted, his voice coming from somewhere within the smoke. “Where did all that smoke come from?”

“I’m not sure, sir,” said Donovan’s fearful voice, “I’m trying to open the door into the Experimentation Room but the system is still locked.”

“Get that smoke out of there, then, so I can see them,” Brain Game demanded. “Doesn’t the Room have a fan or something that can suck out all of the smoke?”

“The system is still frozen, sir, so I couldn’t do that even if I wanted,” said Donovan, “but I’ll try to figure out another way in. Just hold on a sec.”

While Brain Game continued to yell at Donovan to figure out a solution to their problem faster, Cyclone suddenly heard movement in the smoke around him. He tried to look around, but the thick, heavy smoke made it impossible for him to see even one foot in front of his face. He wondered if he was hearing things until he heard the sharp sound of metal cutting into metal, and then a second later felt someone rip the tentacles off his chest and body.

Before Cyclone could say anything, a hand slammed down on his face. Cyclone thought the person was trying to suffocate him until they took their hand off his mouth and Cyclone realized he now had a gas mask over his mouth and nose, allowing him to filter the smoke out of the air around him and breathe as naturally as if the smoke wasn’t there at all.

Then a strong hand grabbed his upper arm and pulled him off the table. Still unable to see who his savior was, Cyclone nonetheless allowed himself to be led through the thick smoke, doing his best to keep up with the rapid pace of the person leading him. Normally, Cyclone would have been asking all sorts of questions to the person who had saved him, but right now he was just glad that he wasn’t going to have his head drilled open like shale.

“Cyclone?” came Sally’s voice from somewhere within the smoke. “Spiritus? Where are you guys?”

“I’m over here!” Cyclone shouted back. “Someone freed me from my restraints!”

“Same here,” came Spiritus’ voice, which sounded a lot closer than Sally’s. “But I can’t see who it is.”

“It doesn’t matter,” came a familiar feminine Japanese voice from out of the smoke. “All of you need to be quiet until we can get you out of—”

The woman’s voice was interrupted by a loud sucking sound that came from the air vents in the ceiling above, followed by Donovan shouting, “I did it! The system is no longer frozen anymore and the ventilation shafts have been activated!”

Before Cyclone could fully comprehend that, the smoke was rapidly sucked out of the room, until soon every last trace of the smoke was gone, allowing Cyclone to finally see how much the room had changed in just a few seconds.

All three of their beds were empty. Sally and Spiritus still stood near their beds, wearing gas masks identical to his. On the other side of the glass wall, both Brain Game and Donovan were staring into their room with confused and puzzled expressions. Arnold’s corpse now lay on the floor next to the control panel, still bleeding out, but Cyclone’s attention was not on the corpse. Instead, he was looking at the person who had saved him, the person who had been trying to lead him out of the room.

She was a ninja clad in a pink ninja outfit that fit her body rather nicely in Cyclone’s opinion. Toned muscles were visible on her arms and shapely legs, while her strikingly blue eyes peered out through the slit in her mask. She had a golden sash fitted around her body now, although Cyclone didn’t see the practical benefits of such a thing.

Two other ninja stood nearby, one for Sally and Spiritus each. They were both male and one wore a brown ninja outfit, while the other wore a black one. Despite that, Cyclone had no trouble recognizing any of the ninja except for the black one.

“Aimi! Riku!” said Cyclone happily. “Long time, no see! What brings you guys down here?”

The pink ninja—with the nametag [ELITE NINJA ASSASSIN AIMI] hovering over her head—looked at Cyclone with slight annoyance. “Saving you, of course. What else?”

“Cool!” said Cyclone. He suddenly frowned. “But how did you know we needed—”

“Miss Aimi,” said the brown ninja with the nametag [ELITE NINJA ASSASSIN RIKU]. “We must get out of here right away. Brain Game can see us and knows who we are.”

Brain Game—who had apparently been shocked into silence when he saw the three members of the Ninja Guild—shook his head rapidly and said, “Ninja? Where did they come from? How did they get in here? This is impossible.”

“I’m not sure, sir,” said Donovan, “but I think they might also be the ones who killed poor Arnold here.”

“It doesn’t matter who they are or how they got in here,” said Brain Game. He raised what looked like a smartwatch to his mouth and shouted, “Attention all Synth Group Soldiers! Three intruders have been spotted in the Cranio Laboratory! I repeat, three intruders have been spotted in the Cranio Lab! All available Synth Group Soldiers report in the Cranio Lab!”

As soon as Brain Game said that, a loud alarm began to blare, the sound so loud that even Cyclone found it impossible to hear his own thoughts. He cringed as the alarm blared, slamming his hands over his ears in order to protect his hearing while Sally and Spiritus did the same thing.

Aimi, however, just cursed in Japanese under her breath and looked at Riku and the other ninja, who had the nametag [ELITE NINJA ASSASSIN YURIKO] over his head. “Riku, Yoriko, we must leave this place before the rest of the guards get here.”

“But how?” Cyclone asked, raising his voice to be heard over the alarm. He pointed to the door on the other side of the glass wall. “There’s only one way in and out of here and I am pretty sure the reinforcements are going to come in through that way.”

“Foolish Sidekick,” said Aimi, shaking her head. “You must realize that there is more than one way to skin a cat.”

With that, Aimi pulled out a small disk from a pocket hanging off her belt and tossed it onto the ground. The disk rapidly expanded into a full-sized board, with more than enough room for all six of them to stand on.

“Wha—?” said Cyclone, staring at the large disk on the floor. “What’s this?”

“A portable Teleportation Disk,” said Aimi. “My father gave it to me to use only in emergencies like this. Hop on!”

Aimi shoved Cyclone onto the disk’s metallic surface while Riku and Yoriko pulled Sally and Spiritus into place on top of it. Once all six of them were standing on the pad, Aimi said, “Everyone! Keep your hands and feet on the Pad at all times unless you want to die.”

With that, Aimi pulled out a remote control of some sort with a single green button on it and pressed the button. The Teleportation Pad exploded to life, red energy blasting out underneath their feet, and in the next instant, all six of them teleported away to parts unknown.

The last thing Cyclone saw before they teleported out of the lab was Brain Game’s enraged face as he beat against the glass wall, cursing at them and calling them back. But then Brain Game’s face was gone as Cyclone teleported away.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

After we smashed our way out of Hangar 6, Busker climbed into the airship with us. He took a seat in the passenger’s seat up front, slumping in his seat as Stetho steered us south.

With a big, goofy grin on his face, Busker said, “Man, that was awesome. Even I didn’t expect our escape to be that radical.”

“If by ‘awesome’ you mean ‘absolutely terrifying,’ then sure, it was very awesome,” said Stetho without looking at Busker. “It also could have gotten us killed.”

“But it didn’t,” Busker pointed out. He folded his hands behind his head and leaned back in his seat, a satisfied grin on his face. “And that’s what matters.”

Stetho just sighed but didn’t respond to that. Instead, he said, “I am just surprised that the airship only got some minor scratches from that. Systems indicate that the airship is still at full Health.”

“See?” said Busker. “I would say we got out without a scratch, but that wouldn’t be honest. At the very least, I got us out of there without getting us killed, which is a win in my book.”

“Yeah, but how much longer until they track us down?” I said, glancing over my shoulder. “This is one of their airships, right? If so, then they probably have some method of tracking it.”

“Not anymore,” said Stetho as he pressed one of the seemingly hundreds of buttons laid out in neat rows upon the control panel. “I just deactivated the tracking system. There’s no way they will be able to track us, especially if we leave this Sector.”

“It’s that easy?” I said. “Huh. I thought it would have been harder than that.”

“Not everything in life is always hard, Winter,” said Stetho. “But at any rate, just because we might not be trackable does not mean that we are home-free just yet.”

“I agree,” I said. “The Junkyard Corps probably know we have one of their airships now. If we try to enter the Floating Fortress this way, they’ll just shoot us down. Sure looks like our plan is already off to a bad start.”

“Don’t worry, bro,” said Busker. “We’ll figure something out. We have to. Eagle Eye’s freedom depends on us figuring something out.”

“Agreed,” said Stetho. “Not all hope is lost. With one of their airships, we can now finally reach the Floating Fortress. Even if actually getting onto the Floating Fortress is still difficult, we are in an objectively better position than we were before.”

“Yeah, I guess you guys are right,” I said with a sigh. I slumped back in my seat, feeling the vibrations of the airship under my feet as Stetho led us to our next destination. “Where are we going to go next?”

Stetho glanced at the airship’s instruments. “The Floating Fortress, naturally. But it will take a while for us to get there. According to this, the Floating Fortress is on the other side of the Sector. If I were you, I’d take this time to catch up on your sleep and rest up a little bit. Once we reach the Floating Fortress itself, we won’t even have time for a power nap.”

I nodded. I’d already been planning to kick back and relax anyway. The long travel time to our next destination just gave me an excuse to do it.

As we flew, I looked out the cockpit at the Junkyard below. We passed by scores of abandoned, destroyed, or ruined buildings, from small one-room huts all the way to mighty skyscrapers. Seeing all of the different buildings scattered about below us reminded me that Capes Online was a lot bigger than Adventure City. There was a whole world beyond the borders of Adventure City, a world based on—but not quite like—Earth in real life. Seeing the diversity of architecture and design below us was a solid reminder about that truth. It made me eager to travel when we got back.

But I doubted I would get to do any traveling even if we did return to the main game. Atmosfear was still out there. So was Paradox. And I still didn’t know how my friends were doing. I supposed they hadn’t been deleted—otherwise I would have seen them somewhere in the Junkyard—but it didn’t seem likely to me that Paradox would spare them.

For that matter, there was still the Department of VR to deal with. I still didn’t know why they had forced Sally into Capes Online, nor what they planned to do with her once they got her back. I had promised I would tell Chuck where Sally was after we saved the Underworld, a promise I feared Chuck would still expect me to uphold once I returned to the main game. Or heck, Chuck might decide that I’m gone for good and go find Sally himself. It wasn’t like Sally was exactly well-hidden, after all.

My heart ached at the thought that I was separated from Sally again, and not only separated from her, but left her defenseless as well. I could only hope that Cy had taken it upon himself to defend her while I was away. However strong a woman Sally might be, she still was no match for the various Villains and other threats that existed in Capes Online. She needed protection as much as any Civilian, if not more than most due to her lack of dependable Powers and Skills.

It seemed that both Busker and I had similar goals: Rescue the women we loved. Our personalities might have been completely different—even to the point of picking characters of totally opposing Types—but in the end, we were more similar than we were different. I had always known that, but it was more obvious than ever now that we were both in Capes Online.

Thinking about that just made me feel bad for Mom and Dad, though. As far as they knew, they had lost both of their sons, their only children. They had no idea that we were both stuck in Capes Online, and I wondered whether that would alleviate their grief even if they could know that. It might make their grief even worse because even though they could talk to us, it wasn’t like they could ever truly be with us again, not unless both of my parents somehow ended up here as well. Which, given how both Sally and Busker were here, was not entirely impossible.

In any case, none of that was material to my current situation. Right now, I needed to focus on helping Busker and Stetho rescue Eagle Eye. Once we did that, I could worry about finding a way back home. But I did find it odd how the Department of VR had apparently not yet sent anyone to save me or even just check up on me. Was the Department not aware of the Junkyard? Or did they not have access to it? Chuck told me that the Department of VR had absolute control over the lives of Project Second Life participants in Capes Online, a control which superseded the control that SI Games had over its players.

The best theory I could come up with was the idea that they were forbidden, for some reason, from entering the Junkyard. Maybe it was part of SI Games’ deal with the Department or maybe there was some technical reason why the Department couldn’t get in. Regardless of the reason, I couldn’t count on the Department making another dramatic attempt to save my life like they did when I was confronted by Paradox on the roof of the Royal Tower what seemed like an eternity ago.

I was all on my own now … well, aside from Busker and Stetho, of course.

Speaking of Stetho, I looked at the back of his head and said, “Um, Stetho? Can I ask you a question?”

Without taking his eyes off the sky ahead of us, Stetho said, “Shoot.”

“You said you got to the Junkyard in a way different from either me or Busker,” I said. “You still haven’t explained your story to me, how you got here and why you’re helping Busker in the first place.”

Stetho still didn’t look at me, but I had a feeling it was less due to the fact that we were flying and more due to the fact that he didn’t want to discuss his past. “Is now really the best time to discuss that?”

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s not that I don’t trust you, per se, but rather that I like to know who I’m working with. I know Busker trusts you, but that’s because he knows you and I don’t. Right, Busker? Busker?”

I leaned forward and saw that Busker had fallen asleep in his seat. His chin was on his chest and he was snoring softly in exactly the same way he used to snore back in the real world. I couldn’t help but smile slightly. Although Busker’s body might have changed, he was still my little brother, no matter what. Somehow that was comforting to me, maybe because it was one thing that hadn’t changed in a world that seemed to change all the time.

“Plus, we still have quite a while before we find the Floating Fortress,” I said. “So why don’t we get to know each other a bit better before then?”

Stetho was silent for a few seconds. Without being able to see his face, it was hard to guess what he was thinking or feeling. He did seem to be sitting a bit more tensely than usual, but that was probably more to do with the fact that we could get shot down at any moment than due to what we were going to discuss.

“Back in the real world, I was a member of the US Air Force,” said Stetho finally. “Went into the military right after high school because I didn’t know what I wanted to do with my life. I always liked flying my uncle’s planes, though, so I thought the Air Force would be fun.”

“Never tried out for the Space Force?” I said, thinking of the recruitment posters for the military’s youngest branch I often saw in high school.

“Nah,” said Stetho, shaking his head. “Their standards were too high. Plus, I’ve never really been fascinated by space like some people. I like the skies better than the endless void of space.”

I nodded. Back in high school, before I settled on being a cop, I had considered joining the military in general and Space Force in particular. But after I saw exactly how stringent the requirements for joining the Space Force were, I decided against it. Plus, as cool as it was to join America’s Space Force, it wouldn’t have given me the opportunity to serve my community and bring criminals to justice in the same way that becoming a cop would.

But that did make me wonder: If I had joined the Space Force, would I have ever joined Capes Online at all? Would I have gotten into the car accident that put me into Project Second Life in the first place?

I shook my head. I didn’t like thinking about ‘what if’ scenarios. I liked to deal with reality as is, not as is could have been. Leave that kind of thinking to sci-fi or alternate history writers.

“So I was in the Air Force for ten years before …” Stetho trailed off, as if unsure whether to continue. “… before I crashed and loss the use of my legs.”

“Oh,” I said. “Sorry to hear that.”

Stetho shook his head. “No problem. It’s not that big a deal. I’ve been in a wheelchair for the past five years. I’m used to it. I did have to be honorably discharged by the military, though, seeing as I wasn’t fit for combat anymore. That hurt a bit more, but then I went into computer engineering—specifically, VR technology, which I’ve always been fascinated with—and started working for SI Games.”

I looked at Stetho in surprise. “You’re an SI Games employee? Seriously?”

Stetho nodded, again without looking at me. “Very seriously. And not just any employee. I am one of the chief VR designers. To simplify my job, I, along with a dozen other people, am supposed to design, test, and debug the very tech used to fully immerse players in Capes Online. You could say that I am one of the reasons why Capes Online is so realistic to begin with.”

“So you’re the reason why pain in this game hurts as much as pain in real life,” I said. “I’m not sure if I should be angry at you or impressed with you.”

“You’re not playing on the Real Pain level, are you?” said Stetho, glancing over his shoulder at me with a bemused expression. “Because that’s technically supposed to be something you need to apply and get approval for first. Otherwise, you might suffer trauma that could make you sue SI Games for harming you.”

“All Project Second Life participants play with the Real Pain level on,” I said. “I can’t change it.”

“Ah,” said Stetho, nodding. “I see. I don’t know much about Project Second Life, so I wasn’t aware of that. It makes sense, if their goal is to make sure Capes Online mimics real life as closely as possible. Although I do wonder how pain works with someone like you, seeing as you don’t have a brain to process signals from your body’s pain receptors.”

“I don’t know, either,” I said. “But enough about me. If you’re an employee working for SI Games, how did you end up here in the Junkyard helping Busker? Why are you helping him at all? Aren’t you technically working against your employer? I mean, I appreciate the fact that you’re willing to help my little brother save his girlfriend, but I’m not sure what you get out of it.”

Stetho flipped a switch and glanced at a monitor built into the control panel that seemed, to my untrained eyes, to show the airship’s current status. “I’m not helping him because I’m a fan of his or anything. I know Busker is supposed to be a fairly popular streamer, but I’ve never been into the streaming scene and don’t really understand it. Could be I’m just getting old, but I don’t see the appeal in watching someone else play a game when you could play it yourself.”

“I’m not much of a streaming fan, either, although I gotta admit I do find it interesting at times,” I said. “But you still haven’t answered my question.”

Stetho suddenly chuckled. “You could have been a lawyer with the way you keep forcing me to stay on topic, you know that? Or a judge. Just like your father.”

“Law isn’t really my thing,” I said with a shrug. “I can’t stand all of that legal mumbo-jumbo and the tedious minutia that comes along with it. I like being out on the streets actually arresting criminals. Far more interesting, in my opinion.”

“Ever tell your father that?” said Stetho. “Because I’m fairly sure Nyle would disagree.”

I frowned. “You talk about my father like you know him on a personal level. Otherwise you wouldn’t have called him by his first name.”

Stetho finally looked over his shoulder at me, a smile on his face. “Because I do know him. We’re friends. Been friends for a long time.”

“What?” I said. “Really? What a weird coincidence. You’re helping two of your friend’s sons. What are the odds of that?”

“Higher than you think, junior,” said Stetho, returning his attention back to the control panel, “seeing as I am helping your younger brother again, not because I am a fan, but as a favor to your father … a favor your father personally asked for.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

The teleportation process from Brain Game’s lab to their current location was instantaneous. One second, Cyclone and the others were standing in the middle of their enclosed room, listening to the loud alarms that echoed off the concrete walls of the lab. In the next second, they were standing in a completely different room.

This room was much larger and far less enclosed than the chamber Cyclone, Sally, and Spiritus were previously imprisoned in. It was wide-open and peaceful, with window walls showing the entirety of Adventure City spreading out in every direction below. Ponds of rainbow-colored koi fish were scattered here and there, with small wooden bridges that allowed people to cross them. The walls were covered in an assortment of rare and unusual Ninja weapons and Equipment, but Cyclone’s main interest was drawn to the large throne in the middle of the room.

The ruby red throne appeared to have been carved out of ruby itself. Standing on either side of the massive throne were two seemingly empty suits of samurai armor, although Cyclone knew from past experience that those suits of armor were actually called Protectors. Normally as still as shadows, the Protectors could come to life to defend the Grandmaster of the Ninja Guild. Cyclone knew that from the last time Winter and he had been here because he now knew they were back in the Ninja Guild Headquarters located on the north side of Adventure City.

“Wow,” said Sally, looking around the throne room with a slightly open mouth. “This is beautiful. Where are we?”

“This is the personal quarters of the Grandmaster of the Ninja Guild himself, Yamamoto-sama,” said Aimi, gesturing at the room around them. She looked at Cyclone. “Cy-chan has been here before, although you two clearly have not.”

“I’ve heard of this place,” said Spiritus, shifting silent on the spot as she tried to see everything at once. She pointed at the Protectors standing before the throne. “I heard rumors that the Protectors come to life to defend the Grandmaster. Is that true?”

“It is,” said Cyclone, wincing at the memory of the beating Winter and he took the last time they visited this place. “Ask me how I know.”

That was when a familiar male voice called out, “Cy!” and made Cyclone look over his shoulder to see who had spoken.

 To his surprise, he saw Dillo, his Sidekick Hopscotch, Recover, and her Sidekick Brawn—who wore some spiffy new silver armor—walking over to them. The last time Cyclone had seen Dillo and Recover was back in the Underground, when they and the other members of Team Winter, minus Funky and Gears, had to log off for the night. He remembered Funky had mentioned something about telling the rest of the Team about what happened to Winter, but he didn’t expect them to log back on so quickly.

“Dillo, Recover!” said Cyclone, turning around to face them with a big smile on his face. “What are you guys doing here? I thought you guys wouldn’t be back online for a few more days at least.”

“We got Funky’s Team message explaining the situation to us,” said Recover as she and the others came to a stop in front of Cyclone and the others. She brushed back her long dark hair. “As soon as I saw it, I knew we had to log back on. Where is Winter?”

Recover asked that last question with surprising urgency and intensity. It definitely took Cyclone by surprise, who said, “Um, he kind of got deleted, but he’s not actually terminated.”

“So he’s still alive?” said Recover, tilting her head to the side.

“Sort of,” said Cyclone, scratching the back of his head. “He and Busker.”

“Busker?” said Dillo. “You mean Busker Burn, his brother? I thought his account got deleted after he met Winter again.”

“He did, but he’s also still alive,” said Cyclone. “It’s kind of a long story.”

“Sounds like it,” said Recover. “But that’s why we’re here. Everyone wants to know what happened back in the Underworld. Funky’s message explained it a little, but there’s still a lot we don’t know and were hoping you would explain.”

“Yeah, but I’m trying to figure out how you guys even knew where to find us,” said Cyclone, glancing at Aimi. “No one knew where we were. Heck, even we didn’t know where you were, yet you guys somehow managed to find us. How did you do that?”

Recover held up a small handheld device in her hands. “Remember Gears’ Trackers? The ones she gave us so we could track you guys in the Underworld? When Dillo and I logged online, we used ours to track you.”

Cyclone looked down at his chest and saw that he still wore the star-shaped Tracker that Gears had put on his chest seemingly a lifetime ago. He had completely forgotten about that item in all of the excitement since then. “Wow, really?”

“Really,” said Recover with a nod. “The only problem was that we couldn’t actually get to you because Dillo and I don’t have Powers suitable for sneaking into places. You see, the Trackers showed us you were underneath the Synth Group Building, which is Synth Group’s Adventure City HQ. So we went to the Ninja Guild and asked them to break in and save you for us.”

Aimi nodded in confirmation. “She is correct. When we heard that you and your friends were in danger, Cy-chan, Grandmaster Yamamoto ordered us to mount a rescue mission.”

“A successful one, at that,” said an aged Japanese voice from the throne.

Everyone looked up at the ruby throne to see an old Japanese man sitting upon it, an old Japanese man who had clearly not been there even five seconds ago. Clad in black, gold-lined ninja gear, the old man’s wispy white hair and pale skin gave him a rather ghostly appearance, but Cyclone wasn’t afraid, because he liked Yama-sama a lot and knew he could trust him.

“Yama-sama!” said Cyclone, waving at him. “Long time, no see!”

“It is good to see you again, Cy-chan,” said Yama-sama with a bow of his head. He gestured at the Protectors. “And don’t worry about the Protectors. I won’t sic them on you and your friends again in order to test your mettle. Although that would be rather amusing if I did.”

Yama-sama chuckled to himself. Cyclone didn’t, though, because while he appreciated a good joke, he didn’t really find the thought of fighting the Protectors again very amusing.

“Nonetheless, I wish we had met again under different circumstances,” said Yama-sama, shaking his head sadly. “I have been informed that Winter has been … deleted.”

Yama-sama said the word ‘deleted’ with the same serious tone that people used when they spoke of death. Cyclone, of course, understood. Yama-sama was not a ‘player’ like Winter or Recover. He was just another ordinary person like Cyclone. If he died, he wouldn’t respawn, and if he was deleted, then he would be deader than dead. Aimi, Riku, and Yoriko also looked more serious and tense than usual when Yama-sama said that.

“Still, it is good you are here and that you are alive,” said Yama-sama, “but we would appreciate it if you could explain to us exactly what is going on here. Your friends have explained some of it to us, but not all of it and we still don’t understand even the little that has been explained to us.”

“Okay,” said Cyclone.

He launched into a lengthy explanation of everything that happened since the attack on the Facility, starting with their arrival in the Underworld and ending with his, Sally, and Spiritus’ capture by Targetman. Sally and Spiritus would speak up every now and then to add or clarify to his story, but otherwise they didn’t interrupt him much. Everyone listened intently to Cyclone’s story, but especially Recover, who looked at Cyclone with such intensity that he started to feel a little uncomfortable.

“And then that’s when you guys showed up and saved us,” said Cyclone, gesturing at the ninja who now silently stood in before Yama-sama’s throne. “Got it?”

Yama-sama wore a contemplative expression on his face. “There is much about your story that I don’t entirely understand, such as this ‘Junkyard’ you speak of, but the most troubling aspect to me is this Paradox character you speak of. You said he is the employer of Atmosfear, correct?”

“Yeah,” said Cyclone, nodding. “He’s the real Big Bad around here, though I don’t know much about him other than that.”

“Could he have also been the employer of Master Haru?” asked Yama-sama in a troubled voice. “If I remember correctly, Haru spoke of serving a ‘god’ who promised him power. And we know that Haru worked with Atmosfear.”

It was clear to Cyclone why Yama-sama spoke of Haru. Master Haru had been Yama-sama’s son who rebelled against his father’s authority and started up his own ninja guild known as the Stalking Shadows. Working with Atmosfear, Master Haru had hatched a plan to infect all of Adventure City—and, eventually, the world—with the deadly, incurable Z-Virus, a virus that turned its targets into mindless zombies that would obey Master Haru’s every command.

Luckily, Winter had killed Master Haru and blew up the factory where the Z-Virus was being made, but Cyclone did recall Master Haru offering Winter a place in the ‘new world’ being built by his ‘god.’ At the time, Cyclone had thought Master Haru was just plain nuts, but after meeting Paradox, he was starting to think that maybe Master Haru had been saner than any of them realized.

“I’ve heard rumors about a mysterious character called Paradox,” said Dillo. “Always thought he was just an urban legend or maybe a glitch that other players had seen, but if Cyclone’s telling the truth, then he’s as real as any of us.”

Cyclone shuddered when he remembered Paradox’s faceless head. “Yeah, he’s definitely real and definitely dangerous.”

“Who cares about Paradox?” said Recover, putting her hands on her hips. “He’s gone and probably not going to come back anytime soon. I’m more interested in saving Winter. You said we could save him, right?”

“Yeah,” said Cyclone, nodding. He pointed at Spiritus. “Spiritus said there’s a way to save him and even his brother, Busker, which is weird because I thought Busker was dead.”

“It’s complicated,” said Spiritus. “But yes, we should be able to save them both.”

“Is that why you two are still here?” said Dillo, looking from Cyclone to Spiritus and back again. “If Winter and Busker were both truly deleted, then neither of you should be Sidekicks anymore.”

“Try telling that to Targetman,” said Cyclone, folding his arms in front of his chest. “Or that German guy, Brain whatshisname.”

“And you said Brain Game works for SI Games?” said Recover. “And he actually designed the Sidekick System himself?”

“That’s what he told us,” said Sally, nodding.

Dillo gulped and looked around worriedly. “You don’t think he is going to somehow track us down, do you? I know that SI Games has the ability to track players and Sidekicks. How do we know we’re really safe here?”

“Worry not, Hero Dillo,” Yama-sama said. “The Ninja Guild always protects its allies. If this Brain Game should show up on our front step demanding we hand you over to him, we will stridently refuse his commands even to the point of death.”

“Yeah, but Brain Game is not an average player,” said Sally. “He’s one of the creators of the game. He could probably delete all of us if he wanted to.”

“Actually, I don’t think he will be able to find us,” said Spiritus. “I can confirm that Cy and I are outside of SI Games’ tracking system.”

“We are?” said Cyclone, looking at Spiritus in surprise. “I didn’t know that.”

“It’s true,” said Spiritus. She gestured at herself. “You see, SI Games is only able to track Sidekicks if their Heroes or Villains are in the game. Because both Winter and Busker are in the Junkyard, that essentially makes us invisible to their monitoring devices.”

Cyclone whistled. “That sure is convenient for us.”

“It is,” said Spiritus, “but I still wouldn’t relax. Brain Game is probably going to send out minions to search for us. Heck, I wouldn’t even be surprised if he put up Bounties for us.”

“And we can’t forget about the Glitch Elimination Task Force, either,” Sally added. “They consider us glitches. I bet Brain Game is going to send those guys after us again, so we need to keep an eye out for them as well.”

“Exactly,” said Spiritus with a quick nod. “We won’t truly be safe until we retrieve Winter and Busker from the Junkyard. Even then, we’ll still want to be careful, because Brain Game strikes me as the kind of guy who holds a grudge.”

“So what’s our next course of action?” said Recover. “Are we going to go look for Winter and Busker?”

“Yes,” said Spiritus. She paused, as if looking at something only she could see, and then said, “Okay, I just sent Busker a message, so it looks like our messaging systems are no longer being jammed. Hopefully, he’ll reply soon to let us know the status of his mission.”

“How are you still in contact with Busker if he’s in the Junkyard?” asked Cyclone curiously. He glanced at his own inbox, which showed a failed attempt to message Winter, and said, in a slightly dispirited voice, “I can’t contact Winter at all.”

“It’s complicated,” said Spiritus as she swiped a finger through the air like she was dismissing something he couldn’t see, “but regardless, it will help us make sure we’re all on the same page.”

“Is that it, then?” said Recover with a frown. “We’re just going to wait here until Busker replies to your message?”

Spiritus shook her hooded head quickly. “No. Even if Busker doesn’t respond to my message, I have places to go that we agreed upon a while back. There’s a certain person we need to meet who will be able to help us get into the Junkyard.”

“A certain person?” said Cyclone. “Is he nice?”

“Depends on your definition of the word ‘nice,’” said Spiritus, “but he will definitely help us. Come with me. We have no time to lose.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

I couldn’t believe what Stetho just told me. “You mean Dad asked you personally to help Busker?”

Stetho nodded. With his eyes still fixed on the air before us, I couldn’t see or read his facial expressions. “Yes. Why do you find that so hard to believe?”

I chewed on my lower lip as I tried to process this revelation. “Well, for one, I didn’t know you and Dad were friends. And for two, Dad never struck me as being a particularly tech-savvy guy. He doesn’t like video games, or at least not VRMMORPGs like Capes Online. I didn’t think he would know about Busker’s stuff.”

Stetho laughed. “I see you don’t know your old man as well as you think you do. Yes, your father isn’t a fan of modern gaming, but he’s far more attuned to the gaming industry than you might think. He might not play games, but he certainly pays attention to them.”

“How much does Dad know about Busker?” I said. “Does he know he’s still alive in Capes Online?”

Stetho looked over his shoulder at me again with an odd expression. “What do you think?”

I took a sharp breath. “He does.”

Stetho didn’t nod, but he also didn’t deny my statement. “Like I said, your father knows more than he lets on. He pays more attention to you two than either of you realize.”

I looked at Busker, who still slept soundly in his seat. “Does Busker know this?”

“He does,” said Stetho. “When I first met him, I explained as much to him. He seemed a little annoyed that your father sent me to ‘babysit’ him, as he put it, but truthfully I think he appreciates it. Busker is still quite young and you’re not much older, to be frank.”

I nodded. “Does that mean that Dad knows … does Dad know about Project Second Life?”

Stetho shook his head. “Not to my knowledge. I do know he has been watching Busker and asked me to help Busker save Eagle Eye. Other than that, I don’t think he is aware that you’re still alive.”

My grip on the head of Stetho’s seat tightened so much that my fingernails started to cut into the leather material. I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or depressed that Dad still did not know that I was in Project Second Life. One of the cardinal rules of Project Second Life was that you were not allowed to talk to anyone in your previous life.

For all intents and purposes, all Project Second Life participants were officially dead in the eyes of the public. The government’s job was to ensure that no one knew about what really happened to Project Second Life participants such as myself and to inflict severe consequences on anyone who did find out about it, something Busker had some rather personal experience with. Even my Dad, who was a Supreme Court Justice, was left in the dark about my true fate. As far as he knew, I had died in a car crash well over a month ago now and my body was currently resting in a grave in Cane Cemetery on the outskirts of town. There had been a few exceptions to this rule, but only a few, and my Dad was not among them.

If I had my way, I would have contacted every single person I knew back in my previous life to let them know that I had survived. But the Department of VR had locked down all out-of-game communication methods for me. I couldn’t even send an email to anyone. That was the main reason why no one knew what had really happened to me, and why no one ever would.

Then again, Busker and Sally both knew I was here. Perhaps I would be able to talk with my Mom and Dad again someday, although if what Chuck told me during our first meeting was true, it would be over a decade before that would be made a reality.

A decade … I hadn’t even been in Capes Online for a year yet. I couldn’t imagine spending a decade here, or the rest of my digital life, which was essentially endless. Would I always be fighting Atmosfear and Paradox for the rest of my life? Would Cy and I never age, always looking exactly the same as we did today? And if Sally was stuck here with me, did that mean that I might eventually be able to start a family with her?

All of these questions and more rolled around in my head, with no easy or quick answers to any of them. I doubted even the Department of VR had any answers, seeing as this was all just one big experiment with them to see if they could prove the ideas of some crackpot philosopher who lived half a century ago.

“Winter, are you all right?” said Stetho, glancing over his shoulder at me again. “You’ve gone very quiet.”

Snapped out of my thoughts, I looked at Stetho and said, “Sorry. I was just thinking about how much I missed my parents.”

“I understand,” said Stetho. “But maybe once this is all over, I can tell your parents that you’re still alive.”

“But won’t the Department come down on you for that?” I said. “I don’t want to risk your life or your freedom for me.”

Stetho chuckled. “Don’t worry about me. I’m not afraid of the Department. Besides, I didn’t say I would tell your parents publicly. There are ways of delivering information which even the government can’t track. I’ll be fine.”

I bit my lower lip. Stetho might have been confident in his own abilities to evade government detection, but I couldn’t really feel the same way. I knew from experience what the government did to anyone who tried to break Project Second Life’s secrecy. It was always extremely dangerous and I didn’t want to know what the government might do to my parents or Stetho if they found out that they knew about Project Second Life.

But before I could voice that opinion aloud, Busker’s eyes snapped open and he sat upright. “Whoa! Guys, I just got a message from Spiritus.”

I looked at Busker in surprise. “Spiritus? You mean your Sidekick?”

“Yeah,” said Busker. He had lowered his sunglasses in an apparent attempt to make it easier to read the message only he could see. “First message I’ve gotten from her in ages. Thank God. I was wondering what was taking her so long to respond.”

“But how is Spiritus contacting us?” I said with a frown. “I thought the Junkyard was totally cut off from the main game. I know that I certainly can’t contact any of my friends from Capes Online.”

“Spiritus and I hacked the messaging system a while back to allow us to message each other damn near anywhere in the world,” said Busker. “We could message each other even if we were on opposite sides of the universe. In fact, I’ve been in contact with Spiritus for a while now, getting updates from her on what’s going on in Capes Online while I’m here.”

“Well, what does her message say?” I said. “How are things going in the main game?”

Busker’s smile quickly turned into a slight frown the further he read. “Kind of mixed news. She’s hooked up with Cyclone and Sally and is currently with some of your other friends. They’re gonna go and figure out a way to get us out of the Junkyard.”

“Well, that’s good news,” I said. “What’s the bad news?”

“According to her message, the Glitch Elimination Task Force is trying to eliminate her and Cy because everyone thinks they’re glitches,” said Busker. “Something about how the fact that they’re Sidekicks without Heroes is considered a huge red flag by the Task Force. Also, they were kidnapped and almost dissected by some guy called Brain Game, who is apparently a Synth Group scientist and an SI Games developer who helped design the Sidekick System in the first place.”

“Brain Game?” I said. “Never heard of him.”

“I know who he is,” said Stetho grimly. “We worked together during Capes Online’s development in the past, although never very closely.”

“What kind of man is he?” I said, looking at Stetho. “Good, bad, or—?”

“Arrogant,” said Stetho. “Very arrogant, but also curious. I wouldn’t exactly call him immoral, per se, but he doesn’t mind breaking a few eggs in order to make an omelet, as he once told me. Sounds like he took an interest in your Sidekick, which makes sense, given how Sidekicks without Heroes or Villains are totally unheard of in normal gameplay.”

“But he tried to dissect them?” I said. “Including Sally?”

“Sure looks like it, bro,” said Busker, scratching his chin. “That’s what Spiritus’ message says, anyway.”

I clenched the back of Stetho’s seat even more tightly than before. How dare this Brain Game guy try to dissect my fiancee? What gave him the right to treat Sally like a new science project? Next time I saw Brain Game, I was going to make sure he got a full taste of my homemade five-fingered knuckle sandwich.

“Anything else?” said Stetho.

“Nah, man, that’s about it,” said Busker, shaking his head. “She also mentioned something about Paradox still being out there, though she doesn’t know where he is or what he’s currently doing.”

“Not surprising to hear,” I said. “Are you going to reply?”

“Yeah, yeah,” said Busker. He immediately began typing on a keyboard only he could see. “Sending her a reply right now letting her know what we’re up to. Anything else I should mention?”

“Ask her how Sally is doing,” I said. “Is she safe?”

“Okay,” said Busker. He hit a few more invisible keys and then said, “There. Message sent. Spiritus should receive it right away. Whether she replies or not will depend on what they’re doing right now.”

I frowned. On one hand, it was nice to hear from someone back in Capes Online, but on the other hand, it also left me feeling more powerless than ever. I knew that the others would be in trouble while I was away, but I hadn’t realized just how much trouble they were all actually in. The Glitch Elimination Task Force especially worried me. I well-remembered my own past experiences with the Task Force. I was well acquainted with how absolutely ruthless Task Force members could be when it came to dealing with glitches. If they were after Cy and Spiritus, then I feared it was only a matter of time before Targetman or one of the other Task Force members actually killed them.

But really, this just highlighted how urgent it was for me to get back to Capes Online. Once I got back, I would be able to protect both Cy and Sally from those who wanted to harm them. And if Spiritus and the others were lucky, it was possible that they might be able to rescue us from the Junkyard on their own. I wasn’t sure how they were going to do that, but maybe they had a plan I just didn’t know about.

I leaned back in my seat. More than ever, I wanted to get back to Capes Online, but we couldn’t do that until we saved Eagle Eye, and we couldn’t do that until we found the Floating Fortress.

“How much longer until we reach the Floating Fortress?” I asked.

“About two hours at the current rate we’re flying,” said Stetho. “Like I said, it’s going to be a long flight, so I recommend taking a—”

A loud thump on the ceiling above interrupted Stetho. Startled, I looked up but did not see anything through the glass hatch above us.

“What was that?” I said. “Turbulence?”

“Maybe,” said Stetho, although the doubt in his voice didn’t exactly reassure me. “These tiny airships are not very good for flying in turbulent weather. Perhaps—”

I didn’t get to hear what Stetho was going to say, because at that moment an ugly, bat-like creature appeared on the windshield before us and screamed.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

Despite Spiritus’ emphasis on urgency, the Team did not leave Ninja Guild HQ right away. This was because Spiritus needed to make a few calls before they went anywhere. Plus, she thought that Cyclone, Sally, and herself needed a little bit of time to recover from their near-death experience at the hands of Brain Game.

Cyclone didn’t mind that. Although he liked it when things were quick and moving along, he didn’t like to rush around all the time. Sometimes he just wanted to sit back and smell the roses. True, the Ninja Guild HQ did not have any real roses, technically-speaking, but the point was that Cyclone wanted to rest for a little while. However much he wanted to save Winter, there was no point in putting themselves into danger if they could avoid it.

While Spiritus floated off to a corner of the room to make her calls, Cyclone walked over to Dillo, Recover, Brawn, and Hopscotch. Dillo, Sally, and Recover were talking among themselves about getting ready to the ‘Junkyard,’ wherever that was, while Brawn and Hop stood off to the side a little bit away. Brawn’s massive forearms were folded in front of his chest, his eyes closed as if deep in thought, while Hop was, as usual, scrolling through her phone like everything around her was boring and uninteresting.

“Hey, guys,” said Cyclone as he stopped in front of them. “What’s up?”

Brawn opened his eyes. “Not much. I’m just waiting until Miss Recover finishes speaking with Mr. Dillo and it’s time for us to leave.”

Cyclone nodded. “I know. I can’t wait to leave, either. But man, you should have seen the Underworld. That place was crazy.”

“Sounds like it,” said Brawn with a nod. “Miss Recover has mentioned to me that we might explore the place ourselves later. Miss Recover recently received a mission that requires she go into the Underworld. The reward for completing the mission is healing items and Equipment not available in most stores.”

“Really?” said Cyclone. “That sounds really cool. Can I come along?”

“No,” said Brawn, shaking his head. “It’s an Exclusive Mission, meaning only Recover and I can do it. But perhaps we’ll trade some of the rewards with you and Mr. Winter later, if we don’t need them.”

“That would be nice,” said Cyclone. He sighed. “We don’t really have time for that, anyway. First, we need to rescue Winter and Busker. Then we can go back to completing other missions and stuff like that.”

“Agreed,” said Brawn. He scratched his chin. “But it is hard to prepare for this ‘Junkyard’ place when we have no idea what sort of creatures or people inhabit it.”

“Spiritus could tell us,” said Cyclone, his eyes darting to Busker’s Sidekick, who was still in the corner of the Throne Room talking in a low voice over her phone, “but something tells me she probably doesn’t know too much, either.”

“I’ve already equipped some new armor and equipment,” said Brawn. He gestured at his new silver, bulky armor. “It’s called Wallmor. Increases Defense by five and makes it ten percent more likely for mobs to focus on me rather than Recover. And these Steel Gloves add an extra five percent to my overall Strength and make it easier to harm Stone Types.”

“That is so cool,” said Cyclone. “I wish I had some special equipment I could wear. As it is, I’m pretty much stuck with what I’ve got.”

“Is that so?” said Aimi all of a sudden, appearing behind them and making Cyclone and Brawn jump. “I thought Winter would have equipped you with superior Equipment after our last encounter.”

“We’ve been too busy fighting Atmosfear to go around collecting Equipment,” Cyclone admitted. “Especially for me.”

“What about the Ninjutsu Armor that we gave Winter as a reward for helping us defeat the Stalking Shadows? Can’t you wear that?” Aimi said, putting her hands on her hips.

“Ninjutsu Armor?” Brawn repeated. “What’s that?”

“It was a reward Yama-sama gave Winter after we defeated the Stalking Shadows,” said Cyclone. He rubbed his hands together excitedly. “I can’t believe I almost forgot about that. He didn’t see any point in wearing it himself, so he let me hold onto it for storage.”

Brawn stroked his chin. “Getting a Complete Costume of any sort is incredibly rare, yet you’ve been carrying one with you this whole time and forgot about it?”

“Sorry,” said Cyclone with a shrug. “I’m just kind of forgetful sometimes.”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Aimi. “I suggest equipping it, if you can wear it. The Ninjutsu Armor might give you just the benefits you need in order to survive the coming ordeals.”

Nodding, Cyclone pulled open his inventory and, after scrolling down a bit, found exactly what he was looking for:

Ninjutsu Armor [Rare]

Materials: Leather and metal

Rarity: Rare

A complete set of Ninjutsu Armor. All Stat bonuses derived from individual pieces of the set are increased by 10% when user is wearing all six pieces of the armor. Please check each individual armor piece for more information on Stat bonuses and Powers they provide.

Cyclone scratched the back of his head. He knew that Completed Costumes always provided great bonuses to the user, but an extra 10% increase in all Stats affected by the Costume’s pieces was almost too good to pass up.

But the only way to know how good it was was to look over each part individually. So Cyclone looked at the first part, the Ninja Mask, which had this description:

Ninja Mask

Materials: Leather

Rarity: Rare

A Ninja Mask that covers up all of the face except for a slit for the eyes. +1% Defense to the head.

Seemed simple enough, although pretty weak all things considered. Cyclone hoped the rest of the Equipment provided superior bonuses.

Next was the Ninja Vest:

Ninja Vest

Materials: Leather

Rarity: Rare

A Ninja Vest that the user wears over the body. +5% to Evasion and Agility.

Now that was a lot better. Cyclone already had pretty high Evasion and Agility, but given how his fighting style required a lot of running around and dodging, anything that would make him even more evasive and harder to hit was always welcome.

Then he moved onto the Ninja Slippers:

Ninja Slippers

Materials: Leather

Rarity: Rare

Slippers worn by the user on their feet. +10% to Agility, Evasion, and Dexterity. Power: Shadow Step.

Cyclone’s eyes widened in shock. These Ninja Slippers not only gave his Agility, Evasion, and Dexterity an even bigger boost than before, but they even granted him a new Power. Cyclone had never heard of Shadow Step and so had no idea what it might do. It sounded cool, though, and he was really eager to find out what it did.

But he still had three more pieces to look at. He decided to look at the Ninja Gloves next:

Ninja Gloves

Materials: Leather and metal

Rarity: Rare

Gloves worn by the user on their hands. +10% Dexterity and +5% Strength. +10% Accuracy, but only when throwing Ninja Stars and Kunai. Increases likelihood of learning Aim as a Skill.

That was pretty nice, but not as nice as the Slippers. He didn’t mind getting stronger, though, or increasing his chances of learning a new skill.

After that, Cyclone checked out the Kunai:

Kunai

Materials: Metal

Rarity: Rare

A specialized type of knife used primarily by ninja. +5% higher chance of inflicting a Critical Hit on a Target and +15% damage output when used on an unaware target. Weapon can also be thrown and retrieved by the user.

Now that was what Cyclone was talking about! The Kunai reminded Cyclone of Winter’s Ice Daggers, only it provided even better bonuses than those. He really couldn’t wait to try it out in battle.

But there was now one last piece of Equipment to Scan: The Ninja Hood:

Ninja Hood

Materials: Leather

Rarity: Rare

A hood designed to be worn over the head of the user. +5% less likely to be Recognized by enemies or seen in shadow. +5% Intelligence.

Cyclone was slightly disappointed by the Hood’s bonuses, but put together with the other pieces of Equipment’s bonuses and Cyclone could see the benefits.

Now that he knew what each piece of Equipment did, it was time to put them all on. Normally, you had to Equip each piece of Equipment individually, but when you had a Complete Costume like Cyclone did, you could just click the Costume itself and equip every piece at once. So Cyclone did that and immediately found himself covered from head to toe in badass ninja gear.

On his character screen, Cyclone now saw that the 3D model representing his character was decked in Ninjutsu Armor. He still had his Eagle Wings equipped and, interestingly enough, his Ninjutsu Armor had changed color. It was now mostly green to fit in with his normal color scheme, although Cyclone wasn’t surprised. It was common for Equipment to change its color and sometimes design to fit the aesthetics of the user. It was all part of the Dynamic Environment System, although Cyclone didn’t understand entirely how it worked.

But he supposed he didn’t need to. He now looked like a real ninja and had the skills and Stats to back it up, too.

Several notifications suddenly appeared before Cyclone when he equipped the Ninjutsu Armor:

New Power Unlocked: Shadow Step [Level 1]. Move in shadow without being seen or heard for one (1) minute. Cost: 1 Energy. Cooldown: 2 minutes.

New Skill Unlocked: Night Vision [Level 1]. See in even the darkest shadows 10% better.

Congratulations! You are wearing a Complete Costume [6/6]! All Stat bonuses granted by individual Equipment are increased by 10%!

For completing a Costume, you have unlocked a new hidden Power: Secret Identity [Level 1]. Hide your true identity and nametag from unwary eyes for 2 minutes. Cost: 5 Energy. Cooldown: 10 seconds.

Wow. Cyclone had known that completing a Costume often provided hidden benefits that were greater than the sum of the individual parts, but he hadn’t expected to get a brand new Power on top of it. Even better, it was Secret Identity, a Power he had always wanted to have. With Secret Identity, he would be able to walk around in public as a Civilian or sneak up on enemies who didn’t recognize him. He wasn’t entirely sure how useful it would be in the coming battle, but if Cyclone needed to sneak into anywhere without being recognized, this was definitely the way to do it.

“So many awesome bonuses,” said Cyclone as he dismissed the notifications. He looked at Brawn. “See me, Brawn? I’m a Ninja now!”

“Not exactly,” said Aimi, placing her hand under her chin as she eyed Cyclone critically. “You are simply wearing Ninja Equipment, but in order to become a true Ninja, you will need to join the Ninja Guild and complete our training. Otherwise, you are still whatever Class you are stuck with.”

Cyclone’s spirits were immediately deflated, but he couldn’t argue with that. A person’s Class was determined from the moment they came into this world. In order to change it, you usually had to complete some sort of mission or undergo certain training that rewarded you with a Class Change. Cyclone had always wondered how you became a Ninja, so he was pleased to find out that the Ninja Guild offered training in that area. “Thanks for letting me know. Can I start the training now?”

“No,” said Aimi, shaking her head. “We have no time for that. To complete our training will require several hours, hours we do not have time for, given the current situation. Perhaps later, after we have rescued your Hero, we can—”

“Actually, Aimi-chan,” said Yama-sama, who was still sitting on his throne, where he had apparently been in conversation with Riku and Yoriko, “given how Cy-chan is going into a dangerous situation and is a close ally of the Ninja Guild, I believe we can offer him a Class Change Course if he so desires it.”

Cyclone clapped his hands together. “Really? Are you sure?”

“Father,” said Aimi in a voice that sounded like she had had this conversation with him before, “you know we do not have time for a full Class Change Course.”

“True enough,” said Yama-sama with a dismissive wave of his hand. “But so much of the Class Change Course is filler. We could offer Cy-chan an expedited version of the Course that will allow him to change his Class in less than an hour. We do have an hour, don’t we?”

Yama-sama said that while glancing at Spiritus, who was now floating back to the center of the throne room where everyone still stood.

Cyclone expected Spiritus to be boring and say no, but to his surprise, Spiritus said, “All right. We do have an hour. I got a message from Busker telling me that he and the others aren’t ready to leave the Junkyard just yet. Plus, the hacker I spoke to is also somewhat busy, so we have time for Cyclone to try to chance his Class.”

Cyclone did a fist pump. “Awesome! When do we begin?”

Yama-sama rose from his throne. “In five minutes. But I must warn you that even the truncated version of the Class Change Course is difficult. It will take all of your courage, skill, and cunning to complete.”

“I’ve got plenty of all three,” said Cyclone. “Well, I suppose my Courage is still rather low and I don’t have as many Skills as Winter and no one has ever accused me of being cunning, but—”

“It was just an expression,” said Yama-sama. “In any case, let us go to the second floor, where your Class Change Course will begin. I hope you are ready for it.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

The giant bat-like creature clinging to the surface of the airship’s windshield was possibly the ugliest creature I’d seen in Capes Online yet, and that included the Dwellers, a race of beings not exactly famous for their good looks.

With its pig-like snout slammed against the windshield, coupled with its long, drooping ears, and jagged teeth, it reminded me of what a bat drawn by an artist who had never seen a bat before might look like. Its sharp claws raked against the windshield as it snarled and growled. The nametag [DATA BEAST BATWING] floated over its head, but before I could Scan it, Stetho jerked the joystick to the right.

Immediately, the Batwing was thrown off the windshield. The airship then picked up speed, going even faster than before and forcing me to hold onto my seat for dear life as we shot through the air like a bullet.

“What was that thing?” I said, glancing over my shoulder, even though I couldn’t see outside thanks to the wall behind me.

“That, bro, was a Batwing,” said Busker. He looked visibly shaken by the encounter, even though none of us got hurt or attacked by the creature. “They’re kind of like the Mist Wolves of the air, only a million times more annoying because they can fly and are usually tougher.”

“Much tougher,” said Stetho. “They’re not impossible to kill by any means, but they are resilient little creatures. It’s often wiser to run away from them as fast as you can instead of fighting them.”

“That thing definitely wasn’t little,” I said. “So why did it attack us? Just a random encounter or something?”

“Possibly,” said Stetho. “Batwings are known to stalk the skies of the Junkyard in search of Data Points to siphon. I imagine it must have sensed our collective Data Points and decided to take a chance on us.”

“Well, at least it’s gone,” I said, sitting back in my seat. “And at the rate we’re flying, I doubt it will be able to keep up with—”

I was interrupted by a dull thud from outside, followed by several more thuds. The airship shuddered with every hit, not quite taking us off course, but certainly making my blood pressure rise.

“What was that?” I said, looking around in alarm.

“More Batwings, probably,” said Stetho. He tapped a screen in the middle of the controls that showed about a dozen smaller dots surrounding one big dot. “Sonar is picking up a dozen creatures on all sides. Looks like we ran into a pack of Batwings on the hunt.”

“A pack?” I said. “Well, they can’t get us in here, right? As long as we keep flying, we should outrun them eventually.”

“It’s true that Batwings can’t get in here,” said Stetho, “but they don’t need to. Batwings were designed with skulls as thick as rocks and as strong as steel. Their preferred hunting tactic, when dealing with an enemy they can’t rend limb from limb with their claws, is to bash their heads against said enemy over and over again until they’re dead.”

More dull thuds echoed from outside. “You mean they’re just going to keep ramming against the airship until it crashes?”

“Pretty much,” said Stetho. “And before you ask, yes, I am trying to make this thing go faster, but these small airships only have so much power and I can’t keep pushing it forever.”

“Then how the hell are we supposed to get rid of these things?” I said. “We’re basically sitting ducks right now.”

“I’ll jump out and try to distract them with fire,” said Busker. He was already reaching toward his seatbelt as he said that. “If I can distract them long enough for you guys to get away—”

“No,” said Stetho sharply. He tapped a few buttons even as the thuds—which were now coming harder and faster than ever—continued to ring against the outside of the ship. “We can take care of them without having to kill ourselves.”

I opened my mouth to ask what Stetho meant when, without warning, my seat fell through a hole in the floor. I yelled in surprise, expecting to fall out of the bottom of the airship and into the sky below us, but luckily my seat came to an abrupt stop within the airship itself.

But I wasn’t sure where I was inside the airship. It looked like I was in some kind of glass bubble, with what appeared to be a large energy cannon sticking out from underneath it. Before me was a control panel with a heads-up display that showed me footage of the dozen or so Batwings flying around the airship. As I watched, one of the Batwings hurtled itself against the side of the ship, making me hear another thud, although this one was slightly muted due to the fact that I was further away from the cockpit.

“Winter!” Stetho’s voice crackled from a radio in the upper right corner of the control panel. “What’s your status?”

Looking around at the various buttons and switches, I said, “Confused, mostly. Where am I and how do I get out of here?”

“You’re in the gunner room,” said Stetho. “All airships are equipped with energy cannons for defense. For some reason I can’t pilot the airship and fire the cannon at the same time, so I am going to need you to aim and shoot those Batwings out of the air.”

“Uh, okay,” I said, still looking at the controls in confusion, “but I still don’t understand what any of these buttons do or how to work these controls.”

“Don’t worry,” said Stetho. “It’s pretty simple. See that joystick? That’s how you aim. You fire by pressing down on the button on the top of the joystick. Try it out.”

Curious, I grabbed the joystick and moved it back and forth, causing the cannon underneath me to move back and forth as well. Then I pressed the button and fired a large purple energy blast, which shot through the sky to the ground below and barely missed a Batwing that happened to be flying by at that moment.

“Wow!” I said, jerking the cannon back and forth. “This really is easy. And fun.”

“Don’t have too much fun now, bro,” said Busker’s voice over the radio, “’cause we’re still in big trouble.”

“Yeah,” said Stetho. “Shoot down as many Batwings as you can. It’s fine if you can’t kill them all. You just need to slow them down or scare them off. Think we can lose them, but only if they are distracted by something else.”

Redoubling my grip on the joystick, I aimed and fired several more energy blasts at the Batwings. Most of the Batwings dodged as easily as if they did this sort of thing every day, but I did manage to strike the right wing of one of the Batwings and send it falling toward the ground below.

But it didn’t seem to matter much. The Batwings were still slamming their big heads and thick skulls against the airship’s exterior. From my current position it was impossible to tell how much damage they were inflicting on the airship, but the constant thud, thud, thud didn’t make me feel any better about it.

“Stetho!” I shouted as I aimed and fired the energy cannon again, missing a nearby Batwing yet. “How’s the ship holding up?”

“Shields are at ninety percent,” came Stetho’s reply. “But it’s going down steadily and the Batwings are actually getting more aggressive, not less.”

I cursed. “It looks like all of the Batwings are on top. Is there any way we can get my cannon up there so I can try to shoot them?”

“Hold on,” said Stetho. “Looking at the controls … ah, here we go.”

Without warning, my seat rotated upward like the hand of a clock until me and my energy cannon were on top of the airship. All around me, Batwings flew, darting through the air with great, huge flaps of their massive wings. Occasionally one would break off from the others and attack our airship kamikaze-style, always pulling away after landing a successful hit on the airship. I half-wondered how they were able to keep flying after bashing their skulls against a fast-moving metal vehicle, but I pushed such thoughts out of my mind and took aim before firing my energy cannon again.

Hit! My laser blast hit one of the Batwings in the chest and sent it spiraling down toward the ground out of sight. Smiling, I fired again and again, thanking God for giving me the Aim Skill, which I was sure was the only reason my shots hit any of my targets at all.

But even with my increased Accuracy, I still missed more often than I hit. But that was fine. The strategy was working. The shots from my cannon were driving off the Batwings, forcing them to switch their attention from dive-bombing the airship to avoiding my energy blasts. Even the ones that I hadn’t hit yet were playing it more cautiously, slowing down and keeping further away not quite outside of my range but far enough that I would have trouble accurately hitting them if I tried to shoot them.

As a result, the airship was already starting to pick up speed. We still weren’t quite far enough ahead of the Batwings to be safe, but at the rate we were going, we’d leave this pack of Batwings in the dust in no time.

“It’s working, guys!” I shouted excitedly. “Just keep flying. Just a few more minutes and we’ll be home free!”

All of a sudden, the cannon made a strange humming noise and then powered down. I jerked the joystick back and forth, pressing the fire button over and over again, but no matter how many times I hit the button, the cannon refused to fire. I thought it was broken at first until I got this notification all of a sudden:

ERROR! Airship Energy Cannon overheated! Cooldown time: 1 minute. You will not be able to fire energy blasts until cooldown period is over.

My mouth fell open. “Guys, do you see this?”

“Yes,” said Stetho grimly. “It looks like these airship cannons have a cooldown period just like Powers. Must be something that kicks in automatically to keep the cannons from overheating or something.”

“But we’re not safe yet,” I said, putting a hand on my head. “Those Batwings are still within range and it won’t be long before they realize we’re defenseless and—”

I was interrupted by a loud thud next to me and I looked and saw a Batwing clinging to my bubble. It snarled, slashing its claws across the glass of my bubble, snapping with its long teeth and fangs as it desperately tried to kill me.

But then other Batwings also struck my bubble, slamming against with their whole bodies and wrapped their wings around my bubble until soon my whole bubble was covered in Batwings. Their massive, leathery wings cut off all outside light, plunging me into thick darkness illuminated solely by the lights from the buttons on the control panel. The little light that I did have illuminated the faces of the Batwings, allowing me to see their ugly faces in far more detail than I wanted to.

“Stetho!” I shouted. “The Batwings are trying to kill me! Can’t get ‘em off!”

“Hold on tight!” came Stetho’s static voice from the radio. “I’m going to try something that might not work.”

Before I could ask Stetho what the heck that meant, the airship suddenly banked hard to the right. And not only did it bank to the right, but it also rotated in a complete circle so fast that I would have been thrown from my seat if I didn’t have my seat belt. The Batwings on the outside, however, were not so lucky. The centrifugal force of the airship’s barrel roll sent all of them flying off uncontrollably through the air.

At the same time, however, a new notification popped up in my view that read:

Airship Energy Cannon has finished cooling down. You may now use the Airship Energy Cannon again.

Thinking quickly, I grabbed the joystick and began aiming at the Batwings. I shot off as many energy blasts as I could, each one hitting their target. The Batwings were still too confused by the airship throwing them off to dodge or avoid the blasts. Batwing after Batwing dropped from the sky, and in the corner of my eye these notifications scrolled by:

You killed [Data Beast Batwing]! +1,000 EXP!

You killed [Data Beast Batwing]! +1,000 EXP!

You killed [Data Beast Batwing]! +1,000 EXP!

And so on. I was actually amazed that we were killing them, given what Stetho had said about how powerful they were. Then again, the cannon itself wasn’t what killed them. It was the fall. Most of my energy blasts would tear through their wings or else hit them in the head and knock them out. They would then plummet from the sky to the ground below and usually die upon impact. Some of the tougher ones would survive the fall but then die from the debuffs they got from their wounds.

Regardless of how or why they died, the fact was that we were steadily decreasing their numbers until I got another notification informing me that the Airship Energy Cannon needed to cool down once again. But that was fine. A quick rotation on the spot showed me that the skies were now totally clear of Batwings for as far as the eye could see.

“I did it!” I said, throwing up my arms in triumph. “I shot down all of the Batwings! We’re safe.”

“Good job,” came Stetho’s voice over the radio. “Radar shows that the skies are clear of potential enemies, so it looks like we’re safe.”

“Awesome, bro!” came Busker’s voice even before Stetho finished speaking. “That was totally awesome! I’m almost jealous of you. Next time, I get to man the Energy Cannon, okay?”

I chuckled. “Sure thing, brother, sure thing. Now that the Batwings are gone, can you guys lower me back into the ship?”

“Sure,” said Stetho, “just hang on a minute while I—what in the world is that?”

“What is what?” I said, looking around my bubble in alarm. “I don’t see anything.”

“According to radar, something is coming up from the south directly toward us,” said Stetho. “And fast. Never seen anything move that fast before.”

South?

It was difficult to tell directions in the Junkyard, but after rotating my bubble back and forth a bit, I finally caught a glimmer of something shiny in the distance. Reorienting myself to face in the direction of the gleam, I peered forward, trying to see what it was.

At first, it was too far away for me to make out, but it didn’t stay far away for long. Soon, a vague, humanoid shape with wings appeared in the distance, and as it drew closer, I could see more detail. A sleek, red and blue aerodynamic Costume clung to the body a man I didn’t recognize and had never seen before … and he was coming straight at me.

Before I could even consider firing the Energy Cannon … before I could yell at Stetho to pull me down … the armored humanoid figure smashed into and through the thin membrane keeping my bubble attached to the airship itself.

And then I was falling, falling fast and hard, to the ground far, far below me.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

Cyclone stood in the middle of a large room on the second floor of the Ninja Guild Headquarters. He was doing warm-up exercises: Stretching his legs, swinging his arms, even hopping up and down a couple of times. Mostly, it was to pass the time, although Aimi had informed Cyclone that the Class Change Course would require great physical feats and that he needed to be in top physical shape in order to complete it.

In contrast to the throne room, which had a formal but peaceful atmosphere to it, the training room on the second floor was a bit more intense. The walls were painted a bright red, while the floor was a dark black. It was well lit with traditional Japanese lanterns, but it had no windows or openings, aside from an air vent on the ceiling. Despite that, the room was at a nice temperature, being neither too hot nor too cold, but just right.

Standing opposite Cyclone was Aimi. Unlike him, Aimi stood perfectly still, her arms folded in front of her chest, her eyes closed. When Cyclone had asked her why she was standing so still, Aimi had informed him that they couldn’t begin the Class Change Course until the actual teacher arrived. As the actual CCC teacher was currently preoccupied with another matter, it would be a few more minutes before he arrived to teach Cyclone how to change his Class.

It was a little bit frustrating, Cyclone had to admit. He was eager to go out and save Winter right away, but he couldn’t do that until he completed the CCC and became a Ninja. He wondered if maybe he should have declined Yama-sama’s offer to participate in the CCC and just go and save Winter. The Ninjutsu Armor’s bonuses by themselves were almost enough to put him on par with that of a low-level Hero or Villain. He couldn’t imagine what more he could get from becoming an actual Ninja.

Maybe I’ll get a couple of new Powers or something, Cyclone thought as he swung his arms in a windmill pattern. But unless they’re a couple of really super special awesome Powers, I’m not sure if they’ll be worth it.

But then Cyclone thought about how useless he had been against Targetman and Mimetime. True, those two had been members of the Glitch Elimination Task Force, which automatically meant they were elite players, but he still felt useless. In fact, for a while now, Cyclone had felt useless. Sure, he’d won a few fights here and there and supported Winter where possible, but in the end, Winter had done most of the winning for him. Winter was the real fighter between the two of them, and not just because Winter’s Class was literally Fighter, either.

If I become a Ninja, that will probably give me a boost in my Stats and access to new Powers I wouldn’t otherwise get, Cyclone thought. I still won’t be as strong as Winter, but at least I’ll be able to take care of myself in a fight better. I’ll be able to protect both Sally and Spiritus better as well.

Thinking of Sally and Spiritus made him look to the left. There were a small set of spectator stands on the left side of the room, outside of the range of the training area itself, where Sally, Spiritus, Dillo, Recover, Brawn, and Hop sat. Sally seemed to be getting along with Recover, the two of them chatting between each other, while Dillo’s unfocused look told Cyclone that he was probably making some adjustments to his Stats or possibly his equipment. Brawn appeared to be meditating, if the way he closed his eyes and sat with his hands palms up meant anything. Hop, as usual, was lost in her phone, although now she had headphones on and seemed to be watching some kind of video. Spiritus sat off from the rest of the group by herself, her scythe sitting lengthwise on her lap, her chin rested on her palm as she waited for the CCC to begin.

Guess Spiritus wants to save Busker, too, Cyclone thought. Feel bad for her, but not much I can do for her now until the trainer shows up and teach me some cool ninja tricks. Hopefully that won’t be too much longer now.

Looking at Aimi, Cyclone said, “So, uh, when’s the teacher getting here?”

“When he gets here,” said Aimi without opening her eyes or missing a beat. “Please be quiet. One of the lessons you will need to learn is that a true Ninja is always silent.”

Cyclone frowned. “Silence? Man, I’m no good at that. I talk too much. And why shouldn’t I, really? I always have a lot to say about, well, everything. Some people say I talk too much, but—”

“Aimi-sama!” a loud, rumbling voice suddenly announced. “I am here.”

An absolute mountain of a ninja walked past Cyclone just then. He was enormous, with a big, round belly, and fat arms and legs that resembled huge wooden barrels wrapped in cloth. The massive ninja towered over Cyclone, at least six feet tall, if not taller, and he had a belt with a variety of ninja weapons attached to it wrapped around his body. His ninja clothing was a deep gray and black, which did nothing to hide the absolutely massive bulk of [NINJA TRAINER AKIRA].

“Akira,” said Aimi in a pleasant voice, looking up at the mountain of a ninja with a smile. “I did not expect you so soon. I thought you were busy with the new recruits.”

Akira grunted. “They were quick learners, all of them … well, after I threatened to feed them to the Piranhas, anyway. But they have potential. It just depends on whether they will actually listen to me or ignore me because they think they know better.”

Cyclone was absolutely flabbergasted by Akira’s sudden appearance. He hadn’t even heard the giant ninja approach him from behind. A quick glance at his friends showed that they were just as surprised by Akira’s appearance here as he was. Even the normally unflappable Brawn was looking at Akira in shock.

“That is good to hear,” said Aimi, “and luckily for you, you will only have one more student to teach today before you can take the rest of the day off.”

“Good,” said Akira with another grunt. He wiped sweat off his brow. “Been working all morning without breakfast. So where is the student? Over there?”

Akira pointed at Cyclone’s friends who were all sitting on the stands. “None of them look like ninja material to me.”

“Actually, Akira-san, this man right here is going to be your student today,” said Aimi, gesturing at Cyclone. “Cy-chan, meet Akira-san. He will be your teacher today.”

Smiling, Cyclone held out a hand toward Akira and said, “Hi, Akira. I’m Cyclone, but you can call me—”

Without warning, Akira grabbed Cyclone’s arm and hurled him over his shoulder and slammed him on the floor. Cyclone gasped in shock and pain, especially when he glanced at his Health bar and saw that that attack alone had knocked out over half of his Health in one blow. And that was with the bonuses of the Ninjutsu Armor. If Cyclone hadn’t been wearing it, he wasn’t sure he would have survived that attack at all.

Akira’s large head hovered over Cyclone and his eyes squinted. “Weak. Skinny. No meat on those bones.”

Cyclone blinked. “I thought ninja were supposed to be small and thin.”

Akira grunted in disapproval and looked at Aimi. “This is the one I am supposed to train? I will break him like a stick. Without even trying.”

“He is the Sidekick of Hero Winter,” said Aimi, standing her ground despite the obvious size and strength difference between her and Akira. “You know, the one who helped us defeat the Stalking Shadows? We are merely returning the favor and nothing more.”

That seemed to change Akira’s mood. The trainer stood up straight, a look of interest flashing across his eyes. “This man is the Sidekick of Hero Winter? Then that changes things.”

“It does?” said Cyclone hopefully.

Akira nodded. “Indeed. It means I will have to go on you even tougher than I normally do. If you are indeed the Sidekick of that great Hero, then you deserve nothing but the deadliest challenge I can come up with.”

“Uh, I’m not sure that’s necessary,” said Cyclone, sitting up and rubbing his aching back. “I’m nothing special. I’m fine with doing the exact same challenge that everyone else has to do.”

Akira shook his head rapidly. “No, no, no. It is only right that I give you a challenge that will truly push you to your limits.”

Cyclone bit his lower lip. He knew that he and Winter had a great relationship with the Ninja Guild, which was supposed to let them gain access to certain benefits they normally never would, but now he was starting to rethink whether having a close relationship with the Ninja Guild was really as good as he thought it was. Or maybe Akira was just messing with him and would give him something easy. He hoped that was the case.

“Now get up to your feet, boy,” said Akira. “We cannot begin the challenge while you sit on the floor like a baby.”

With a sigh, Cyclone rose to his feet, although the pain in his back made it harder to do. Even so, he didn’t complain. He just grabbed a Health Drink from his inventory and downed it in one gulp. His Health bar went back up to full and the pain in his back went away, although Cyclone still took a few steps away from Akira just to be safe.

“We will begin our training soon,” said Akira. “First, let me introduce myself. I am Akira Shibo, the head trainer of the Class Change Course. I have trained hundreds of young ninja in the ways of our Guild for over twenty years.”

“Twenty years?” said Cyclone. “Man, you must be pretty old.”

Akira’s eyes narrowed. “Thanks for your observation. I will be sure to take it into account when I am beating your disrespectful ass into the ground during our training session.”

“Wait, are we going to fight?” said Cyclone. He looked down at his hands. “Is that what the training course will be about?”

“Yes,” said Akira without missing a beat. “You and I will have a brief Duel. If you can beat me—or simply display a good understanding of the basics of ninjutsu—then I will reward you with the Ninja Class.”

“And if I lose?”

“If you lose, then you may try again in a year,” said Akira.

“A year?” said Cyclone. “Why do I have to wait so long to try again?”

Akira folded his arms in front of his chest. “Because I do not have time to waste trying to train the same loser over and over again. Either you have the gift of the Ninja or else you are a waste of time who does not deserve the honorable title of Ninja.”

Now Cyclone was beginning to rethink accepting Yama-sama’s offer to become a Ninja. Maybe he should just say no thanks and walk away.

No, I can’t do that now, Cyclone thought, shaking his head. It’s too late to walk away now. Either I beat Akira or I don’t. Winter definitely wouldn’t run away. Then again, I’m not sure Winter would want to become a Ninja in the first place.

“But how am I supposed to use the basics of ninjutsu if I don’t know what they are?” said Cyclone. “Shouldn’t I, like, take a test or read a textbook on them first or something?”

“If we were doing the full version of the CCC, then yes, there would be an academic portion before the practical test,” said Akira. He took a fighting stance, drawing a long, deadly-looking knife from his side. “But because this is the shortened version, we are going to skip directly to the practical test instead.”

“That doesn’t seem fair,” said Cyclone.

“’Fair’ is a word that does not exist in the vocabulary of a true Ninja,” said Akira. “Let that be your first lesson.”

Although Cyclone still didn’t see this as being fair, he nonetheless took a fighting stance and said, “Okay, fine. Can I use my Powers?”

“Only the Powers granted to you by your Ninjutsu Armor,” said Akira. “Remember, you are trying to prove to me that you have what it takes to be a true Ninja. Thus, I must see that you can use the Powers and abilities granted to you by your Armor well. If you rely on your non-ninjutsu-related Powers, then that will prove to me that you are not ready to become a Ninja, although you may use all your Skills if you wish. Do you understand?”

Cyclone nodded, although he couldn’t say that he actually looked forward to not using his Powers. He had become so used to using Gust and his other Powers to help him in fights that he couldn’t imagine fighting without them.

But I guess real Ninja can’t blow wind out of their hands, Cyclone thought. And anyway, I’m sure I will be able to use my Powers later, after I become a Ninja. It’s just a temporary restriction. That’s all. And hey, at least I can still use my Skills. That counts for something, right?

“Are you ready to begin the CCC?” asked Akira. “If you need more time to prepare, now is the time to do it.”

A notification appeared in front of Cyclone’s vision when Akira said that:

[CCC Instructor Akira] has asked if you are ready to begin the Way of the Ninja Course. Y/N?

Thinking he was as prepared for the course as he could be, Cyclone hit ‘Y’ and the notification disappeared, only to be replaced by a new notification which read thus:

You have now begun the Way of the Ninja Class Change Course! Once a Class Change Course starts, you must see it through to the end and cannot quit. The only way to leave the Course is to win or lose, so do your best!

Reward: Class change to Ninja.

Even before Cyclone finished reading that notification, Akira roared like a lion and rushed toward Cyclone with frightening speed, swinging his sword back and forth like a madman.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

My bubble flipped end over end as it fell toward the ground below. My seatbelt kept me securely in my seat, but that wasn’t nearly as comforting as it seemed because the ground and sky changed places so rapidly that I had no idea whether I was upside down or right side up. It grew worse the longer I fell as well, the sky and ground quickly morphing into an indistinguishable mess of brown, blue, and white that made me feel sick to my stomach.

Screaming my head off, I couldn’t hear anything else other than my own screams of terror. I wasn’t even sure that I could hear Stetho and Busker over the radio. My screams echoed in the bubble and became even louder the longer I fell.

It reminded me kind of how I had entered the Junkyard in the first place, rushing across space and time against my will and at speeds that no human, or even super human, could possibly achieve on their own. Only this time, I was absolutely sure that I was going to die upon impact, and once I died here, it was truly game over.

And then—quite abruptly—the bubble smashed into the ground and bounced. It bounced a couple more times, each bounce making my head bash against the headrest of my seat. Each bounce made my teeth jar and I was pretty sure I must have bitten my tongue off entirely because I could taste blood in my mouth.

The bubble bounced a couple more times before it slammed directly into a thick, concrete wall and bounced one last time before landing on the ground. It rolled across the street until it bumped into a lamppost and came to a stop, leaving me sitting, dazed and confused, still securely attached to my seat with my seatbelt.

Panting and breathing hard, I had a hard time focusing on my environment at first thanks to my pounding headache from all of the bouncing. Slowly but surely, however, I became more aware of my surroundings, each sense coming back one at a time.

First was taste. My mouth tasted like blood. My blood. My tongue could still move—which meant I hadn’t bitten it off—but I could feel the blood coming from it, which was how I knew I had accidentally bit myself. Luckily, it was such a small wound that I didn’t even get a debuff for it, although I still wanted to drink a Health Drink to help it heal up. Something told me that a bloody tongue would make it hard for me to talk.

Second was feeling. My body was still hyped up on adrenaline, but even as I sat there, I could feel all of the pain in my body. It felt like I had been shaken and stirred inside a blender. My head especially hurt.

Then my sense of direction came back … and I realized I was hanging upside down in my bubble, which had stopped upside down. The only reason I hadn’t fallen onto the ceiling of the bubble was thanks to my seatbelt. I was amazed that the little seatbelt—which didn’t feel very strong—had managed to hold me like this. Back in the real world, I had always worn my seatbelt for safety reasons, but now I was more thankful for my seatbelt than ever. If my seatbelt hadn’t kept me strapped securely to my seat, I would have probably died or at least suffered worse injuries than I did.

Unfortunately, I did get at least one debuff according to a notification that appeared in my vision:

Debuff added: Dizziness. -10% Accuracy, Dexterity, Agility, and Evasion. Duration: 2 minutes.

Buff added: Adrenaline. +5% Agility, Strength, Stamina, and Evasion. Duration: 2 minutes.

Even with my Adrenaline buff, I was still weaker than normal. Luckily, Dizziness would only last a couple of minutes at most, meaning that if I just found someplace safe to hide for a while, the debuff would wear off on its own and I would be back to full power.

But that just raised the question: Where was I?

First things first: I needed to contact Busker and Stetho.

I pressed the receiver button on the radio and said, in a weaker voice than normal, “Busker, Stetho, are you guys there? Hello?”

No response. Not even static. It was just complete and utter silence.

Made sense. The radio had been wired to the airship itself. Most likely, it had traveled through some sort of wiring that allowed the pilot and gunner to speak to each other, but no one else. If so, then I shouldn’t have expected it to work. It was still worth a shot, though, just in case I was wrong.

Not to worry, however. I still had other communication options open to me.

Opening up the chat window for Team Busker, I sent this message:

Me: Busker, Stetho, I’m still alive. Do you guys know where I am?

I waited patiently for a response. Both Busker and Stetho’s icons in the Team Chat indicated they were still online, but I didn’t get any response from them.

That was worrying. Either my chats weren’t going through at all, or maybe Busker and Stetho were both too distracted with something far more urgent to respond to my messages. But what could be so important that they wouldn’t even respond to me? Were they under attack again? We had killed or scared off all of the Batwings. Did something else attack them after I got knocked off the airship?

No need to panic or worry. Everything had happened so quickly. I imagine that Busker and Stetho were probably still wondering what the heck just happened same as me. If so, then they were probably going to come back here sometime soon to look for me.

That left me with the choice of whether to stay inside the bubble and hope that Busker and Stetho found me or else risk leaving it to try to attract their attention with my Powers. Both choices had a fair likelihood of success, in my opinion. It seemed more logical and prudent to me, however, to stay within my bubble where I was safe. I had no idea what kind of monstrosities existed in this part of the Sector, after all. Could be more Mist Wolves or Batwings. Most likely, it was something even worse than both of those creatures.

On the other hand, I didn’t know how visible my bubble was from the ground. For all I knew, it might have rolled under a bridge or a building and thus be invisible to the naked eye. I might need to get out of my bubble and find some way to draw their attention to my current location, even if it meant exposing myself to whatever was out there.

That was when I heard a loud thump outside, like something heavy had just hit the ground, and then all of a sudden my bubble was rolled back to an upright position. Before I could understand that, a hand smashed through the glass bubble, grabbed me by the collar of my Costume, and ripped me out of my seat, even snapping the seatbelt, and threw me aside.

I hit the pavement hard and rolled several feet until I hit an overturned garbage can. Dazed from the impact, I shook my head and looked up to see who had done that to me.

Standing in front of my cracked and broken bubble was a man I had never seen before. He was rather lithe and thin, like a gymnast, and had sleek, aerodynamic wings with razor sharp edges running along his arms. He was probably about the same height as me, maybe an inch or two taller, and wore a blue and red bodysuit that reminded me of the American flag. He wore a pilot’s helmet that hid his eyes, although his mouth, twisted in a triumphant grin, was visible, showing perfectly white teeth that almost made me jealous. He did not seem to have any weapons that I could see, although given how he had just ripped me out of the bubble with one hand, he had to be insanely strong.

The nametag [JUNKYARD CORPS AERO DYNAMO] hung over his head, which was how I knew he was another Junkyard Corps member.

“Okay, who are you?” I said through a bloody mouth. I quickly downed a Health Drink to heal my tongue, feeling the cherry-flavored soda go down my throat easily.

“I am Aero Dynamo,” said Aero Dynamo, a slight Russian accent coloring his words. “Or, as my friends call me, the Lone Aviator.”

“Lone Aviator, huh?” I said. “Like the Lone Ranger?”

“Somewhat,” said Aero Dynamo. He spread his wings wide. “But it’s more of a reference to the fact that I work best alone. The other Junkyard Corps members are all about teamwork, but that has never really worked for me. I am the one the Chief sends in to deal with problems that the others cannot deal with, especially problems related to the airship division of the Junkyard Corps.”

Rising to my feet, I wiped the blood off my mouth and said, “I take it you’re not very happy about us stealing one of your airships.”

“Correct,” said Aero Dynamo with a bow. “When the Floating Fortress received a message about the theft of one of our airships, the Chief sent out a message to all Junkyard Corps Soldiers in the area to keep a lookout for it. I just so happened to be in the Sector on another unrelated mission at the time, a mission I completed with flying colors, so naturally, I went looking for you. It wasn’t hard, by the way, especially after I noticed the Batwings trailing you.”

“You mean the Batwings were following us the entire time?” I said.

“Of course,” said Aero Dynamo. “It is part of their hunting strategy. What, do you think they were just following you for no reason?”

I didn’t answer that question. Truthfully, I had written off the Batwings as a bunch of dumb animals operating more on instinct and herd mentality than careful thought. It still sounded to me like most Batwings weren’t very intelligent, but it was equally clear to me now that the Batwings had their own unique hunting strategies they used to hunt down prey. It was another example of the almost excessive realism of Capes Online.

But now was not the time to think about Batwing hunting habits. I summoned both of my Ice Daggers in my hands and said, “Well, I take it you know who I am, then.”

“Of course,” said Aero Dynamo. “Even in the Junkyard, news of your defeat of Dark Kosmos has spread to here. We were also affected by the Blackout, after all, so to some degree I have to thank you for saving my life.”

“But you’re still going to kill me, right?” I said. “Or at least imprison me. Isn’t that what the Junkyard Corps is supposed to do? Kill players who aren’t supposed to be here? Or imprison us, like you did to Eagle Eye?”

I expected Aero Dynamo to attack me as soon as I mentioned Eagle Eye, but to my confusion, he just laughed. “Eagle Eye? You mean the prisoner in the Floating Fortress?”

“Unless there are multiple prisoners named Eagle Eye, yeah, that’s the one I’m referring to,” I said. “My younger brother’s girlfriend. I don’t know her very well—I don’t know her at all, actually—but I do know I am going to help my younger brother however I can. It’s what brothers do.”

Aero Dynamo shook his head. “Is that what he told you? I see that Busker wasn’t entirely honest about the real reason we arrested her. It sounds to me like he only told you what he wanted you to know. Just enough to trick you into helping him, but not enough to help you understand the full truth behind her arrest.”

“What are you—?” I said. “Are you implying my own brother lied to me?”

Aero Dynamo held up his hands. “I am implying that Busker clearly didn’t tell you all the facts. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be so willing to help such a vile criminal as Eagle Eye.”

“Criminal?” I said. “What did Eagle Eye do wrong? Other than find out some inconvenient truths that might embarrass the federal government?”

Aero Dynamo shrugged. “I don’t know anything about ‘inconvenient truths’ that might embarrass the federal government. I do know, however, that Eagle Eye is a threat to Capes Online itself, which is why she was deleted and why we are holding her prisoner.”

“Oh, yeah?” I said, raising an eyebrow. “And tell me, O wise Birdman, exactly what makes her so dangerous.”

Aero Dyamo’s lips turned in a very serious frown. “What makes her dangerous? Oh, I don’t know. I suppose her efforts to undermine the Dynamic Environment System itself—the backbone of Capes Online’s entire infrastructure—and therefore put the lives of millions of people at risk is ‘dangerous,’ depending on your point of view.”

“She was trying to undermine the D.E.S.?” I said. “Why?”

“For one reason, and one reason alone,” said Aero Dynamo. “She sought to rule Capes Online itself … and remake it entirely in her own image. Become a goddess, in other words.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

Akira moved faster than anyone Cyclone had ever seen. His bulk and weight didn’t even slow him down. The Ninja Trainer’s feet moved like wind, while his sword howled through the air like a blizzard. He crossed the distance between himself and Cyclone so quickly that Cyclone didn’t even have time to Dodge before Akira brought his huge katana directly down on Cyclone’s head.

Acting on instinct, Cyclone threw his arms over his head and blocked the huge Ninja’s sword with the greaves on his arms. Even then, he found it hard to maintain his position, because Akira was now pressing down on him with all of his weight, a look of amusement flashing in the Ninja’s eyes.

“Your reflexes are quicker than I thought,” said Akira, who did not sound like he was even remotely struggling to hold Cyclone down. “But I remain unconvinced that they are quick enough to match that of a Ninja’s.”

Without warning, Akira slammed a booted foot into Cyclone’s stomach. Cyclone gasped in pain and saw over a quarter of his Health vanish in an instant before Akira slammed the butt of his sword into Cyclone’s face and sent him staggering backward. Akira then advanced on Cyclone, swinging his katana again, only for Cyclone to Dodge and jump backward at the last possible second, putting a little bit of distance between himself and Akira.

Panting and breathing hard, Cyclone glanced at his Health and was shocked to see that he had just over half of his Health left and the battle hadn’t been going for even five minutes yet. If Cyclone took a few more hits like that, then this fight would be over in an instant.

Need to keep my distance, Cyclone thought, but can’t use my Powers. Maybe I should try throwing my Kunai and see how that works.

Gripping his knife tightly, Cyclone aimed and hurled his Kunai at Akira. But to his shock, Akira disappeared into thin air, causing the knife to fly harmlessly through the air and land on the floor a few feet away from Cyclone.

“What the heck?” said Cyclone, looking around in alarm. “Where did Akira go?”

A massive shadow suddenly fell over Cyclone, causing him to look over his shoulder just in time to see Akira’s massive katana fall down toward him. Without thinking, Cyclone dove forward, narrowly avoiding the katana. He rolled past the Kunai, picking it up as he did so, and rolled back to his feet, turning around to face Akira as the giant Ninja wrenched his katana out of the wooden floor, leaving a rather nasty gash right where the sharp tip of his katana had been stabbed into.

“Your reflexes are getting quicker,” Akira commented, “but it will take more than quick reflexes to become a true Ninja.”

“Will I need to learn how to speak Japanese, too?” asked Cyclone. “’Cause learning a second language is really hard and—”

“A true Ninja speaks any language he wants,” said Akira. “But you will never be a true Ninja unless you can defeat me first.”

With that, Akira suddenly drew three throwing stars from his belt and hurled all three of them at Cyclone in rapid succession. Cyclone managed to Dodge two of them, but he ended up running right into the third, which cut into his skin as it passed. The throwing star itself only took off maybe a couple of points of Health, but then he suddenly felt very sick and cold, the reason for which was revealed when he got this notification:

Debuff added: Silver Poison. -1 HP/5 seconds. -5% Stamina. Duration: 1 minute.

“What the—?” said Cyclone. “How did I get poisoned?”

“Because I tipped my throwing stars with Silver Poison, a rare but deadly poison used exclusively by members of the Ninja Guild,” said Akira. “Remember, a Ninja doesn’t just rely on his blades to win. He seeks every advantage he can get, whether it is considered ‘fair’ or not.”

Akira suddenly disappeared and then reappeared behind Cyclone. Cyclone whirled around, only to get a solid punch to the face that made him see lights and caused him to stagger backward. He probably would have lost consciousness entirely from that blow. As it was, he just lost another quarter of his Health, and also saw his Health bar drop a sliver as the Silver Poison debuff slowly but surely ate away at what little Health he had remaining.

Not good, Cyclone thought. If this keeps up, pretty soon I am going to end up with no Health left at all. Then I’ll die and fail the CCC and have wasted everyone’s time.

Cyclone glanced at the stands when he thought that. His friends were all watching with varying degrees of excitement and interest, aside from Hop, who was still stuck in her phone. Cyclone found himself wishing that Hop would at least film this for posterity, although when he considered how much his butt was being handed to him, maybe it was good that she wasn’t recording this.

“Pay attention,” said Akira, who had somehow sneaked up on Cyclone without him being aware. “A true Ninja never takes his eyes off his enemy. Ever.”

Akira grabbed Cyclone by the shoulders, lifted him over his head, and threw him bodily through the air. Cyclone twisted his body, trying to land on his feet, but his new Ninjutsu Armor messed with his movement somewhat and so he ended up falling flat on his back onto the floor. Gasping in pain, Cyclone looked at his Health and saw he had only about 15% left.

Okay, this is getting ridiculous even for me, Cyclone thought. I can’t just keep letting Akira beat me up like a rag doll. Winter definitely wouldn’t put up with this. He would have fought back already, maybe even got a few good licks in.

But Cyclone wasn’t Winter. Akira was too fast and strong for him to take on. He needed to work smart, not hard, which was harder than it sounded because Cyclone never thought of himself as being a particularly great intellectual.

But he had to if he was going to not merely survive the CCC, but pass it. Something told Cyclone that becoming a Ninja was exactly what he needed to do. He wasn’t sure why he thought that. He assumed it was because he didn’t like being weak and knew that becoming a Ninja was just what he needed in order to become as strong as he wanted to be.

Besides, I still have a few tricks up my sleeve that even Akira won’t see coming, Cyclone thought with a grim smile. Let’s see how he likes being tricked.

Rising to his feet, Cyclone drew his Kunai again and held it like he was going to throw it at Akira.

“That move again?” said Akira with a sneer. “Come on, now. A true Ninja doesn’t use the same trick twice … at least, not the same failed trick twice, anyway.”

Cyclone didn’t move, which was a lot harder than it sounded. “I dunno. Maybe it’s a good move, but I just haven’t pulled it off yet.”

“Ridiculous,” said Akira. He raised his katana. “But if you insist on using the same move over and over again, then you have no right to complain when I fail you for it.”

Akira threw three more throwing stars, which was exactly what Cyclone was waiting for. With a deep breath, Cyclone activated Shadow Step and stepped backward.

One moment, Cyclone stood in the Training Room opposite Akira, with the eyes of all of his friends watching him struggle for his life. In the next, Cyclone found himself standing in a deep, dark dimension that seemed to stretch on forever in every direction. No matter which direction Cyclone looked in, he saw nothing except for endless darkness.

But that wasn’t quite right. He still saw Akira, standing on the other side of the training circle, his arm outstretched from when he had thrown his throwing stars. The rest of Cyclone’s friends were still seated in the stands, looks of worry, concern, and interest fixed on their faces. Even the throwing stars had slowed to a crawl, although Cyclone could tell they were still moving even if just an inch a minute.

Whoa, Cyclone thought, looking around at his new environment. This is Shadow Step?

Cyclone then noticed a small timer in the corner of his vision. It read 1:00 … 0:59 … 0:58 …

Crap, Cyclone thought. Shadow Step has a one-minute time limit and it’s already counting down. At this rate, it’s going to hit zero and then my plan will be ruined. Gotta act now.

Cyclone made his way around Akira, moving as quickly as he could in an attempt to race against the clock. The timer in the corner of his vision was at 0:10 by the time he reached Akira’s back, but by then he was ready to attack. He raised his Kunai above his head, waiting as the timer counted down—0:05 … 0:04 … 0:03 … 0:02 … 0:01 …

The timer hit zero and then Cyclone found himself standing back in the realm of light yet again. He then slammed his Kunai directly into Akira’s back, causing the Ninja Trainer to yell in pain. Akira’s Health bar dropped by about five percent, which was amazingly high in Cyclone’s opinion, and then this notification appeared in Cyclone’s vision:

New Skill Unlocked: Backstab [Level 1]. +10% increase in damage when attacking an unsuspecting enemy from behind. Level up this skill even further to inflict even more damage on unsuspecting enemies!

Cyclone was surprised to see the new Skill he had learned. He honestly hadn’t been expecting to get a new Skill, especially one like Backstab, which he was fairly certain was a Villain Skill. Then again, Cyclone knew that it was possible to learn Skills outside of one’s chosen Alignment under the correct circumstances. Guess Cyclone had just accidentally stumbled upon one way to do so.

But soon Cyclone forgot about such things when Akira whirled around and slammed his hand into Cyclone’s face. The blow was wild and undirected, meaning that while it did indeed hurt Cyclone a lot, it didn’t kill him outright. It just knocked him flat off his feet, his head spinning from the blow, as this notification appeared in his view:

Debuff lifted: Silver Poison. You are no longer poisoned.

That would have been nice to see … if Cyclone didn’t have less than five percent Health left already. His Health bar was slowly starting to regenerate the lost HP on its own, but it would take a while before Cyclone was back to full Health and he wasn’t sure how much time he had left.

Especially when Akira towered over him again. Although Akira had lost a solid five percent of his own Health from Cyclone’s single Backstab, he still had a monstrous amount of Health left. The wound on his back from Cyclone’s Kunai didn’t even seem to bother him. If anything, Akira looked rather amused, like Cyclone had just pulled a brilliant practical joke on him.

“Smart move,” said Akira, tilting his head back and forth. “You lured me into attacking you, then used Shadow Step for the first time, and got a Backstab-induced hit that took out a small percentage of my Health. Maybe there is hope for you after all, boy.”

Breathing hard and sweating profusely, Cyclone said, “Does that mean I passed the test?”

Akira shook his head rapidly. “No. Remember, you may only pass the test after you’ve beaten me. I am still standing, which means that the test is far from over. And at this rate, won’t be over for a long time … or perhaps not.”

Akira held up his katana over his head and brought it down directly on Cyclone’s face.

But Cyclone didn’t hesitate. He rolled to the side, narrowly Dodging the katana as it slammed into the floor, and, rolling to his feet, slashed at Akira. But the giant Ninja pulled out a dagger of his own, catching Cyclone’s Kunai on his own blade with ease.

“Again, your reflexes are quick, but simply not quick enough,” said Akira without any hint of exertion on his part. “Think smarter. A true Ninja does not act honorably. He does not abide by the rules. A true Ninja wins even if he must break every rule in the book. For that is the true nature of the Ninja: A lawbreaker who is a law unto himself.”

Despite sweating from the exertion, Cyclone could not help but smile. He finally understood what Akira was trying to teach him. He wasn’t sure Akira understood it, though, but it didn’t matter. The end of the fight was now in sight and Cyclone was not going to let it slip through his fingers like sand.

With a yell, Cyclone pulled his Kunai away from Akira and then shot into the air using Flight. Akira, temporarily thrown off balance by Cyclone’s sudden giving up over their knife duel, almost dropped his knife, but then Cyclone landed behind him and threw his Kunai at Akira again. This time, however, Akira whirled around and knocked the Kunai out of the air as easily as a fly.

That, however, was exactly what Cyclone was waiting for. When Akira knocked the Kunai out of the air, Cyclone thrust his hands forward and unleashed Tornado.

A powerful gust of wind exploded from his hands and struck Akira in the stomach. Akira gasped in pain and doubled over. He stabbed his katana into the floor and stood his ground, gritting his large white teeth as he struggled to fight against the wind.

Oh no you don’t, Dr. McNinja, Cyclone thought, his eyes narrowing. You are going down. Whether you like it or not.

Cyclone increased the pressure of Tornado until Akira lost his grip on the hilt of his sword and went flying into the air. He yelled in surprise before slamming into the ceiling of the training room and then fell back down onto the floor hard enough to send dust and wood flying everywhere. Cyclone quickly cut off Tornado and stepped back, keeping a careful eye on Akira, who lay as still as a corpse on the floor, although the fact that his Health bar was still at 90% told Cyclone that Akira had managed to survive that attack somehow.

The only question is whether he will get up and fight or not, Cyclone thought, his hands balling into fists. And, if so, whether I made the right bet.

Finally, Akira stirred. His massive back heaved and he pushed himself up into a sitting position. He slowly rose to his full height, his massive stomach flopping around as he stood up. He didn’t look too bad despite having been smashed into the ceiling and floor like a rag doll, which made Cyclone wonder just how strong this guy was. Cyclone had forgotten to Scan him earlier, which he now deeply regretted not doing, because it would have helped him figure out how to beat Akira faster.

With his mask on his face, it was hard to tell what Akira was thinking, but Cyclone decided that Akira was probably pissed that he had used his Powers, which were against the rules of the CCC. It probably meant that Cyclone had failed the CCC entirely, but to some extent, Cyclone didn’t care. It had been a gamble, after all, and if he failed the gamble, then he probably deserved to lose.

“You used your Powers,” said Akira. His voice was softer and, in Cyclone’s opinion, more dangerous than usual. “The Powers I specifically told you not to use.”

“Yeah, I did,” said Cyclone, doing his best to look brave and confident, although there was a slight tremble to his words nonetheless. “What of it?”

Akira’s eyes narrowed. “That was against the rules.”

“Well, you said it yourself,” said Cyclone with a shrug. “A true Ninja breaks the rules, right? True Ninja are pragmatists who do whatever they need to in order to win. Or was I not hearing you right when you said that?”

For a brief moment that seemed to span an eternity, Cyclone became convinced that he had miscalculated. Akira looked like he was about to fly into a rage and beat Cyclone to death with his bare hands.

But then Akira relaxed and nodded. “You are correct. And smarter than you look. One of the hidden aspects of the Way of the Ninja CCC is whether or not the student knows that there are no rules even in this test. A rule-follower could never make a good, much less great, Ninja. Congratulations. I underestimated your intelligence.”

Cyclone’s face broke into a big smile. “So does that mean that I’m a Ninja now?’

Akira nodded again. “Correct. I, Trainer Akira Shibo, now officially bestow the Class of Ninja onto you. Congratulations. You earned it.”


CHAPTER THIRTY

 

Become a goddess … that phrase stirred a memory somewhere in the back of my mind. I remember where I heard it before. Back in the Underworld, Atmosfear had told me that Paradox had promised to make all of the Hero Slayers into ‘gods’ of Capes Online if they followed him. Master Haru, the former leader of the Stalking Shadows, had also mentioned something about a new god in the world who wanted to remake Capes Online in his image. Was it possible that Eagle Eye was somehow connected to Paradox? Could she even be another one of her followers? And how did Digitus—the cult that my brother and Eagle Eye were both a part of—tie into this?

But I was jumping to conclusions here. It was entirely possible that Aero Dynamo was pulling my leg. These Junkyard Corps guys weren’t exactly my friends, after all. He had no motivation to tell me the truth, but he had every motive in the world to lie to me in an effort to turn me against Busker and Stetho. I needed to keep my guard up.

“That’s a big claim you’re making there,” I said, twirling my Ice Daggers in my hands. “And I’m not sure I believe it, especially without proof.”

“You want proof?” said Aero Dynamo. “Then let me show you proof.”

Aero Dynamo swiped a hand across the air. A holographic news article suddenly appeared in the air before me, which I recognized as being an article on the Capes Online News Network’s website. The article featured an image of a woman wearing an eagle-inspired Costume, looking over her shoulder at the camera like she thought she was being followed. Above the article was the headline ‘CAPES ONLINE STREAMER EAGLE EYE’S ACCOUNT DELETED FOR ILLEGAL HACKING,’ followed by the first paragraph below it, which read:

Fans of the famous Capes Online streamer Emily ‘Eagle Eye’ Strasinski were outraged today when it was revealed that SI Games had deleted her account early this morning at around four in the morning EST. Although there was a lot of confusion at first over why her account had been deleted, SI Games eventually published a full statement on the matter on the Capes Online News front page (link here), detailing Strasinski’s repeated efforts to hack Capes Online for her own benefit.

The article went into more detail after that, linking to other articles and videos to back up SI Games’ official statement. I didn’t need to read the full article to know that the first paragraph essentially summed up the rest of the article, although I did find it weird how SI Games felt the need to make an official public statement on her deletion. Was she really that popular of a streamer? I knew that some Capes Online streamers were making big bucks, but if Eagle Eye had so many fans that SI Games felt the need to make a PR statement just to calm them down, then she was far more popular than I originally thought.

Still, I didn’t entirely believe him, so I said, “News articles aren’t proof. The media isn’t exactly known for fact-checking news stories nowadays.”

“All you need to do is go through the article and read all of the linked articles and watch all of the linked videos in order to see the proof of its claims,” said Aero Dynamo. “But I understand your skepticism. You want to think so well of your brother, your dear younger brother who would certainly never lie to you for his own benefit, or Stetho, the mysterious Combat Medic who claims to know your father.”

I tensed. “You sound like you were listening in on our conversations.”

Aero Dynamo chuckled. “Next time you hijack an airship, you might want to consider disabling the radios. I was able to connect to your airship’s radio and listen in on all of your conversations. I must say that it was very informative and … interesting.”

Uh oh. Aero Dynamo now knew about Project Second Life. I suppose it was going to hurt him more than it hurt me, but it was still rather alarming that he now knew about it. “Did you tell your superiors what you overheard?”

“Not yet,” said Aero Dynamo. “And probably never. They do not care. All they care about is ensuring that the deleted data that ends up here is properly recycled and sent back to the main game. They couldn’t care less about anything greater than that.”

“So why are you telling me this yourself?” I said. “Why aren’t you killing me or taking me in? I’m alone. You could probably kill me in a fight.”

“Indeed, I probably could crush you without even thinking about it,” Aero Dynamo agreed. “But where would be the fun in that? I know what you are, Winter. So does the rest of the Junkyard Corps. If we delete you, then we risk angering the Department of VR, which would get SI Games into all sorts of trouble. Plus, as I said, I feel a genuine debt of gratitude toward you for defeating Dark Kosmos and rescuing us all from the Blackout. You don’t know just how close to death I was before you freed us.”

Aero Dynamo sounded surprisingly genuine when he said that. He really seemed to just want to help me, to tell me the truth. And I had to admit that article got me thinking, wondering about Eagle Eye. I didn’t know Eagle Eye at all. I only knew her based on what Busker had told me about her.

But if Busker was wrong, did he lie to me about her true nature? Was Eagle Eye really a hacker who wanted to achieve godhood for herself? And what role did Digitus play in all of this?

As if reading my mind, Aero Dynamo swiped his hand and caused the holographic news article to vanish. “And I have heard that Busker is working for Digitus as well, a group you would do well to avoid if you want to avoid pain and trouble.”

“Why?” I said. “Busker said they’re good.”

Aero Dynamo scoffed. “They are a cult. One with good PR, admittedly, but I’ve seen the other side of the coin. They entrap young CO players into their fantasies about achieving godhood in virtual reality and end up ruining lives. Did you know that Digitus is actually considered a terrorist organization in the European Union? Or that their practices have caused the deaths of many young men and women who have been entrapped in their ideology? Do you even know what they really believe?”

I hesitated. Fact was, I knew next to nothing about Digitus aside from what Busker had told me about them. I had to admit I was skeptical about the group when Busker explained who they were to me, but I hadn’t given them a whole lot of thought since then due to how busy we were trying to not die at the hands of the Junkyard Corps. I definitely didn’t know they were considered terrorists in Europe or that they had even caused the deaths of some people. Heck, I didn’t even know what their ideology was other than they were interested in achieving digital immortality for all.

But how did they intend to create digital immortality for all? Perhaps that was a question I should have asked Busker.

“I don’t think Busker would let himself get drawn into a cult,” I said. “Not one as bad as Digitus, if what you say is true. And you still haven’t offered any proof for your claims.”

“The proof is in the pudding, as they say,” said Aero Dynamo. “Do your own research. Look it up. See what Digitus does in the name of ‘digital immortality.’ And then tell me, with a straight face, that you still wish to help your naive brother in his quest to save a woman who should not be saved.”

Aero Dynamo spoke with such conviction and confidence that I was actually taken aback for a moment. He still didn’t offer any proof, but at the same time, he was giving voice to some of my own doubts that had been growing in the back of my mind ever since Busker first explained Digitus to me. It made me feel ashamed for not doing my own research, though in my own defense I wasn’t sure I could access the Internet while in the Junkyard.

“Assuming I believe you, what will you give me if I join you?” I said. “Are you just going to throw me in prison with Eagle Eye? Because if so, no thanks.”

“It’s simple, really,” said Aero Dynamo. He pointed at me. “If you come with me peacefully, I can ensure that your deleted data will be restored to Capes Online without any further questions or complications.”

I stared at Aero Dynamo in surprise. “What, really? But I’ve only caused problems for you guys since I got here. I thought you would want to terminate me for getting in your way.”

Aero Dynamo shook his head. “As I said, because you’re in Project Second Life, that makes you a bit different from players who hack their way into the Junkyard. The official Junkyard policy regarding digital beings such as yourself who somehow end up here is to restore you to the main game immediately. Otherwise, we might get in trouble with the Department of VR, and trust me, pissing off those guys is the last thing any of us want to do.”

I considered Aero Dynamo’s offer for a moment. If he was telling the truth, then I could have easily returned to Capes Online at almost any time I wanted. I didn’t need to run around and hide with Busker and Stetho when I could have simply gone up to the nearest Junkyard Corps Soldier, explained my situation, and be back on my way to Capes Online. Nor would Cyclone and the others have to spend so much time worrying about how to save me. The offer was incredibly tempting, especially knowing how Sally was also waiting and worried for me.

But then I asked, “If I accept your offer, what will happen to Busker and Stetho?”

Aero Dynamo lowered his hand. “We will terminate them both, obviously. Unlike you, they are not Project Second Life participants, so we do not need to treat them with anything but the harshest methods available to us.”

“But Busker is also stuck in the game like me,” I said. “If you terminate him, then he’ll die for good.”

Aero Dynamo shrugged. “Do I look like I care? Busker Burn is nothing more than a brainwashed prawn of Digitus. If he is going to keep trying to rescue Eagle Eye, then that makes him a threat to Capes Online, a threat that needs to be deleted. Same thing with Stetho.”

“You’re talking about my younger brother,” I said. “You do realize that, don’t you?”

“I do,” said Aero Dynamo, “but please don’t tell me that makes any difference for you. Even if he is your younger brother, he is leading you astray. Do you really want to keep following him on this mad mission which is doomed to failure? Or do you want to back to the life you had back in Capes Online? Isn’t your fiancee, Sally, there? The one you wish to marry?”

I hesitated. When he put it that way, I suddenly found myself unsure what to do. On one hand, Busker was family and you always helped family. Even if Digitus was involved in nothing good, that didn’t mean I should abandon Busker to fend for himself.

On the other hand, Sally was the love of my life. When I first entered Capes Online, I had thought I would never get to see her again for sure. Seeing that she was in Capes Online like me, though, had reawakened my old desires and dreams. Dreams of marrying her, settling down with her, even starting a family with her. Even if we couldn’t have kids in Capes Online, at the very least we would be able to spend the rest of our lives together, which seemed like more than enough to me.

By helping my brother, I risked losing all of that again. Would Sally approve of this if she knew? Or would she be disappointed in me for needlessly risking our own future together on the basis of a person I didn’t even know personally?

“Well?” said Aero Dynamo. “What is your decision? Speak now. I do not have all the time in the world to wait for your answer.”

But I couldn’t make a decision. Choosing between my brother and my fiancee was as close to hell as I could imagine it.

And the more I thought about it, the harder it became to do. What was the ‘right’ answer and what was the ‘wrong’ answer? Was there even a right answer at all? Or was I just deluding myself?

“Let me prod you along,” said Aero Dynamo. “If you do not choose soon … very soon … then I will be forced to bring you in myself. And trust me, neither of us wants to fight, especially because we both know it is a fight I will win. So, make your choice: Your fiancee or your brother. You can choose one, and only one. Choose wisely.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

As soon as Akira declared that Cyclone was a Ninja, several notifications appeared in Cyclone’s vision one after the other:

Congratulations! Your Class has changed. You are now a Ninja. As a Ninja, you are a master of stealth, assassination, and other morally questionable deeds. Silence is your friend and darkness is your lover. You are feared and loved in equal measure, but you don’t care about the opinions of others. You instead follow your own desires, breaking all external rules put upon you while also adhering to a strict code of conduct only known to and understood by yourself.

By becoming a Ninja, you are now on the Ninja Hierarchy. Currently, you are at the bottom of the Hierarchy as a Student. Train further with the Ninja Guild in order to rise up in the Hierarchy and get closer and closer to the title of Master Ninja.

New Skill Unlocked: Stealth [Level 1]. Other players and NPCs are 10% less likely to notice you moving around. Level up this Skill even further in order to achieve new levels of Stealthiness!

Class and Costume Alignment: Perfect! Your Costume is in perfect alignment with your Class. +5 permanent increase to all Stats. +5% increase to all Stat bonuses from your Costume’s bonuses!

Your relationship with [Ninja Trainer Akira] has increased! Your relationship with [Ninja Trainer Akira] has upgraded from ‘Neutral’ to ‘Respect.’ Akira now has some degree of respect for you for completing his CCC, but it will be a while before he actually trusts you. Continue to advance your relationship with Akira in order to get more benefits and bonuses in the future! 

Cyclone’s jaw dropped when he read those notifications. His eyes were fixed mostly on the Stat increases he got. Cyclone knew from past experience that you could get great Stat bonuses from changing your Class, but this was almost too much. He almost didn’t believe what his notifications told him, but he knew better than to question his own notifications.

And it wasn’t just the notifications themselves he believed, either. His body felt … stronger, lighter, faster. As a Speedster, Cyclone’s body had felt quick but somewhat weak, even fragile. As a Ninja, he still didn’t feel like a mountain, but he did feel a bit stronger and bulkier. His muscles were more clearly defined against his Costume and he thought he had even grown a few inches, although that last part might have just been his imagination.

“Congratulations,” said Akira. “Tell me, Cy-san, do you feel like a Ninja now?”

Snapped out of his thoughts, Cyclone looked at Akira and nodded eagerly. “I feel like a million bucks. Thanks for giving me this awesome opportunity to change my Class. I feel like I could take on a whole Legion of Villains and win without breaking a sweat!”

“A true Ninja does not engage an entire army directly,” said Akira, shaking his head. “A true Ninja takes out their leadership from behind and then causes mass confusion among the soldiers, forcing the army to tear itself apart. Still, you have certainly become stronger. That much is obvious.”

“Congrats, man,” said Dillo as he and the others approached from the stands. “I almost didn’t think you could do it there for a moment.”

“Yeah, it was really tense,” said Recover with a nod. “I’ve never done a CCC before, so this was new to me. Are all CCCs this intense?”

“They are all different,” said Akira. “And besides, this wasn’t the full version of the CCC I normally offer. If this was the full version, it would have taken a few hours to complete and Cy-san here would likely have failed multiple times before he succeeded. Besides, I was going easy on him.”

Cyclone looked at Akira in shock. “You call beating me to a pulp going easy?”

Akira nodded. “Sure. If you were a Hero or a Villain, I would have fought much harder. As it is, you are a Sidekick, so I had to adjust my skill level so I wouldn’t automatically kill you with one hit.”

Akira spoke in a completely serious tone of voice when he said that, leaving no doubt in Cyclone’s mind that Akira was being truthful about holding back. All it did was make Cyclone wonder what Akira would look like at full power. It was a scary thought.

“Well, I knew I could do it,” said Cyclone, folding his arms in front of his chest. “I wasn’t afraid for even one second there.”

“I dunno,” said Dillo. “You seemed awfully scared during the fight itself.”

“I wasn’t scared of nothing,” said Cyclone. “That was just a ruse meant to trick Akira into a false sense of security.”

“Sure,” said Hop all of a sudden. Her face was still buried in her phone. “This video I took of your fight sure makes you look scared. Guess you must be a really great actor or something.”

Cyclone whipped his head toward Hop. “You mean you recorded the whole thing?”

“Yep,” said Hop, still without looking at Cyclone. “From beginning to end. It was only about five minutes, so I think it will do well on Capes Online Live.”

“Wait, what?” said Cyclone with a start. “Don’t tell me you’re going to upload it online for everyone to see.”

Hop nodded and looked at Cyclone with a mischievous smirk on her face. “Actually, I did that about thirty seconds ago. See?”

Hop turned her phone to Cyclone. It was a short, five0minute video with the title of ‘ANNOYING SIDEKICK GETS HIS ASS KICKED BY A BIG NINJA AND STILL WINS SOMEHOW.’ He also noticed that it was put in the Humor category, which didn’t help his mood one bit.

“Aw, man,” said Cyclone as Hop pulled her phone away from him. “Now everyone is going to think I’m a loser.”

“Don’t worry,” said Hop as she turned her attention back to her phone. “We already knew that.”

“Hop,” said Dillo reproachfully. “Don’t be mean. Cyclone is our friend, remember.”

“I remember,” said Hop. “I was just joking, that’s all.”

Cyclone, however, didn’t think she was joking, but before he could point that out, Spiritus floated up to them and said, “Are we done now? Is there anything else we need to do before we can leave?”

Akira shook his head. “No. That is all. Unless Cy-san wishes to start the Beginner Training Class, which will teach him the basics of ninjutsu. I would be more than happy to teach him what he needs to know.”

Akira said that while punching his large, meaty fist into his other large, equally meaty fist, causing Cyclone to say hurriedly, “Uh, thanks, but no thanks, dude. I think I’ve got the basics down pat. I will take you up on your, er, generous offer later.”

Akira frowned in disappointment. “Very well. I have things to do anyway. Can’t spend all day beating up on students. But if you ever wish to start your Beginner’s Course, then come see me.”

With that, Akira walked off toward the door, looking no worse the wear despite the beating he had taken during their fight. He hadn’t even drunk a Health Drink yet. Cyclone didn’t let himself relax until Akira left the room. Even then he still glanced at the door every now and then just to make sure the giant Ninja wasn’t going to suddenly burst through the door and try to attack him again.

“Good,” said Spiritus. “First off, congrats on getting your Class change, Cy. How does it feel?”

“Feels great, man,” said Cyclone, patting the chest of his Ninja garb. “I feel so much stronger now.”

“Great,” said Spiritus. “Perhaps that will be helpful later on. Anyway, now that we have that out of the way, it’s time we head out.”

“Head out?” said Cyclone. “To where?”

“To meet the hacker who will help us get Busker and Winter from the Junkyard,” said Spiritus. “I just got a message back from him saying that he’s ready to see us now.”

“You mean we’ll finally get to save Winter?” said Sally hopefully.

Spiritus nodded. “If all goes according to plan, yes. I haven’t heard from Busker since the last message he sent me, but I think it’s safe to assume things are still going according to plan, otherwise he would have let me know.”

“Well, where is this hacker that you keep telling us about?” asked Dillo. “Is he close by?”

“Somewhat,” said Spiritus. “He changes his location all the time in order to evade the authorities, but he gave me his current location, which isn’t very far from here. If we leave now, we should be able to get there in about ten minutes.”

Cyclone nodded and then looked at Aimi. “What about you, Aimi-chan? Are you going to join us?”

Aimi, however, shook her head. “I am sorry, but I must remain here with my father. Although I would like to help rescue Hero Winter, I still have many duties here that I need to attend to. So, unfortunately, I can’t come with you, but I can give you this.”

Aimi pulled out a small disk from her pocket and handed it to Cyclone, who took the item and looked it over in his hands. It was a small disk not much bigger than those ancient CDs that people in the old days used to listen to music on. It was shiny and silver, but completely unmarked, making Cyclone Scan it to find out exactly what it was:

Teleportation Disk x1

Materials: Metal

A disk that can teleport up to two people at once to a set location. To set location, go to item in inventory and click on it to see the SET LOCATION button. NOTE: A Teleportation Disk can only be used once.

“Wow,” said Cyclone, looking up at Aimi again. “This is a Teleportation Disk. These are really rare.”

“I know,” said Aimi, “but I wanted to give you something that could help you in the future. I do not know exactly what sort of challenges await you and your friends in this ‘Junkyard’ you speak of, but a Teleportation Disk is almost always useful for making quick escapes, which Ninja often need to do. Use it as you see fit.”

Cyclone nodded as he put the Teleportation Disk into his item inventory. “Thanks, Aimi-chan. I’ll definitely keep this on hand.”

Aimi nodded and bowed before she turned and walked away. Instead of leaving the room like Akira, however, Aimi stepped into the shadows cast by the stands and vanished like the wind.

Was that Shadow Step she used? Cyclone thought. Or was that another Ninja Power I just don’t know about yet?

“Well, then,” said Spiritus, snapping Cyclone out of his thoughts and causing him to look at her. “I don’t want to leave our hacker hanging, so let’s go.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 

The choice Aero Dynamo offered me was at once sadistic and yet true. He might not have been a Villain, but the way he was making me choose between Busker and Sally was something straight out of the Villain playbook. Even Atmosfear hadn’t forced me to make such a choice, although this seemed like something straight up his alley in my opinion.

I was not an indecisive person. I always made my choices quickly and without regret. Even if my choices ended up being the wrong ones, it was a chance I was still willing to take. Better to make a bad decision than no decision at all, in my opinion.

But this was a true dilemma for me. Either I accepted Aero Dynamo’s offer and got to go back to Capes Online and be with Sally, or else I stayed with my brother and risked termination, which would end my life for good. And I didn’t even get the sense that Aero Dynamo was lying about letting me go back to Capes Online. I sensed that he was telling me the truth. He might have been a jerk, but that didn’t mean he was a liar.

“Time is ticking, Winter,” said Aero Dynamo. “If you keep wasting my time with your silence, I will make your decision for you. I would rather not have to, however, because I think you are a reasonable man who does not need to be coerced to make the right decision.”

“You and I must have different definitions of coercion,” I said, “because this seems like a textbook example of that word in action.”

“Regardless of the words we use, you must choose, and choose quickly,” said Aero Dynamo. “I will give you ten more seconds to come to a decision. Allow me to start counting down: Ten … nine … eight … seven … six … five …”

I gulped. Even with Aero Dynamo’s countdown, I couldn’t do it. I didn’t want to give up either Sally or Busker. I wanted a third option, but he wouldn’t give me one. I prepared myself for a fight … a fight I wasn’t sure I could win.

“Four … three … two … o—” said Aero Dynamo before a loud roaring sound overhead—like the engine of a jet plane—exploded in my ears.

Both Aero Dynamo and I looked up to see an airship hurtling toward us. Not just any airship, but the one that Busker and Stetho had stolen. I recognized it because Busker was standing on top of the airship, somehow not getting blown off from the force of the wind, his dark sunglasses gleaming in the sunlight overhead as he aimed his finger gun at us and fired.

Two absolutely massive fire blasts exploded from his fingertip and hurtled toward us at the speed of sound. Before either of us could react, the fireballs slammed into Aero Dynamo and exploded, covering him in a thick column of flames. The blast from the explosion sent me flying until I landed on top of the caved-in roof of a sedan. Dazed, I shook my head and looked over at where Aero Dynamo had been standing mere moments before.

A tall column of flames now stood where Aero Dynamo had once stood. It burned brightly and hotly. It was hard to tell if Aero Dynamo himself was still alive or not, at least until I noticed his silhouette in the flames. He seemed to be struggling to stand, his winged arms flapping uselessly against the flames until, without another word, he fell forward and stopped moving.

This notification appeared before me as soon as Aero Dynamo hit the ground:

[Junkyard Corps Soldier] Aero Dynamo has died!

I grimaced. Aero Dynamo might have been a jerk, but that was still an awful way to go. Out of all the ways you could die, getting burned to death was probably the worse way, in my opinion, and not just because I was an Ice Type, either. Even back in the real world, I could never stand the thought of getting burned alive. It was why I became a police officer and not a firefighter, although I had a lot of respect for firefighters. It just wasn’t something I could do.

My thoughts were interrupted when the airship lowered on top of a nearby apartment building. As soon as it landed, Busker launched off of the airship’s roof and flew across the sky toward me. He landed in front of me, causing small sparks to emit from his feet where he landed, before rising to his full height with his trademark smile on his face.

“Sorry we were late, bro,” said Busker, putting his hands on his hips. “Took us a while to find out where you crashed. Everything just happened so fast that we weren’t even sure you had been knocked off until the airship’s systems told us that the laser cannon had been knocked off.” He glanced over his shoulder at the smoldering remains of Aero Dynamo. “Looks like we were just in the nick of time, too. That guy looked like he was about to kill you.”

At first I said nothing, my eyes fixed on Aero Dynamo’s burning form. I didn’t want to tell Busker the truth about what Aero Dynamo said to me just yet. I wasn’t sure why. Perhaps I was afraid of distracting us from our mission or even getting into an argument with Busker about Eagle Eye. I didn’t think Busker would be very happy if I started questioning his girlfriend’s character.

So I looked at Busker and said, “No, he wasn’t going to kill me. He was just going to kidnap me and drag me back to the Floating Fortress.”

“Maybe we should have let him take you,” Busker said with a wink. “That way, we could have had a mole on the inside who could have helped us rescue Eagle Eye. Oh, well. This doesn’t change anything, aside from being an annoying delay, anyway.”

I nodded, although I was less enthusiastic than normal. If what Aero Dynamo said was true, then perhaps it would be better if we just left Eagle Eye to her fate.

But it was too late now. With Aero Dynamo’s death, I doubted the Junkyard Corps was going to make that offer to me again. Between the destruction of one of their Skull Mechas, stealing one of their airships, and now killing one of their best Soldiers, something told me that the Junkyard Corps Chief was probably not feeling particularly nicely toward me at the moment. For now, at least, I’d have to stick with Busker and Stetho, whatever doubts I might have had about our mission.

Besides, Aero Dynamo still didn’t show me any real proof. News articles were the exact opposite of proof. Still, he had made a few good points about how little I really knew about Digitus or Eagle Eye. I didn’t consider myself naive or easily fooled, but I wondered if I had let myself get roped into something I was going to regret just because I wanted to help my brother.

“Well, at least we managed to kill him before he could hurt you,” said Busker. He turned around and gestured for me to follow. “Come on, bro. Just because that guy is dead doesn’t mean we’re safe yet. I bet backup is already on the way, so we might as well get going now. If we leave now, we’ll definitely be long gone by the time backup arrives.”

With that, Busker took off into the air back toward the landed airship. I soon followed, flying behind my brother, but still wondering if I had made the right choice.

Then again, it wasn’t like the choice had been mine to make. For better or for worse, Busker had made it for me.

I told myself that everything was going to be okay, that Aero Dynamo had simply been lying or trying to say things to mess with me.

But even as I landed on the roof behind Busker and walked with him toward the airship, I looked over my shoulder at the smoldering remains of Aero Dynamo one last time—little more than a burning pile of ashes now—and wondered if I was going to live long enough to regret this.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

 

“Is this the place?” said Cyclone, looking around as he, Spiritus, and the others walked down the dark, narrow street.

Spiritus, who floated silently in front of him, nodded without looking at him. “We’re getting close now. Should be there any minute now.”

Cyclone pursed his lips but decided not to say anything. He kept an eye on their surroundings, partly because he didn’t trust them, partly because he knew they were still on the Glitch Elimination Task Force’s hit list and he didn’t want them to get taken by surprise.

He wasn’t the only one trying to remain aware of his surroundings. He could tell that Dillo and Recover were also situationally aware, with Dillo glancing around the street and Recover walking with a purposeful stride that told him she was ready to jump into action if necessary. Brawn walked more peacefully than her, though the way he kept his arms at his sides was a clue he was just as ready to fight as Recover was. Even Hop, despite keeping her nose in her phone, seemed aware of her surroundings based on the way she easily sidestepped the garbage strewn around the street.

I’m ready, too, Cyclone thought, gripping his Kunai more tightly in his hand. But I’m not sure it’s necessary. Doesn’t seem like anyone lives here.

The Team was in East Adventure City, about ten miles south of the Ninja Guild HQ. It hadn’t taken very long to get here, especially with the shortcut Spiritus showed them that allowed them to avoid most of the populous streets.

There was a reason they had chosen to take the shortcut, and that was because they were still wanted by the Task Force. Well, Cyclone, Spiritus, and Sally were, anyway. The Task Force still saw them as glitches that needed to be eliminated. Even if the Task Force wasn’t out for their blood, the fact was that Brain Game probably still wanted them recaptured for his own ma experiments. The Team had decided that it simply wouldn’t be safe to walk around in public in the more well-known areas of the city unless they wanted to get ambushed or attacked by the Task Force. Better to hide in the shadows, at least until they rescued Winter and Busker.

Once we get Winter and Busker back, maybe the Task Force will stop thinking that Spiritus and I are glitches that need to be eliminated, Cyclone thought, glancing at Spiritus as he walked behind her. Then again, I wonder if they will see Winter and Busker as glitches, too. I don’t know. I’m getting ahead of myself.

Even so, Cyclone found that he didn’t like taking the back ways. It reminded him too much of his time as Tornado, the Sidekick of the Villain known as Huntsman. Villains, as a general rule, did a lot of sneaking. They had to due to their unpopularity with the public. A Villain walking around in public was liable to get himself arrested by the police or beaten by a Hero. As a result, most Villains traveled through lesser-known areas of Adventure City, where Heroes and police alike were less likely to patrol. Cyclone never enjoyed being a Villain’s Sidekick and didn’t like that he was back to his old tricks just to survive.

On the other hand, ever since becoming a Ninja, Cyclone’s senses seemed sharper than normal. He could hear sounds that his ears normally wouldn’t have picked up. The crunch of an empty soda can being crushed and thrown into a trash can, the soft padding of a cat’s paws on the window sill of a nearby building, the cough of a homeless man sleeping under a blanket on the front stoop of a building, a mouse darting out of an overturned trash can that they passed … everything just seemed more alive to him. Aimi had explained to him that Ninja were more aware of their surroundings than ordinary people, which he supposed explained why he noticed so many things he hadn’t noticed before.

Not that Cyclone was complaining. So far, his heightened senses had yet to prove useful, but he knew from experience that being more aware of your surroundings in a fight was almost always an advantage. True, it could be overwhelming at times, but Cyclone was hoping that his heightened senses would be useful later on.

I can’t wait to tell Winter about my Class Change, Cyclone thought, glancing down at the Ninjutsu Armor he wore. It’s so cool. I look like such a badass. I hope he likes it. Hopefully, he won’t be too angry at me for using the Ninjutsu Armor despite the fact that he hadn’t given me permission to wear it. He’ll understand, I’m sure.

As to where they were going, exactly, Cyclone still didn’t know. Spiritus said it was a ‘hacker’ who she had worked with in the past, but she refused to tell them anything more about who this hacker was. She simply said that they would get to meet him for themselves soon enough. Cyclone was under the impression that this hacker guy moved a lot and that it was possible they might miss him if they didn’t get to his current location on time.

That would suck, Cyclone thought, but that’s hackers for you, I guess. Always on the move to avoid the authorities.

“We’re here,” said Spiritus, coming to a stop in front of a nondescript-looking building right in the middle of the street. “This is where he should be.”

Cyclone and the others also stopped and looked at the building. If Spiritus hadn’t pointed it out when she did, Cyclone would have just walked straight past it. There was nothing about the rundown, dumpy-looking old apartment building that would have indicated it was the current hideout of a notorious hacker. In fact, now that Cyclone looked more closely, he saw a sign outside that said the building was condemned and was scheduled to be demolished a tomorrow.

“Uh, are you sure this is where he said he was?” said Cyclone, glancing at Spiritus. “This place doesn’t look exactly fit for humans.”

Spiritus shrugged. “This is actually one of the better places he’s chosen to make his Base. His last Base was in a literal dump. The smell was horrible.”

“So this is a step up for him, huh?” said Sally sardonically, her hands on her hips as she looked over the condemned building. “Guess it’s better than living out on the street … kind of.”

Spiritus shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. Let’s just go inside. He said he would be waiting for us on the first floor.”

Spiritus floated over to the front door, which was locked tight, but she easily slashed the lock off the door and entered. Cyclone followed right behind her and soon found himself in a dark hallway stretching down for who-knows-how-long. It was so dark that he could barely see his own hands, and when he reached out to flip on a light switch on the wall to his right, found that the light switch was missing completely.

But then Cyclone realized that wasn’t entirely necessary. His Night Vision kicked in and he found that he could now see at least somewhat in the dark. True, there were still a lot of dark corners and areas beyond his vision, but at least now he could see his surroundings.

The hallway into which he had emerged was narrow and very dusty. Floral wallpaper was peeling off the walls, revealing rotting board that seemed to barely be able to hold its own weight. Patches of fungus on the ceiling where water had dripped through could be seen. The floorboards were cracked, uneven, and even missing in a few places. The ceiling fan was missing all of its blades but one, and that single remaining blade was broken clean in half. The hallway smelled of mildew, dust, and what may have been human blood, but Cyclone tried to ignore that last part. He didn’t want to know why this place smelled like death.

Ahead, Spiritus was slowly floating down the hallway, looking more ghostly than ever in the darkness of the hallway. If Cyclone hadn’t known any better, he would have assumed that Spiritus was one of the spirits haunting this place, checking each door in the hall for the souls of the inhabitants it was going to kill.

But such spooky thoughts left Cyclone’s mind as Spiritus looked over her shoulder and said, “What are you looking at?”

Cyclone quickly shook his head. “Uh, nothing. I’m just not used to being able to see in the dark, that’s all.”

Spiritus just nodded and said, “Right. Well, the hacker is here somewhere, so follow me. He’s in a room at the end of the hall waiting for us.”

With a slight gulp, Cyclone walked down the hallway after Spiritus. The other members of the Team entered and soon all seven of them were walking down the long, narrow hallway, with Spiritus still floating in the lead like a ghost. Cyclone kept glancing over his shoulder because he was worried that someone might try to sneak up on them from behind, but his Perception didn’t pick up any traps or ambushes, so perhaps he was just getting worried over nothing.

Even so, Cyclone couldn’t shake the feeling that something was watching them. He did catch a small mouse dart into a hole in the wall out of the corner of his eye, but it disappeared too quickly for him to see where it went.

Finally, they reached a door at the end of the hallway. It was a large, oak door that looked like pretty much every other door they had seen in this place, aside from the nameplate fixed on the door that read ‘LANDLORD’S OFFICE.’ Spiritus knocked on the door a couple of times before a gruff voice on the other side said, “Who is it?”

“It’s me, Spiritus,” said Spiritus. “As well as the others I mentioned in my last message to you, Winter’s Teammates and friends.”

“Finally,” said the voice. “Was wondering what was taking you so long. Come inside.”

The gruff voice took Cyclone by surprise, but he still didn’t hesitate to enter the office right behind Spiritus, although he had no idea exactly what to expect.

The landlord’s office was a medium-sized room that was in much better condition than the rest of the condemned building. The walls were lined with bookshelves full of what looked like old receipts, bills, and information on the old tenants in the apartment. Most of the books were old and rotting, though the floor and ceiling were in reasonably good shape, although the tile on the floor was cracked in a few places and the window behind the main desk had a few bullet holes in it.

Seated at the desk itself was an odd-looking man. He appeared to be fairly young, probably in his early to mid-twenties and wore a black duster that didn’t do much to hide his overweight frame. He sat in a rickety old office chair that looked almost too small for his large body, his fingerless-gloved hands pecking away at an old-fashioned laptop. He wore a fedora and thick glasses that reflected the light from his monitor, making it seem like he didn’t have any eyes at all, at least until he looked up from his laptop to see his guests. The nametag [ANTI-HERO SPLICER] hung over his head, although Cyclone could truly say he had never heard of any Anti-Hero named Splicer before.

“You brought more people than I expected,” said Splicer. He had a gruff voice that seemed at odds with his rather pudgy face. “Are you sure they can be trusted?”

“I am certain they can be,” said Spiritus with a bow. She gestured at Splicer. “Team Winter, meet Splicer, one of the best hackers in Capes Online and a close friend and ally of Busker and I.”

Splicer grunted and closed his laptop. “I don’t have friends. Or allies. I have customers who pay me a lot of money to solve their problems.”

“Like getting into the Junkyard?” said Cyclone.

“Or others,” said Splicer. His eyes narrowed. “I think I recognize you. You’re Winter’s Sidekick, right?”

“Uh, yeah,” said Cyclone in surprise. “How did you recognize me? We’ve never met.”

“Used to be a member of the Hackers before they disbanded,” said Splicer with a grunt. “When you and Winter joined, I looked you up. You helped Winter defeat Dark Kosmos, right?”

“Right,” said Cyclone. “And you can thank me if you want. I’m the kind of guy who doesn’t turn down gratitude from people I’ve helped.”

“No, I wasn’t online when that happened, so it doesn’t matter to me one bit whether you helped or not,” said Splicer. “And I think I recognize the rest of you as well, although the girl is new.”

The ‘girl’ he spoke of was clearly Sally, based on the way he looked at her when he said that. Cyclone had forgotten that most people in Capes Online still didn’t know who Sally was and that it probably wouldn’t be too wise if they told everyone about her.

Luckily, Cyclone did not need to say anything, because Spiritus spoke up just then, saying, “Yes, they are all Winter’s Teammates and friends, but right now that isn’t important. What is important is gaining access to the Junkyard.”

Splicer turned his attention from Sally to Spiritus, going into business mode almost immediately. “You mean you need me to open a portal to the Junkyard, right?”

“Exactly,” said Spiritus, nodding. “Per the agreement you made with Busker before he got deleted. And don’t ask me about payment. Busker already paid for everything ahead of time.”

Based on the way Spiritus spoke to Splicer, Cyclone was under the impression that Splicer was either a cheat or at least drove a hard bargain. Cyclone wondered if Spiritus had a high-leveled Negotiation Skill because he could feel himself wanting to agree with her, even though he wasn’t the one she was negotiating with.

Splicer pulled out a cigarette and lit it before he smoked on it. Removing his cigarette from his mouth, he blew a soft ring of smoke and said, “Yeah, that was part of the agreement, but … opening a portal into the Junkyard might be a bit difficult.”

“A bit difficult?” said Spiritus, her voice low and serious all of a sudden. “Exactly how difficult is a ‘bit’?”

“Let me amend my words,” said Splicer, lowering his cigarette again. “It won’t be just difficult to open a portal into the Junkyard. It’s outright impossible to do anymore, meaning that Busker Burn is, for all intents and purposes, stuck in the Junkyard. Forever.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

 

Luckily for me, it turned out that the airship was a four-seater, so I was able to sit down in the remaining seat and then we were off into the air again, flying in the general direction of the Floating Fortress. I felt a little less safe than normal thanks to the fact that Aero Dynamo had cut off the airship’s only means of defense, but Stetho informed me that he had activated the airship’s emergency sensors, which should be enough to keep us safe in the event of another attack. Stetho did not explain exactly how that was going to work, but I decided to trust him for now because he was the airship expert here and not me.

And even more luckily for us, we were not attacked as we shot through the sky. No more Batwings or Junkyard Corps Soldiers. Just a straight flight forward, hurtling toward the Floating Fortress, where we would be able to save Eagle Eye and then hopefully get out of here. I still didn’t know how we were supposed to leave the Junkyard itself, but Busker had assured me that Spiritus back in the main game was setting up everything so we would be able to make the jump when the time was right. I hoped he was right.

Of course, I could have left the Junkyard now if I had just accepted Aero Dynamo’s offer to join him. But I still didn’t know how truthful he had been back there. Was Aero Dynamo telling me the truth about the danger Eagle Eye posed to Capes Online? Or had he just been telling me all of that stuff in order to sow distrust in our little Team?

Part of me said that Aero Dynamo was just making stuff up in order to mess with me, but the sincerity in his voice and mannerisms made me doubt that. Plus, there was that Capes Online News Network article he shared with me that looked awfully authoritative. I wanted to read it myself just to make sure, but something told me that it wouldn’t make much of a difference.

If Eagle Eye was indeed as bad as Aero Dynamo said, then why would Busker want to rescue her? For that matter, if Digitus was as evil as Aero Dynamo made them out to be, why was Busker associating with them at all? It didn’t make sense to me. I thought about asking Busker about it, but I wasn’t sure if now was the time or place to do it. Plus, what was I supposed to say? ‘Hey, bro, is your girlfriend actually a megalomaniac with delusions of godhood and are you actually a member of a terroristic cult hellbent on taking over the world?’ It sounded bad just thinking about it.

But if I never brought up these questions, then I would never get the answers I needed. Maybe they weren’t the answers I needed before, but after that discussion with Aero Dynamo, things had changed.

Unfortunately for me, however, Busker was sleeping soundly in his seat at the front again, his head lolling to the side as he snored softly. Maybe I could have wakened him up, but I knew from experience that waking up my brother from his nap was usually a bad idea unless it was an emergency. Busker was a huge sleeper and he hated having his sleep interrupted by anyone for any reason. My questions weren’t really an emergency, so I decided that I wouldn’t ask him about them just yet.

Instead, I looked at Stetho and said, “Stetho, can I ask you something?”

“Sure, Winter,” said Stetho without looking at me. “What’s the problem?”

“It’s something Aero Dynamo told me back there,” I said. “What do you know about Digitus?”

I really wanted to ask him about Eagle Eye, but decided at the last minute to ask him about Digitus instead. Digitus seemed like a safer and less controversial thing to ask him about. Plus, I wasn’t sure how well Stetho knew Eagle Eye. Best not to open that can of worms at the moment.

Stetho frowned, his face reflected in the windshield of the airship. “I know it’s a cult founded on Bakerian philosophy. They think that uploading all human minds into the world is the next step in human evolution. But personally, aside from your brother here, I haven’t met too many of them. They seem to mostly keep to themselves.”

I nodded. “What do you think of their philosophy? Do you agree with it? Or at least think it’s possible?”

“I think it’s possible to upload a human mind into a VR game,” said Stetho. He chuckled. “Actually, I don’t just think it. I know it. After all, I am currently flying two such people in my airship even as we speak.”

I chuckled myself. “Yeah, but I mean the idea of uploading everyone to Capes Online or a similar game. How possible do you think that would be?”

“Not very,” said Stetho. “It already takes an immense amount of resources to contain the mind of one human being, not even counting the thirty minds of Project Second Life. Putting the entire population of Earth into Capes Online would probably cause all of the servers in the world to explode. I just don’t see it happening anytime soon even with advances in quantum computing and the like.”

“Yeah, I could see that,” I said. “The game is already crowded enough as is with normal players. I couldn’t imagine putting all eight billion human beings on the planet in here.”

“Even if it was possible, it wouldn’t necessarily be desirable,” Stetho pointed out. “Not everyone wants to have their minds uploaded to a game like this. Most people are happy to die in the real world and move on to whatever afterlife they believe in. It’s only the really rich that would be interested in living forever.”

Thinking of Maximilian, the first Project Second Life participant, I nodded. “Yeah. I mean, I’m not even here because I want to be. I didn’t sign up for this or anything.”

Stetho suddenly looked over his shoulder at me. “If you did have a choice, would you choose to have died in that car crash that you were in, rather than be uploaded to Capes Online?”

I was about to say of course I would, but then I caught myself and thought it through. “I’m not sure. When I first woke up in the Waiting Room and had Chuck explain everything to me, I would have. I didn’t want to be separated from Sally, from my friends and family back in the real world. I didn’t want to live forever alone, away from everyone I knew and loved in the real world, never being allowed to talk to or interact with them lest I get deleted by some bloated government bureaucracy.”

“But now, has that changed?” said Stetho, turning his attention back to the airship’s controls.

I nodded again and glanced at Busker, who was still sleeping soundly in his seat. “It has. I’ve made new friends and now Sally and Busker are also with me here. My parents, of course, are still unaware of what happened to me, but having my fiancee and brother with me makes that a little easier to bear. Nowadays, I am not so sure I would have chosen to die back there, because I have a purpose now.”

“And what would that purpose be?” said Stetho.

“To protect Capes Online,” I said. “If I hadn’t been here, Dark Kosmos would have won and killed everyone in the Blackout. Atmosfear would have been able to get away with his crimes, too.”

Stetho smiled. “So you’ve made it your mission to protect Capes Online all by your lonesome? Rather ambitious goal, if you ask me.”

“I can’t protect it all by myself,” I admitted, looking down at my lap. “But that’s why I have a Team. I have a Sidekick and I have Teammates. I don’t have to do it alone. And hopefully, I will never have to do it alone.”

Stetho nodded. “That is a good goal to have, a good purpose to have, I must say. But I would caution you not to get too wrapped up in your mission to save the world.”

Puzzled, I looked up at Stetho. “What do you mean by that?”

“Being a Hero is a noble thing,” said Stetho, “but there are always sacrifices involved, trade-offs to be made. No one can ever be a true Hero without great loss. Even in Capes Online, true Heroism can only come from going through great personal loss.”

My fists clenched. “Like what? Dying in the real world and then not being allowed to talk to your friends and family? Knowing that your future, freedom, and very existence are based on the whims and dictates of a government agency that doesn’t actually care about you personally? I’ve already lost so much. What more do I need to lose?”

“Hopefully, not much,” said Stetho, “but the path of the Hero is always paved with blood. Never forget that.”

I cracked a nervous smile. “Deep words coming from a game developer. Not saying you’re wrong, but I wouldn’t expect to hear such philosophical musings from someone like you.”

Stetho chuckled, although it was a sadder chuckle than usual. “I’ve always been interested in philosophy and morality. What makes a hero, what makes a villain, what is good and what is evil … such questions have always interested me. It’s one of the reasons I joined SI Games when they began hiring developers for Capes Online what seems like a lifetime ago now. It sounded like an interesting opportunity to put my theories into practice and explore the question of good and evil in a much more … pragmatic way.”

I frowned. “What do you mean by that?”

“Nothing,” said Stetho. He shook his head. “Ah, you probably shouldn’t listen to me. I’m just an old man rambling about things no one cares about. If I were you, I would take this moment to get ready for the coming battle. Once we reach the Floating Fortress, we are going to meet serious resistance. Best to get ready for the inevitable conflict now when you have the time, rather than later when you won’t.”

My eyes narrowed. Stetho was clearly a deeper thinker than I first assumed. There was a lot more to him than meets the eye, but I suppose he had a point about catching up on my rest.

So I closed my eyes, ready to catch up on my sleep, when a huge shadow suddenly fell over the airship. Snapping my eyes open, I looked up through the cockpit’s hatch to see exactly where that huge shadow had come from.

Hovering above us as silently as a thunder cloud about to burst was the largest airship I had seen yet. And its guns were aimed directly at our little vessel.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

 

“What do you mean, it’s impossible to open a portal to the Junkyard?” asked Spiritus incredulously.

“I mean exactly what I said,” said Splicer. He smoked his cigarette before tossing it onto a shallow metal plate on the desk next to his laptop. “Impossible means impossible. It ain’t exactly rocket science.”

“But you’ve done this before,” said Spiritus. She moved closer to the desk. “We heard from others that you could open a portal to the Junkyard to anyone who could pay your fee.”

“And I could,” said Splicer, sitting back in his chair, “that is, before I was totally locked out.”

“Locked out?” said Cyclone. He stepped forward, his eyes locked on Splicer. “Locked out of what?”

“The Junkyard,” said Splicer. “Can’t get back into it. The hole I used to enter was patched by the developers earlier today. So I can’t open a portal, at least not without great effort, more effort than I care to do to be frank.”

“I don’t understand,” said Cyclone. “What are you even talking about?”

Splicer sighed. “To put it in simple terms, I was originally able to enter the Junkyard via a loophole in the link between the Junkyard and the rest of Capes Online. By exploiting this loophole, I was able to make portals that could allow players to go to and from the Junkyard as they pleased. It’s not as simple as it sounds, but neither is it the most complicated hack in the world, either.”

“So SI Games patched it, you said?” said Dillo. “How did they find out about it?”

“Beats me,” said Splicer with a shrug. “My guess is that they were doing one of their usual glitch scans and found it accidentally. Either that, or someone tipped them off, although I don’t know who, so don’t ask.”

“If this loophole is now closed, then doesn’t that mean that Busker and Winter are going to be stuck in the Junkyard forever?” said Recover in horror.

“That’s exactly what I just said, lady,” said Splicer, “but yeah, that’s pretty much the gist of it. Your only hope now is that the SI Games staff manually restore them back to Capes Online, but that’s really rare and I’m not sure they would do it for those two, given all of the grief those two have caused the company.”

“If you know this the entire time, then why the heck did you call us all here?” said Spiritus. “You could have just told me in a message that you couldn’t open a portal anymore and that I shouldn’t bother coming to see you.”

“I felt like it was something you needed to hear in person,” said Splicer. “If I told you that in a message, I doubt you would have believed me.”

Spiritus said nothing to that, which was a clue that Splicer had pegged her right.

“So what are we supposed to do, then?” said Cyclone. “How are we supposed to rescue Winter and Busker now?”

Splicer shrugged. “I dunno. Not my problem. I’ve been paid, so figuring out how to save your friends is your problem.”

Although Cyclone still could not see Spiritus’ face, he could tell by her body language alone that she was absolutely crushed by this revelation. Cyclone couldn’t blame her. Spiritus had clearly put all of her hopes into Splicer’s help. But now she was being told that Splicer couldn’t help, which naturally crushed her spirits.

And Cyclone felt kind of the same. After all, he had been hoping that this would be a way for them to rescue Winter as well. But now they had just been told that it was impossible to save Winter and Busker, which meant they were entirely out of options now.

But Winter wouldn’t give up, Cyclone thought. If Winter was in this situation, he would try to figure out a way to succeed. I can’t give up just yet.

Putting his hands on the desk, Cyclone said, “There’s got to be something you can do, man. Are you sure you can’t get into the Junkyard?”

Splicer looked up at Cyclone with a slightly annoyed look behind his glasses. “Yeah, I’m sure. I’ve tried. It’s just not possible.”

“Maybe you need to try something else,” said Cyclone. “If you’re such a great hacker, shouldn’t you be able to get around whatever patch SI Games added to cut off the Junkyard from the rest of the world?”

That seemed to get Splicer’s attention. He was rubbing out the end of his cigarette on his cigarette plate, a thoughtful look on his face as he did so. “I suppose I could figure out a way around it, but that would require more work than I agreed to do. Plus, I’ve already been paid and am planning to move my base of operations somewhere else later today, preferably outside of Adventure City. I don’t have any motivation to deal with this patch crap.”

“What if I promised to pay you however much you wanted?” said Cyclone. “What if I promised to pay you to find a way around the patch?”

That got Splicer’s attention even more than the last thing Cyclone said. The hacker sat up straight and looked Cyclone directly in the eyes. “How much?”

“How much do you want?” said Cyclone.

“One hundred thousand credits,” said Splicer.

Cyclone gaped. “One hundred thousand—? I don’t have that kind of money.”

Splicer shrugged and sat back in his chair. “If you don’t have that kind of money, then I don’t have that kind of skill. Get lost.”

“No, wait!” said Cyclone, raising a hand. “I don’t have that kind of money on me right now, but I can get the money from somewhere. I just won’t be able to pay it all up front right away. How does that sound?”

That was a bald-faced lie. The fact was that Cyclone and Winter had about 50,000 credits between the two of them, gathered from different missions over the past month or so. And Cyclone had no idea where he would make up for the extra 50k credits. He just had to come up with a way to get Splicer to agree to get around the patch for them. He would worry about payment later, once both Winter and Busker were safely back in Capes Online.

Splicer seemed to consider Cyclone’s offer for a moment. He tapped his cigarette against the tray a few more times before he nodded and said, “You’ve got a deal, Cyclone. I’ll see what I can do about getting around that patch. I’ve gotten around their patches before, of course, but it usually takes a while to do it.”

“How long are we talking here?” said Cyclone.

“A few days,” said Splicer, “so—”

“One million.”

Splicer stopped speaking and looked at Cyclone in confusion. “What?”

“One million credits,” said Cyclone. “One million credits to get it done today.”

For the first time since Cyclone had met him, Splicer looked genuinely for a loss for words. Cyclone could also sense that his friends behind him were just as shocked by his offer as Splicer was. And heck, even Cyclone didn’t quite believe the words coming from his own mouth. After all, if he didn’t have 100k credits, then he definitely didn’t have 1,00,000 credits.

“Are you sure?” said Splicer in a doubtful voice. “You don’t look like a millionaire to me.”

“Don’t worry,” said Cyclone, projecting absolute confidence. “I’ll be able to get the money. Easily. Now, do you want to be a millionaire or not?”

Splicer’s speechlessness was probably a clue that he was rarely offered so much money for one job. Cyclone wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing, but regardless, he was going to stand by that offer. He knew they didn’t have a few days to save Winter and Busker, but that they needed to get it done today, and the longer they put it off, the less likely they were to save Winter and Busker.

“Fine,” said Splicer after a long pause. “I’ll accept your offer. It’s crazy, but sometimes I like crazy.”

With that, Splicer held out a hand, which Cyclone took and shook. As Cyclone let go of Splicer’s hand, he suddenly got a new notification in his vision:

New Skill Unlocked: Negotiation [Level 1]. You can now negotiate for prices up to 10% cheaper than you would ordinarily get. Increase this Skull further to negotiate for better deals in the future!

That was cool. Cyclone hadn’t expected to get a new Skill from negotiating with Splicer like that, but upon retrospect, it made sense. Cyclone liked getting good deals and knew that this particular Skill would definitely prove useful down the line, though it probably wouldn’t be very useful in combat.

“Now, then,” said Splicer, lowering his hands back onto his desk. “I’ll definitely get this done today, but it may be a few hours before I figure out a way around the patch. I recommend going somewhere else for now until I’m done, unless you guys enjoy hanging out in condemned, probably haunted buildings for fun.”

“Uh, no, I don’t particularly enjoy doing that,” said Cyclone. “Personally, I enjoy—”

“I was being sarcastic,” said Splicer in a deadpan voice. “Point being that I need some alone time if I’m going to crack this patch. I can’t work with a bunch of people standing around staring at me.”

“But you will get it done, yes?” said Cyclone. “And in a few hours?”

“Of course,” Splicer said with a scoff. He waved them off. “Now git while I get started on this. Still planning to leave tomorrow, so I’m not going to waste any time in getting this thing started.”

Cyclone nodded. Cyclone didn’t like waiting for anything, but if Splicer could indeed save Winter and Busker, then he would manage. Although he did wonder what he and the rest of the Team would do while waiting for Splicer to finish figuring out how to get past that patch.

I should have brought a board game or cards, Cyclone thought, scratching his chin in thought. Then we could have all sat down together and spent the next several hours playing Monopoly or something really fun like that. Guess we’ll just have to find something else to do.

That was when he saw a glint of metal out of the corner of his eye. Looking around Splicer, he saw another abandoned apartment building across the street with boarded up windows, locked doors, and more than a few chipped bricks on its brick face. But his attention was drawn to the third window on the second floor, through which something long, thin, and metal glinted.

Wait a minute, Cyclone thought. That isn’t what I think it—

A gunshot suddenly exploded outside. A bullet smashed a hole through the remains of the window behind Splicer and instantly struck Cyclone in the chest.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

 

“What is that thing?” I said, staring up at the huge airship in shock. “It looks big enough to eat our airship whole!”

Stetho was also looking up at the huge airship, his lips turned downward in a grim frown. “That, my friend, is the Floating Fortress, the biggest and most powerful airship in the Junkyard Corps. And it looks like it just found us.”

Busker suddenly sat upright, rubbing his eyes behind his sunglasses as he said, “Huh? What’s going on? Who turned off the—”

Busker stopped speaking when he looked up and saw the massive Floating Fortress hovering above us. His jaw dropped, his eyes locked on the underside of the huge airship that hung over us like a cloud. “Where did that come from?”

“I don’t know,” said Stetho, looking at the radar. “The radar didn’t pick it up. In fact, I didn’t even hear it coming.”

“Maybe it used some kind of cloaking device?” I said.

“Possibly,” said Stetho, “but it doesn’t really matter now, does it? One blast of those cannons and we’re dead.”

“Then floor it,” I said, pointing ahead. “We have to outrun this them.”

Stetho grabbed the joystick and thrust it forward. I heard the engines roar behind me, but we didn’t move even one inch from our current location.

“What the hell?” I said, looking around in alarm. “Why can’t we move?”

“I—” Stetho paused and looked at the air for a moment. His frown became even grimmer. “Uh oh.”

“Uh oh?” I said, looking at Stetho. “What do you mean by ‘uh oh’?”

Stetho didn’t look at me or Busker as he said, “As the pilot of the airship, I just got a notification informing me that the Floating Fortress has used some kind of tractor beam to keep us from escaping. Let me show it to you.”

Stetho swiped his hand across the air and this notification appeared in front of me:

[Floating Fortress] has used Tractor Beam on [Airship 41219]! Movement -100%. Duration: Indefinite.

“What the heck?” I said. “Is there any way to escape the Tractor Beam on our own?”

Stetho shook his head. “No. The Floating Fortress’ Tractor Beam is one of the most powerful weapons in the game. Once it gets a lock on a target, that target isn’t going anywhere. Even the highest-leveled players would struggle to escape it.”

“Maybe if one of us goes up there and shuts it off from the inside, we can escape that way,” said Busker. He rose from his seat, his hands already starting to glow with heat. “I think I see where the Tractor Beam is coming from. I could easily fly up there, shoot it with my flames, and—”

“And get us all killed?” I said, looking at Busker in disbelief. I gestured at the cannons aimed at us. “Look at those cannons. I bet if you even tried to fly out they would just shoot you down like a bird. Even if they missed you, they might hit us instead.”

“Then what do you suggest we do, bro?” said Busker in annoyance. “We can’t just sit here forever like sitting ducks.”

I opened my mouth to reply, but I never got the chance to speak, because at that moment a loud alarm sounded in the cockpit. A message on the monitor to Stetho’s left showed the words ‘INCOMING MESSAGE FROM FLOATING FORTRESS. ACCEPT? Y/N’ blinking in red, but it didn’t specify who the message was from, although I had a feeling I could guess already.

Stetho reached over to the control panel and hit Y and said, “This is Stetho of Airship Four One Two One Nine. Who is this?”

“Hello, Stetho,” said a rather unnerving voice over the intercom. “So glad you chose to answer my message. I thought you might try to ignore it and attempt to escape the Tractor Beam, which would have forced us to blast your ship out of the sky. Or I should say, our ship, seeing as you stole that airship from us.”

Something about the voice sounded off. It was like the owner of the voice was deliberately trying to effect a kind of menacing tone, though perhaps it was just the intercom. Regardless, the casual way the voice spoke about destroying us was a sign that the voice’s owner was not someone you wanted to mess with.

“Anyway, my name is Chief Springjack,” the voice continued. “I am the Chief of this Sector. Every single Junkyard Corps soldier who operates in this Sector answers to me. You three have given me and my men a lot of trouble, especially over the last day or so.”

“How did you find us?” asked Stetho slowly. “I disabled our airship’s tracking system.”

Springjack laughed. “It was thanks to Aero Dynamo. He sent us a message telling us he was going to track you three down and even put himself on the Floating Fortress’ radar so we would be able to track him. When he died, we lost track, but not for long. We knew you still had to be somewhere in the area, so it was easy to guess your general route and follow you.”

“Invisibly, right?” I said. “Because we didn’t see or hear you following us until you showed up just now.”

“Who is that?” said Springjack in confusion. “You don’t sound like Stetho.”

I leaned closer to the radio and said, “I’m Winter. You know, the guy who defeated Dark Kosmos? I also destroyed one of your Skull Mechas pretty recently, if you forgot about that.”

“Ah, I know who you are,” said Springjack. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Winter. I’ve heard so much about you, although none of it good over the last day or so. I’m not quite sure what you are doing here, but I guess it doesn’t matter given how you are collaborating with two known criminals.”

“They’re not criminals,” I said. “And even if they were, I’m not even supposed to be here. The only thing I want to do is leave the Junkyard behind me forever. That’s it.”

“I’m sorry, but we do not negotiate with terrorists,” said Springjack. “One of the primary jobs of the Junkyard Corps is to capture and delete players who illegally enter the Junkyard. All players. We don’t discriminate based on Level, Class, Alignment, or anything else. If you are here when you are not supposed to be, then you need to go.”

“Not until we get Eagle Eye back,” said Busker. “Oh, and hi, Springjack. This is Busker speaking, Busker Burn. I take it you know who I am as well?”

“That I do, my friend,” said Springjack. “My son is a big fan of your livestreams. He would probably be thrilled to speak to you right now, but, unfortunately, you are not going to last long enough to sign his autograph.”

“Hey, I’m always willing to sign autographs for fans,” said Busker. “It would be a lot easier to do it, though, if you let me and my friends go back to the main game.”

“Nice try, but I am not stupid,” said Springjack. “I am going to keep you three right where you are. And if you try to escape, I will have my gunners shoot your airship down. Trust me, it wouldn’t take too much power to ground your airship. Permanently.”

I bit my lower lip. Springjack was right. He was the one with all of the power in this situation. Given how militant the Junkyard Corps were about terminating players who illegally entered the Junkyard, I was surprised he hadn’t shot us out of the sky already. Did he want to mock our helplessness one last time before finishing us off? I didn’t know how sadistic Springjack was, but that wouldn’t surprise me if it was true.

Stetho must have been thinking the same thing because he said, “Why not shoot us down already? You have us in your grasp. We can’t escape. We are totally at your mercy.”

“True, by all rights I should open fire and kill all three of you,” said Springjack. “It wouldn’t be hard or even take very much time. I estimate it will take about five minutes, tops, to destroy you, but I could easily do it in one minute if I wanted. You are as helpless as newborn babes.”

“Yeah, we know,” I said. “Do you just enjoy making us feel powerless and helpless? Because if so, I think you need to find a new fetish.”

“It has nothing to do with sadism,” said Springjack. “I simply wish to offer you three a chance to surrender and become our prisoners.”

“Why do you need us to surrender?” I asked suspiciously. “If your job is to destroy us, then why don’t you do that?”

“Because you and your brother are … unique for players,” said Springjack. “You are a participant of Project Second Life, which means that I can’t kill you unless I want the Department of VR to send some of their agents knocking on my front door. If I terminated you now, it would be the same as terminating my own life.”

I nodded, thinking about how Aero Dynamo had given me similar reasoning for not killing me earlier. “Right. But something tells me there’s a lot more to it than that.”

“There always is,” said Springjack. “You see, there are people at SI Games who are very interested in Project Second Life participants such as yourself. They want to know more about how you think, how you work, and how to duplicate your existence.”

I frowned. “Shouldn’t they know that already? I thought that SI Game designed the entire mind-to-game transfer process. What makes me so special?’

“Oh, if only you know, Winter, then we wouldn’t even be having this discussion,” said Springjack. “Even among Project Second Life participants, you are unique. You and Atmosfear, actually. But I am not at liberty to discuss what makes you so unique.”

I scowled. “Great. More secrets. It’s not like I don’t already have enough of those in my life.”

Even though I said that, I had to admit I was curious about what made me so special and unique that Springjack’s bosses had apparently given him orders to capture me alive. Was I really that special? Chuck had never indicated that there was anything special or unique about me, at least among the Project Second Life participants. True, I was technically not supposed to be in the Project at all, but I had a feeling that Springjack was not talking about my last minute inclusion in the Project.

For that matter, I wondered what made Atmosfear so special. It seemed like there was yet another thing tying the two of us together. Not for the first time, I wondered if Atmosfear and I really were meant to fight each other forever and ever, with one of us winning at times and losing at others. That seemed like hell itself to me, but it was possible I might have no choice in the matter.

“What about Busker and Stetho?” I said. “Do you want them, too?”

“Not exactly, but we’ll happily take them prisoner anyway,” said Springjack. “Busker could be another useful test subject while Stetho is a traitor who deserves nothing less than full deletion of his account and termination of his employment at SI Games. But that, of course, is just my opinion. It will be up to my bosses to decide what to do with Stetho once we capture him.”

Based on Stetho’s grim expression, I could tell he already knew how his bosses were going to respond once they found out about his role in helping Busker and me down here in the Junkyard. I felt bad for the guy, knowing that SI Games was most likely going to fire him for doing what he did. It didn’t seem right to me, but one thing I’d learned about Capes Online was that it was no more fair or just than real life.

“What if we say no?” I said. I glanced at Busker and said, “What if we decide to fight?”

“You can do so if you wish,” said Springjack, “but know that I am fully prepared to shoot down your airship the moment you turn down my offer. I won’t even hesitate. The second you say no, I will order a full-scale blast on your ship with every weapon on the Floating Fortress.”

My eyes widened. “But you’ll kill us and that will make it impossible for you to study me.”

“An acceptable loss,” said Springjack. “Plus, you never know. Your body might survive and we could always fish it out of the wreckage later on. I don’t remember my bosses telling me to bring you in alive. Just that I needed to bring you in period.”

I bit my lower lip as I considered our options. If I agreed to become Springjack’s prisoner, we would survive, but we would also be at the mercy of whatever Springjack and his bosses had in mind for us. While Springjack hardly seemed like a Mad Scientist, I wasn’t so naive as to believe that he would treat us nicely if we were in his custody. Plus, I suspected he was going to kill at least Stetho and maybe Busker as well even if we surrendered.

But we couldn’t possibly fight him and expect to win. The Floating Fortress was absolutely massive. There was no way that Busker and I could take that thing on by ourselves. Our only chance at survival would be to abandon the airship and run away, but Stetho did not have Flight or any other Powers that could help him escape as far as I knew, so we would have to leave him behind as well.

Running away would also mean leaving Eagle Eye in the clutches of the Junkyard Corps. I only needed to look at Busker once to tell that he was not going to run away, even if it was the smart thing to do, if it meant abandoning Eagle Eye. The way Busker looked reminded me of my own determination to save Sally back in the Underworld, only he looked even more intense than me.

With a sigh, I looked at the radio and said, “Fine, Springjack, we accept your offer. We’ll surrender and become your prisoners. We won’t even try to fight back.”

“Excellent,” said Springjack. “I knew you would see reason eventually. Now just hang on a moment while my men pull your ship into the Floating Fortress. I can’t wait to see you in person. I hope you are as excited as I am.”

I wasn’t, but there was no point in saying that aloud. I just stared up at the underside of the Floating Fortress as our airship slowly but surely floated up closer and closer to the gaping maw in the center that was the hanger.

I hoped I’d made the right choice. Because if I hadn’t … I knew I wouldn’t live long enough to regret it.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

 

Cyclone hit the floor in an instant. Pain exploded in his whole body when the bullet hit him. For a brief moment he even thought the bullet had pierced his heart and killed him, but then he noticed that he still had 10% of his Health left, although the following debuff eviscerated what little hope of survival he had left:

Debuff added: Bleeding Bullet Wound. -1 HP/2 seconds. Duration: Until bullet is removed.

If Cyclone hadn’t been in so much pain, he might have observed that that was a new debuff. As it was, however, the pain in Cyclone’s chest wound was so bad that it was all he could think about.

“Cy?” said Dillo, looking down at Cyclone in surprise. “Are you okay? What was—”

“Get down!” Recover shouted all of a sudden. “Now!”

Everyone fell to the floor as more bullets shot through the window behind Splicer’s desk. Splicer himself also fell off his chair, landing on his hands and knees behind the solid wooden desk, his glasses askew as he looked around in alarm.

“What’s going on?” said Splicer. His calm, blunt demeanor was gone now, replaced by a high-pitched fearful voice that made him sound a lot less intimidating than before. “Who’s shooting at us? Is this your fault?”

“I … don’t … know … who it is,” said Cyclone through gritted teeth. He clutched his bleeding wound. “Too … busy … dying …”

A golden aura washed over Cyclone suddenly. His chest spat the bullet out of the hole and then his bullet wound closed, earning him this notification:

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

The nearly paralyzing pain that had wracked Cyclone’s body was gone. He looked over at Recover, who lay flat on her stomach a few feet away, and said, “Thanks! I thought I was a goner there for a second.”

“No problem,” said Recover, giving him the thumbs up. “But you can thank me later. Right now, we need to get out of here before he gets us.”

“Who gets us?” asked Dillo in a worried voice. “Do you know who’s shooting at us?”

Recover nodded. “Targetman.”

“Targetman?” said Cyclone, rolling onto his stomach while being careful not to stand up. “How do you know it’s him?”

“I saw his mask when he adjusted his aim,” said Recover. “Plus, I know for a fact that only Targetman uses the Burning Falcon .20 Rifle. No way that could be the weapon of anyone else.”

Another bullet crashed through the window overhead, but since everyone was now on the floor, it did nothing except strike a wall. But Cyclone did say, “How do you know so much about Targetman?”

“Uh, you could say I am a bit of a fangirl,” said Recover sheepishly. “Scratch that. A lot of a fangirl.”

“Then tell him that,” said Sally, pointing at the window. “Maybe if he knows he has a few fans in here he’ll stop trying to kill us all.”

“But why is Targetman coming after us?” said Dillo with a frown. “We haven’t done anything to him.”

“He thinks Cyclone and I are glitches that need to be eliminated,” Spiritus explained. “We just barely managed to avoid getting killed by him the last time he was after us. Looks like he found us again.”

“No way we can beat him in a fight,” said Recover. “He’s too powerful. We need to leave. Stat.”

“You guys can do that,” said Splicer with a snort. “As for me, I’ve got places to be and things to do. I don’t have time to play with a member of the freaking Glitch Elimination Task Force!”

“But what about the patch?” said Cyclone, looking over at Splicer in horror. “You agreed to save Winter and Busker for us!”

“Keep your money, man,” said Splicer. “There’s not enough money in the world to convince me that Targetman is worth tangling with.”

Splicer raised what looked like a Teleportation Disk above his head, but before he could do anything, Targetman himself suddenly smashed through the window. The sharpshooter hit the floor with a roll and, rolling to his feet, aimed his sniper rifle at Splicer and fired with a loud boom.

Splicer’s head exploded into blood and brains, splattering all over Cyclone and Sally as this very helpful notification popped up in Cyclone’s view:

[Anti-Hero Splicer] has died!

Splicer’s body dropped the Teleportation Disk, but Cyclone paid no attention to that. His attention was now on Targetman, who was pointing his gun directly at Cyclone’s face.

“I don’t know how you survived that first shot, glitch, but none of my targets have ever survived a second shot,” said Targetman. “Especially at close range.”

Targetman pulled the trigger and fired, but Dillo leaped forward at the last second and landed in between Targetman and Cyclone. Targetman’s bullet ricocheted off of Dillo’s armor, but as far as Cyclone could tell, it didn’t actually take any Health off his bar.

“Go!” Dillo shouted at Cyclone. “Get out of here! I’ll keep Targetman busy.”

Still startled, Cyclone nonetheless got to his feet and ran away toward the door, with Recover, Hop, Sally, and Brawn close behind. Targetman took aim again, only for Dillo to put himself in between his fleeing friends and Targetman’s sniper rifle.

“Hey, Targetman,” said Dillo, spreading his arms wide. “Why don’t you take on someone your own—”

Dillo never got to finish his sentence because Targetman pulled the trigger on his gun and fired. As Cyclone got everyone out of the room, he looked over his shoulder one last time to see the bullet somehow pierce Dillo’s thick armor and make Dillo collapse. Dillo didn’t even cry out as his Health bar dropped like a rock, but Cyclone didn’t get to see anything else before slamming the door shut and locking it behind him.

“Quick, to the front door!” Cyclone yelled at the others. “It’s our only chance of escape!”

Cyclone and the others tried to run to the front door, but just as they got to the foyer, Mimetime kicked the door open and jumped inside. Cyclone and the others skidded to a halt as Mimetime raised his hands, palms open and aimed toward them.

“Mimetime is here, too?” said Spiritus in shock. “What the heck?”

Mimetime, of course, didn’t talk. He just made hand gestures like he was creating a sword in his hands and then rushed toward them, a wicked grin on his white face as he charged toward them.

That was when Brawn rushed toward Mimetime and slammed into his midsection, sending Mimetime flying backward from the impact. Mimetime slammed into the door and bounced onto the floor, a stunned look on his face, even though Brawn’s attack hadn’t taken off more than a few points of Health from his bar.

“Go up the stairs!” Brawn snapped as Cyclone and the others, pointing at the stairs leading up to the second floor. “I will hold off Mimetime.”

“But Brawn—” said Recover.

“Go, Miss Recover!” Brawn snapped again. “I will be fine. Just get Cyclone and Spiritus to safety!”

Cyclone grabbed Recover’s arm and said, “Come on! Brawn will be okay. We need to get out of here before Mimetime recovers!”

Cyclone practically had to drag Recover up the stairs, but eventually, she started walking on her own, though not before she stopped briefly and waved her hand at Brawn. A silvery aura washed over Brawn just then and Brawn’s eyes suddenly began glowing like searchlights as his muscles expanded to twice their normal size. Brawn roared and slammed his fists together as Mimetime rose to his feet, shaking his head as he tried to regain his balance.

“What was that?” said Cyclone to Recover as the four of them ran up the stairs to the second floor.

“Just gave Brawn a buff in all his Stats,” said Recover. “I don’t know if it will be enough to help him defeat Mimetime, but at the very least he should last longer in a fight.”

Cyclone nodded but said nothing else as they ran up the flight of stairs. But he did hear the sounds of Brawn and Mimetime exchanging blows below, although without actually being able to see the fight he didn’t know who was winning. He hoped that Brawn was but suspected that Mimetime would come out on top eventually.

The five of them burst out onto the rooftop of the abandoned apartment building. Wind whipped through Cyclone’s Ninjutsu Armor as he, Recover, Sally, Hop, and Spiritus emerged onto the rooftop. Once all four of them got onto the roof, Cyclone kicked the door closed and looked at the others.

“What do we do now?” said Sally, looking around the rooftop of the apartment in confusion and fear, her dark hair whipping in the wind. “There’s nowhere to go from here.”

Sally was right. None of the surrounding buildings were close enough for them to jump to. And even with Flight, Cyclone wouldn’t be able to carry all four of the women on his own. He might be able to do it one woman at a time, but that would be very slow and wouldn’t guarantee them safety from the Task Force.

Cyclone bit his lower lip. He wished Winter was here. Without Winter, Cyclone felt so useless.

But Winter isn’t here anymore, Cyclone thought. It’s up to me to take charge and get everyone to safety. But how?

Unfortunately, Cyclone didn’t have any more time to think about this, because a grappling hook shot up over the side of the roof and embedded itself into the concrete roof of the building. A second later, Targetman pulled himself over the edge of the roof and stood to his full, rather impressive height. Despite the fact that Targetman had been fighting Dillo, he didn’t look even remotely injured. His Health bar was full and there were no wounds on his body to suggest that he had been fighting anyone, much less Dillo.

“Thank you so much for trapping yourself for me,” said Targetman, raising his rifle again. “Leaving your armored friend to distract me was a clever move, but not quite clever enough.”

“Whoa, man,” said Cyclone, raising his hands. “This is a big mistake. We’re not glitches. How many times do we have to say that before you believe us?”

“I never believe a glitch,” said Targetman with a slight shake of his head. “They are liars, all of them. They exist solely to ruin Capes Online and thus will do and say anything—and I do mean anything—in order to survive.”

“If you won’t believe a glitch, maybe you’ll believe a player,” said Recover. She stepped forward and stood in between Cyclone and Spiritus and Targetman. “Go ahead and shoot me, then, if you want to kill these ‘glitches’ so badly.”

“Get out of the way,” said Targetman without lowering his rifle or wavering. “You do not understand what you are dealing with here. These are two dangerous glitches that should not exist. Having any sort of interaction with them at all risks infecting your own character with their glitch.”

Cyclone snorted. “You’re talking about us like we have some kind of contagious disease, which is obviously impossible. I mean, I can’t speak for Spiritus, but I do wash my hands every time I use the bathroom, you know.”

“I don’t care about your bathroom habits,” said Targetman. “I do care about eliminating you in order to ensure the safety and stability of Capes Online.”

“What about Brain Game?” said Cyclone hurriedly. “Doesn’t he still want us for his, uh, experiments?”

Targetman shrugged. “What do I care about that old man and his experiments? You are glitches. Glitches need to be eliminated. If Brain Game wanted to study you further, he should not have allowed you two to get away in the first place.”

Targetman’s finger rested on the trigger. “Now, girl, I am going to ask you one more time: Move. Or else I will kill you along with the glitches.”

Recover, however, stood her ground. She wasn’t even trembling. She just looked Targetman straight in the eye and said, “Make me.”

“Then I will,” said Targetman without a hint of mercy in his voice.

He pulled the trigger again and fired.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

 

It wasn’t long before the Floating Fortress’ Tractor Beam fully pulled our airship into its hangar bay. As soon as the airship was gently placed on the metal floor of the hangar, the hangar doors closed with an ominous boom, a sign that Springjack had no intention of letting any of us go anytime soon.

Stepped out of the airship’s back, I looked around at our surroundings in order to get an idea of what the place was like.

The hangar was huge. I estimated you could have fitted at least a hundred smaller hangars in here and still have room to spare. Several rows of airships similar to ours in design and color stood in rows on either side of us, but there were also a couple of larger airships, including an honest-to-god zeppelin, and even six Skull Mechas standing silently at attention against the walls. The air was stale and metallic.

Before us marched a large group of over two dozen armed [Junkyard Corps Soldiers]. Their purple and black metallic armor, along with the Junkyard Corps patch on their right shoulders, identified them as such, but I still Scanned them anyway to find out more about them:

Junkyard Corps Soldiers

LEVELS: 30-50

ALIGNMENT: Unaligned

CLASS: Soldier

TYPE: Metal

WEAK POINT: Knees

WEAKNESS: Water

RARITY: Uncommon

The Junkyard Corps Soldiers are some of the most dedicated players in Capes Online. Tasked with ensuring the proper termination of all deleted data from the main game, the average Junkyard Corps Soldier must be as quick in his head as he is on his feet if he wants to survive the many and varied dangers of the Junkyard. Their determination, skill, and ability to leave the Barracks in which they respawn in half an hour rather than an hour make them a force to be reckoned with.

My eyes widened when I read that last sentence. Normally, when a player died and respawned in their Base, they had to wait at least one hour before they could go leave it again. Yet if this Scan was correct, then the Junkyard Corps Soldiers were not bound by this restriction. That seemed kind of unfair to me, but I was starting to get used to the fact that everyone who worked for SI Games got really nice bonuses that the rest of us did not.

Truthfully, though, my eyes were drawn to the man at the head of the procession. With his flowing black cape, flat army hat, and gray military suit, he looked kind of like a mixture of a modern general and a superhero. He had a weird gait, though, where he seemed to half-walk, half-skip across the floor, a gait that none of the other Junkyard Corps Soldiers had. He also didn’t have any weapons, unlike the Junkyard Corps Soldiers, who carried futuristic-looking rifles in their hands.

But he might have just been the most dangerous of them all if his nametag, [ANTI-HERO SPRINGJACK], meant anything.

Springjack smiled as he and his Soldiers approached us. “Welcome to our humble fortress, Winter. I am Springjack, as you might have been able to tell based on my nametag.”

“Yeah, I saw that,” I said. “I take it you’re the welcome party?”

Springjack’s smile didn’t falter for a second. “More like your escort to the dungeons. You see, we have prison cells on this fortress for prisoners exactly like you. They are specially reinforced to ensure that your Powers will be unable to save you.”

“Whatever, bro,” said Busker. He was looking around, his eyes narrowed. “Where’s Eagle Eye? Is she here?”

“She might be,” said Springjack casually. “Or she might not be. We have so many prisoners that I find it hard to keep track of them all.”

Busker suddenly pushed past me and Stetho, his hands lighting up. “If you laid even one hand on her, I’ll—”

Springjack lashed out with a kick. His leg extended far beyond its natural length and struck Busker in the chest, knocking him flat off his back. Before Busker could get back up, Springjack jumped into the air—making an odd springing noise at the same time—and landed on Busker’s chest. To my shock, that move took off about a tenth of Busker’s overall Health, which was the most damage I’d ever seen one enemy inflict on Busker at once. Just how strong was this Springjack guy, anyway? I’d never seen anyone get the drop on my younger brother like that and it worried me about our chances of getting out of here alive if Springjack was that strong.

“I’m sorry, what were you saying you would do to me if I laid one hand on her?” said Springjack, cupping his ear with one hand like he was trying to hear better. “I’m not sure I caught that.”

Busker growled and raised a hand, but then Springjack slammed his foot down on Busker’s wrist and said, “Sorry, but I don’t allow the use of Powers on my airship. Well, not if you’re a prisoner, anyway.”

“How did you do that?” I said, looking at Springjack in astonishment. “I’ve never seen anyone move like that in this game.”

Springjack looked over at me and raised his hand. “There’s a reason my name is Springjack. My Class is the Springer Class. Ever heard of it?”

I shook my head.

“Basically, it means my entire body is made out of springs,” said Springjack. “So I can extend any part of my body I want with the force of a spring.”

“That seems like an oddly specific Class,” I said.

“It’s custom,” said Springjack smugly. “I had it made when I was given this job so I could more effectively carry out my duties. All Junkyard Corps Chiefs have unique Classes designed just for them. It’s another perk of working for SI Games.”

That definitely sounded like a nice perk to me. Having a custom Class made just for you meant that you never had to worry about running into someone who might know how to exploit that Class’s weaknesses. It meant he would have a huge advantage in most PvP matches, which, given the nature of Capes Online, was a pretty big deal.

Springjack then jumped off of Busker’s chest and gestured at his troops. “Soldiers, take the prisoners away to the dungeons where they belong. And make sure each prisoner has a guard posted outside their cell at all times to ensure they don’t even try to escape.”

The Junkyard Corps Soldiers obeyed Springjack’s command without hesitation. They approached me, Busker, and Stetho and placed weird-looking black chains around our wrists and necks, making me feel like a bull being tied up to a harness. When the cold metal was clamped to my wrists, this notification popped up in my view:

[Junkyard Corps Soldier Marcus] has Cuffed you with [Power Inhibitors]! All Powers negated until removal of Inhibitors.

“What the hell?” I said aloud. I waved my hands. “I didn’t know you could negate a player’s Powers.”

“But of course,” said Springjack, putting his hands on his hips. “Do you really think we’d be so stupid as to arrest you without some way to negate those pesky Powers of yours? Please. We weren’t born yesterday.”

I scowled, but said nothing in response. I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised. I should have expected that the Junkyard Corps would have some way of preventing prisoners from using their Powers to escape. Otherwise, Eagle Eye would have escaped all on her own a long time ago, although now that I thought about it, I had no idea what kind of Powers Eagle Eye had. Guess I would be finding out soon enough.

“Now, take them away,” said Springjack, waving dismissively in a random direction. “I will go and inform our superiors that the criminals have been rounded up. We will be in touch.”

With that, the Junkyard Corps Soldiers began moving me, Busker, and Stetho along. They formed a loose but strong formation around us, covering all sides and ensuring that none of us would be able to escape. Not that any of us would. Even if we could run away, where would we run away to? And without our Powers, it wasn’t exactly like we would be able to avoid them for long. At this point, it was wiser to go along with their commands and try to look for an opportunity to escape later on.

The Soldiers took us to a large elevator on the other side of the hangar. The elevator was large enough for all fifteen of us to fit in comfortably, with room to spare. It made me wonder exactly how many crew members the Floating Fortress had. Given how huge it was, they had to have hundreds, potentially even thousands, of crew members. And not all of them could possibly be players, either, although given how much money SI Games had, perhaps more of them were than I thought.

Regardless, the elevator reached the bottom level of the Floating Fortress very quickly. As soon as the doors opened, the Soldiers marched us down a long, dark hallway with cells on either side. The cell bars were not made of metal, like you would see in most dungeons, but some kind of burning laser. I didn’t know what the laser bars would do if you touched them, but considering how loud they hissed and how hot they felt even from a distance, I suspected that it would hurt a lot.

As we passed the cells, I noticed Busker whipping his head from left to right, clearly trying to find Eagle Eye. I also looked around a lot, but all of the cells we passed seemed empty. Either Eagle Eye was kept in a cell further down from us or maybe there was another level to the dungeons separate from the one we’re currently on. It wouldn’t surprise me if the dungeons had multiple levels, given how big this place was.

 Finally, we reached the very end of the hallway, which ended in a solid wall. Then the Soldiers separated us. They put me in a single cell on the left side of the hall, while Busker and Stetho were placed in two separate cells directly across from mine. They didn’t bother to remove the Power Inhibitors, however, probably to make sure we couldn’t use our Powers to stage a breakout, a breakout that was looking more and more unlikely with each passing minute.

“There,” said one of the Soldiers, who had the nametag of [JUNKYARD CORPS LIEUTENANT JASON] over his head. He stood in the middle of the hall, his hands on his hips as he watched his fellow Soldiers lock our cages. “You three are to remain here until Chief Springjack summons you.”

“Any idea when that will be?” I asked, peering between the laser bars of my cell at Jason.

Jason shook his head. “The Chief will summon you when the Chief will summon you. Until then, I suggest you three make yourself at home here. Think of it as an extended vacation.”

I looked around at my cell. It was pretty bare bones. A single cot in the back, next to a sink and a bucket that was clearly supposed to be a toilet. A simple, cracked mirror hung on the wall over the sink and the cell itself smelled vaguely of bleach and antiseptic. “I’ve stayed in motels with better rooms than this.”

“Trust me, it could be a lot worse,” said Jason with a chuckle. “Anyway, we must now leave and report to Chief Springjack about your current status. Until later.”

With that, Jason gave orders to some of the Soldiers to stand guard and keep an eye on us until Springjack gave further orders. After that, Jason left the dungeons, taking the remaining Soldiers with him, while our guards took up positions in front of our cells, holding their futuristic rifles in front of their chests with perfect trigger discipline. Absolutely none of the Soldiers said anything, nor did they even look at us. I suppose they weren’t into small talk.

With a sigh, I went over and sat down on the cot. I had been hoping that the Soldiers might leave us alone so Busker, Stetho, and I could at least talk with each other about some way to escape, but there was no way to plot our breakout as long as these Soldiers stood guard.

Unless …

I opened the Team Chat for Team Busker and quickly typed this message:

Me: Busker, Stetho, I know that we can’t talk due to the presence of the Soldiers, but we can still plan escape through the Team Chat.

When I sent the message, however, I got this notification:

ERROR. Team Chat for Team Busker is down.

“What the—?” I said in a low voice upon reading the message.

The Soldier standing guard in front of my jail cell laughed. “Oh, I’m sorry, were you plotting your escape with your friends? I guess we forgot to mention that your prison cells are specifically designed to block Team Chats between inmates who are on the same Team. Sorry about that.”

“That’s really lame, dude,” said Busker from his cell. He sat on the floor of his cell with his legs crossed, his chin propped up in his hands. “Like, really lame.”

“But effective,” the Soldier said. “So why don’t you three just take a nap until the Chief decides what to do with you? You’ve all had a really long day and look like you could use a good rest.”

The Soldier’s patronizing tone made me want to punch him in the face, but all I could do was glower at his back. The Soldier, of course, didn’t even look over his shoulder at me and began to whistle a tune I didn’t recognize. He seemed totally unconcerned with the fact that we hated his guts, but I guess he wouldn’t be a good guard if he was worried about what his prisoners thought of him, now would he?

But I had to admit he wasn’t entirely wrong about us needing sleep. I couldn’t even remember the last time I got a good night’s sleep. Given how I wasn’t suffering from the Sleepy debuff yet, I still had some time left before I actually needed to sleep. Even so, the idea of resting my head even for just a few minutes to get a little bit of sleep was very tempting.

But now was not the time to sleep. While I still wasn’t entirely sure about what Springjack’s superiors wanted with me, I doubted it was going to be pleasant. I needed to figure out a way out of this cell, and fast.

My eyes darted side to side. My cell was six by eight feet, so it was easy to look at all of it. The door was locked and I didn’t have the key for it, nor did I have Lockpick, a Villain Power. As annoying as the Irish woman might be, it made me wish Sneakers was here. I had no doubt she could have picked that lock and gotten me out of here, but she was still back in Capes Online with everyone else, so I was going to have to get creative.

The floor, walls, and ceiling were made out of solid steel. There was an air vent in the ceiling, but it was too small and narrow for even a small child to fit through, much less a grown man like myself. Slipping through the bars was also out of the question. Even if the bars hadn’t been spaced so closely together, I wouldn’t have been able to fit through without hurting myself on the laser bars.

It was a neat setup, all things considered. The Junkyard Corps were obviously interested in keeping prisoners, well, imprisoned. Yet even all of that would have been easy to handle if only I could use my Powers.

It was these dang Power Inhibitors. They really worked. I focused hard on shooting an Ice Beam from my hands, only to get an error message informing me that Ice Beam—like all of my other Powers—was not available for use while I wore my Inhibitors. But like the door to my cell, the Inhibitors required a key to open, and without that key, I couldn’t get rid of them even if I tried. I was a very strong man, but my Strength just wasn’t high enough to let me break the Inhibitors. My mood wasn’t helped by the heat radiating from the bars, which I could feel even from the other end of my cell.

Wait a minute. The laser bars … I needed to test something.

Carefully, I picked up a metal spoon left in a bowl near my bed, which I presume was what they fed me with. I then tossed the metal spoon at the bars, hoping against hope that my theory was correct.

The spoon sailed through the air like a bird before hitting the laser bars and splitting cleanly in half. The two halves of the spoon passed through the gaps between the bars and landed on the floor by the feet of my guard, who looked down at the remains of my broken spoon in confusion.

“Uh, you do realize you just broke your only spoon, right?” said the Soldier, looking over his shoulder at me. “This ain’t a hotel. You’re not going to get a replacement, so good luck eating your mashed potatoes with your hands.”

Normally, the Soldier’s condescending tone and words would have bothered me, but I just smiled back. “Guess you’re right. I got really bored and wasn’t paying attention to what I was doing. Do that all the time.”

The Soldier just rolled his eyes, shook his head, and turned around again, muttering something under his breath about how stupid I was.

But I didn’t care. I was already formulating an escape plan in my head. And based on the expressions on Busker’s and Stetho’s faces, I could tell they were thinking the same thing:

We were going to break out of this joint. And none of our simple and stupid guards would be able to stop us.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

 

When Targetman pulled the trigger of his gun and the bullet exploded from the barrel, Cyclone could suddenly see everything in slow motion. He could see the bullet as it spiraled through the air toward Recover’s chest; could see Sally, Spiritus, and Hop’s expressions change from surprise to fear; and took special note of the way Recover’s rather shapely behind moved as she tried to get out of the way of the incoming bullet. Even the birds flying by overhead flapped their wings a little more slowly than usual.

Cyclone wasn’t sure why time seemed to slow down around him. It happened all of a sudden, even taking him by surprise.

Whoa, Cyclone thought, looking around in surprise. This is so weird. Am I going crazy or what?

Shaking his head, Cyclone decided not to spend too much time thinking about it. He just needed to act and save Recover now before she got shot.

With a yell, Cyclone jumped forward and tackled Recover to the ground. As soon as he did, time returned to its normal flow. The birds overhead flew by while Targetman’s bullet shot over him and Recover. He could hear Sally, Spiritus, and Hop screaming, while Recover grunted in surprise underneath him.

Even Targetman looked surprised, lowering the scope of his rifle as if to make sure he actually saw what he thought he saw.

“Recover, are you okay?” said Cyclone, looking at Recover, who was underneath him.

Rubbing her head, Recover said, “Yeah, I am, but how did you move so fast? You shouldn’t have been able to do that.”

“I’m not sure,” said Cyclone. “I—”

A notification appeared in Cyclone’s vision just then, causing him to stop speaking mid-sentence in order to read it:

New Skill Unlocked: Ninja Reflexes [Level 1]. Makes your reflexes and response time 5% faster while making everything around you seem much slower. Level up this Skill further in order to become even faster!

“Wow,” said Cyclone as he finished reading the notification. “That’s a pretty useful Skill. Wish I’d had it sooner.”

“What Skill?” said Recover in confusion, which was when Cyclone remembered that no one else could see his notifications other than him.

Before Cyclone could explain what he just saw to Recover, Targetman shook his head and said, “So you got lucky. Big deal. I have more than enough bullets to kill both of you.”

Targetman aimed his rifle again, but Cyclone was faster. He jumped off of Recover and, landing inside of Targetman’s guard, slashed across his chest with his Kunai.

Cyclone’s Kunai cut through Targetman’s chest, making Targetman cry out in surprise as blood leaked out of this wound. Cyclone’s surprise attack actually caused Targetman’s Health to drop a couple of points, which was a lot more than Cyclone had been expecting to take off.

“Whoa!” said Cyclone, pulling back his Kunai in surprise. “I actually hurt a member of the Glitch Elimination Task Force. I can’t believe it!”

Targetman, however, just put a hand on his chest and felt his wound. He still stood up straight, towering over Cyclone like a great oak. He glowered down at Cyclone and said, “Nice try, but it was only a paper cut. Let me show you what real pain looks like.”

Targetman suddenly punched Cyclone in the face. The blow knocked off a solid 50% of Cyclone’s Health bar in one go and made Cyclone stumble backward, his head spinning. Targetman then aimed his gun at Cyclone’s face, but Cyclone recovered quickly from the attack and jumped into the air. He landed behind Targetman on the edge of the roof and stabbed Targetman in the back with his Kunai, triggering Backstab at the same time.

Thus, Cyclone was pleased to see Targetman’s Health drop by 1% when his Kunai hit. Targetman himself actually cried out in pain, staggering forward from the blow. But then Targetman whirled around and lashed out with a kick, striking Cyclone in the stomach and sending Cyclone falling off the edge of the roof to the street below.

But Cyclone didn’t fall to his death. He grabbed the grappling hook that Targetman had used to get up there and rode it down to the first floor, where he jumped off at the last second and made a special three-point landing on the street.

Standing upright, Cyclone glanced at his Health and saw, with some chagrin, that he only had less than 20% Health left. That wasn’t good. He was happy that Targetman’s kick hadn’t completely destroyed his Health, but he knew couldn’t take any more direct hits from Targetman, not if he wanted to survive.

That was when a shadow fell over him and Cyclone looked up in time to see Targetman falling toward him, his scarf flapping behind him. Cyclone jumped out of the way, narrowly avoiding Targetman, who crashed feet first onto the street hard enough to leave a couple of foot-shaped holes in the ground.

As soon as Targetman landed, however, he pulled out a smaller handgun from his holster and fired it several times at Cyclone. It took all of Cyclone’s skill to avoid the bullets, hopping from foot to foot like he was trying not to get his feet burned on lava. Each bullet sent up a small cloud of dust where it hit, yet Cyclone’s nimble feet nonetheless kept him from getting shot.

But when Targetman ran out of bullets, Cyclone rushed forward and slashed with his Kunai again. This time, however, Targetman raised his left arm and blocked Cyclone’s Kunai on the greaves on his arm before responding with a savage punch that Cyclone was just barely able to Dodge out of the reach of. Cyclone backflipped several times until he was well outside of Targetman’s reach, panting and sweating hard as he looked at the Task Force member.

There’s no way I can beat this guy, Cyclone thought, his thoughts racing as he observed Targetman. Even with the Stat boost from my Equipment, Targetman is just too dang strong. If I don’t kill him fast, it’s only a matter of time before he kills me. Gotta end this fight quickly.

Unfortunately, Cyclone didn’t have time to think about anything else, because Targetman once again took aim with his rifle and fired. This time, however, Cyclone easily sidestepped the bullet, which whizzed by almost too fast for his eyes to follow.

“Missed me,” said Cyclone with a smirk. “Your aim seems to be getting worse. Are you tired or something?”

Targetman just smiled. “No. I think I hit the bull’s eye.”

Before Cyclone could ask what that meant, he heard a loud thunk behind him and then felt something hot strike the back of his right knee. Cyclone screamed in pain and fell down on his hands and knees as this notification appeared in his vision:

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

His eyes widening, Cyclone looked down at his right kneecap and saw that it was indeed broken. The throbbing pain was almost too much for him to handle, although he was more surprised by the bullet he felt embedded in the back of his knee than anything.

“What the …?” said Cyclone in surprise.

Targetman lowered his rifle, his cold, calculating grimace back. “It was one of my Powers, Ricochet. When I use Ricochet, it causes projectiles I shoot or throw to bounce off solid surfaces and hit my target, usually from behind, although I can hit people from any direction. Quite the useful Power for dealing with a target as slippery as you.”

Cyclone tried to force himself to stand, but the pain in his shattered kneecap was almost too much for him to bear. He stopped trying and just knelt there on the street. He reached in his inventory for a Health Drink, but then Targetman appeared before him and slapped the Health Drink out of his hand, sending the item flying several feet away out of reach.

Then Targetman instantly put the barrel of his gun against Cyclone’s head and rested his finger on the trigger, giving Cyclone less than a second to act.

So Cyclone did the only thing he could: He used Shadow Step.

Using Targetman’s shadow, Cyclone melted into the shadows even as Targetman pulled the trigger on his gun. In the next instant, Cyclone found himself lying on his side in the shadow realm, panting and breathing hard as the bullet from Targetman’s rifle slowly exploded out of the barrel and shot toward the street where Cyclone had been kneeling mere moments before. A timer of 1:00 appeared in the corner of his vision and began to steadily count down, but Cyclone didn’t care about that right now.

Panting and sweating, Cyclone pulled out another Health Drink from his inventory and downed it all in one gulp. The cherry-flavored soda went down his parched throat and the pain in his kneecap went away as the bullet was pushed out of his leg and the wound closed. His Broken Kneecap debuff was lifted and now Cyclone was back to full Health.

But that wasn’t as good as it seemed. Targetman still had almost full Health. Even if Cyclone Backstabbed him again, it wouldn’t take off more than 1% of his overall Health, if even that. The smarter thing to do would be to run. Try to regroup with Sally, Spiritus, and the others in a safer place.

That’s what Cyclone would have done. Indeed, when he got up to his feet, he seriously considered just running away. He had less than 45 seconds before Shadow Step ended and he was back in the world of light. If he ran now, he could easily be long gone by the time Shadow Step ended and even the Task Force would have a hard time tracking him down.

Yeah, that’s what I should do, Cyclone thought as he turned away. Leave Targetman be. No point in sacrificing myself, especially when Winter is still in danger.

But then that small, persistent little voice in the back of his head asked him if Winter would run away in a situation like this. Winter would understand that running away wouldn’t really solve any of his problems. If Cyclone ran away now, not only would he be abandoning his friends, but he would also leave Targetman and Mimetime, both of whom had already proved themselves to be persistent glitch hunters. They would find Cyclone again eventually, and once they did, Cyclone would get killed anyway.

He glanced at the timer again. Less than 30 seconds and counting. Maybe Winter would stand and fight, but Cyclone wasn’t Winter. He didn’t see how he was supposed to defeat one of the most skilled and powerful players in the game, a Task Force member who never failed to eliminate a target once he set his sights on it.

It’s impossible, Cyclone told himself. And the more time I spend thinking about it, the less time I have to get out of here alive.

But then an idea occurred to him. It was a crazy idea, one that might very well get him killed, but it also had a solid chance of working. Cyclone just needed to have the balls to pull it off.

Winter would try it, Cyclone thought. No matter the odds, if it meant he would have a chance to beat Targetman and save his friends, he would do it.

With a sigh, Cyclone turned around and walked behind Targetman, making sure to stay out of his sight. Grabbing his Kunai firmly, Cyclone waited for the timer to finish, watching out of the corner of his eye as it went down to 10 seconds … 9 seconds … 8 … 7 … 6 … 5 …

The last five seconds flashed by in an instant and the timer ended. Cyclone emerged from the world of darkness behind Targetman. At the same time, he heard Targetman’s bullet hit the street where he had been kneeling less than a minute ago and Targetman said, “What the—? Where did he go?”

“I’m right here,” said Cyclone as loudly as he could.

Targetman whirled around to face Cyclone, but before he could do anything, Cyclone jumped forward and jammed his Kunai into Targetman’s throat as hard as he could.

Targetman choked as blood exploded out of his throat, getting all over Cyclone’s hands and face. His Health bar dropped in half as this notification popped up in Cyclone’s view:

Critical Hit on Targetman’s Weak Point!

Before Cyclone could fully process that notification, Targetman lashed out and slapped Cyclone off him. Yanking his Kunai out of Targetman’s throat, Cyclone staggered backward. Targetman’s slap had hurt, but not quite as bad as his previous few attacks, taking off about 1% of his overall Health, although that didn’t change the fact that his face hurt.

But Cyclone forgot about his own pain as he watched Targetman struggle to survive.

Targetman staggered backward, clutching his bleeding throat and making all sorts of awful choking noises. Blood rushed down his open throat onto his chest. His Health bar was dropping rapidly, almost too fast for Cyclone’s eyes to follow.

Targetman reached down toward the pouches on his belt—likely where his Health Drinks were—but then paused as his Health bar hit zero.

With one final gasp of breath, Targetman collapsed onto the street in a slowly widening pool of his own blood. He twitched once or twice before stopping, his body as still as stone.


CHAPTER FORTY

 

Pulling off our plan would be hard without being able to communicate, either verbally or through the Team Chat. But I knew that Busker and Stetho had both seen what happened to the spoon I tossed at the laser bars. They were smart enough to realize what that meant for us and our chances of escape. It would still be risky, but my life had been one risk after another ever since I found myself in Capes Online what seemed like a lifetime ago now. What was another risk?

Standing up, I walked over to the bars, my empty food bowl in hand. Stopping in front of the bars, I looked at Busker and Stetho. Busker sat on the floor of his cell, his cuffed hands sitting in his lap, while Stetho leaned against the wall of his, a look of annoyance on his face. But when both of them looked at me, I nodded once and they nodded back in understanding. They knew what I was going to do. It was just going to take a little bit of timing and effort on my part.

Taking a deep breath, I threw the bowl between the bars of the cell. Luckily, my bowl was thin enough to fly through the bars without getting cut in half and smacked into the back of the head of the Soldier—whose name was Marcus—standing in front of my cell.

The bowl broke harmlessly against his helmet, but Marcus whirled around anyway to face me, an annoyed scowl appearing underneath his bushy mustache. “Did you throw that bowl at me?”

I shrugged. “I don’t see anyone else in this cell, do you?”

Marcus’ eyes narrowed from behind the clear visor of his helmet. “Are you trying to be funny with me?”

“No,” I said. “I’m just stating the obvious.”

Marcus’ eyes narrowed even further. “Ha, ha, funny guy. Keep telling those jokes. Heard the Chief likes humor, so maybe if you make him laugh, he’ll decide to let you go.”

“Nah, comedy isn’t my thing,” I said. “Personally, I just take great joy in trolling with bucket heads like you. Your helmet does look like a bucket, doesn’t it?”

“It looks nothing at all like a bucket,” said Marcus with a growl, although I noticed he self-consciously adjusted his helmet when he said that. “And why do you care, anyway? You’re not long for this world. Or any world, for that matter.”

“But that’s exactly why I can say anything I want to you,” I said. “If I am going to die anyway, what does it matter if I die at your hands or at the hands of your boss? Same difference.”

“Well, if you think I’m going to kill you, you’ve got another thing coming,” said Marcus, turning away from me again. “Chief Springjack didn’t give me permission to kill you. I’m only supposed to make sure you don’t escape your cell.”

“Seems kind of pointless, given how these Inhibitors keep me from using my Powers and these laser bars are hot enough to cut metal in half,” I said, gesturing at the bars. “Where would I run off to, anyway?”

“Stop asking stupid questions,” Marcus snapped. “I’m not here to socialize with you, so shut your trap and wait for your fate like a good prisoner.”

“I’m not a good prisoner and frankly I don’t want to be,” I said. “But I get it. You’re frustrated because your boss—who is kind of an a-hole—gave you guard duty.”

“You don’t understand anything, prisoner,” said Marcus, although I heard a slight tremble in his voice when he spoke. “Other than how to end up in prison with your very life on the line.”

“Trust me, I do understand,” I said. “Back in the real world, I was a police officer. Not for very long—just a day or so—but at the academy, I learned that many police officers think of guard duty as low-class drudge work. Not sure how it’s viewed here in the Junkyard, but I’m going to guess it’s pretty similar.”

“It’s not the most exciting job, I will admit that, but it is my job and I will do it to the best of my ability,” said Marcus. “Until Chief Springjack himself personally gives me orders to do something else.”

“Like mop the floors?” I said. “Clean the toilets? You don’t strike me as being a particularly high-ranking Soldier.”

Marcus whirled around to glare at me, his hands gripping his rifle more tightly than ever. “My rank doesn’t matter. All that matters is following orders.”

“If you really believed that, you wouldn’t be so angry, now would you?” I said. “I get it. You’re close to the bottom of the Corps’ hierarchy, if not at the bottom, and that kind of bites at you. Maybe you’re frustrated by the fact that you’ve done everything ‘right’ and still aren’t as high up in the ranks as you’d like to be. But there’s no reason to get angry at me about it.”

Marcus’ eye twitched. Looked like I was getting to him. I noticed the other two Soldiers were listening. They didn’t look any happier than Marcus, but perhaps they needed an extra push to make this a bit more personal for all of them.

“And hey, you’re not even alone down here,” I said. I gestured at the other two guards. “These guys are stuck in the same situation as you. At least the three of you can be good little low-ranking drones together. Friendship really can make even the worst situations … bearable, at least.”

That did it. The other two guards—Larry and Robert, based on their nametags—moved forward. The three Soldiers held a brief but furious discussion among themselves, whispering too lowly for me to make out what they were saying. Based on their angry tones, I suspected it probably had something to do with what I just said about them.

Finally, Marcus looked at me and said, “You know what, prisoner? We might not be allowed to kill you, but that doesn’t mean we have to put up with your crap. As prison guards, we have full authority to use however much force we deem fit to subdue prisoners.”

“Subdue?” I said. “What is there to subdue? I’m not even trying to fight you guys.”

Marcus wagged a finger at me disapprovingly. “Ah, but the Chief doesn’t have to know that. All we need to say is that you tried to fight us when we put you in your cell and so had to use force to subdue you, otherwise you would have gotten away and caused the Corps all kinds of trouble.”

“And the other guys who brought you in here will definitely not bother to correct our story,” Larry added with a chuckle. “Soldiers stick together no matter what.”

I gulped. A quick Scan of the three Soldiers showed me that Marcus was Level 34, Larry was Level 35, and Robert was Level 34 as well. Not too much higher-leveled than me, but it did mean that they could probably give me a hard time if they so chose.

But I had a plan and the plan would only work if I could get all three of the Soldiers fixed solely on me. As long as they focused on me and me alone, they wouldn’t pay any attention to what Busker and Stetho were doing until it was too late for them to do anything about it.

Still chuckling to himself, Marcus opened the door to my cell and entered with Larry and Robert following closely behind. I stepped backward until I hit the back wall and fell onto my cot, doing my best to look as helpless as I could in order to disarm the three Soldiers.

Luckily, none of them seemed to suspect a thing. In an instant, they had me surrounded. Larry grabbed me and tossed me out of my cot onto the floor. As soon as I hit the floor, the kicking began. Marcus kicked me in the gut, Larry in the back, and Robert wherever he could, but pretty soon I couldn’t tell who was kicking me where. Thick steel-toed boots came from every direction at once, striking me over and over again, forcing me to curl into a ball just to defend myself. But that didn’t stop my Health bar from slowly but steadily draining with each sharp kick from the three Soldiers, who laughed and jeered at me with every kick.

Although this was far from the worst pain I’d ever been in, getting repeatedly kicked over and over again still hurt a lot. I managed to keep my private parts safe, but the rest of my body was fair game. My instincts told me to get up and fight, but in order for the plan to work, I needed to keep these guys as distracted as I could for as long as possible.

Of course, given all of the pain I was going through, I was now starting to question the wisdom of that plan. But it was too late to change now. I just forced myself to focus, knowing that soon it would pay off, although how soon I couldn’t say.

A particularly sharp kick to the back of the head made me groan in pain, causing Larry to laugh and say, “Ha! What’s the matter? Does little baby snowflake hurt? Huh? How much does this hurt?”

Larry kicked me in the back, earning another groan from me and a laugh from Larry, while Robert said, “My turn, my turn! I’m going to kick him in the—”

I never did get to figure out where Robert was going to kick me because, at that precise moment, his head exploded into a column of fire.

Robert screamed in agony, while Marcus and Larry backed away in shock and fear. Robert’s screams were distorted by the flames around his head, the flames growing so hot and loud that soon I couldn’t even hear his screams anymore.

“What the hell happened to Robert?” said Marcus. He looked down at me suddenly. “Is this your doing, prisoner?”

“Actually, bro, that would be my doing,” said a familiar chill voice from the doorway.

All of us looked over to see my younger brother, Busker Burn, standing in the doorway of my cell, his usual confident smile on his lips. He held up his hand like he had just snapped his fingers, the tips of his fingers still smoking slightly.

“What the—?” said Marcus. “How did you escape? Where is your Inhibitor?”

With a flourish, Busker pulled out something from behind his back and tossed it at the Soldiers’ feet. “Oh, you mean this? I broke it.”

‘Broke it’ was a mild way of putting it. The chain connecting the Inhibitor’s cuffs had been sliced cleanly in half. The collar part was smoking slightly as well, as if it had been on fire just recently and still hadn’t entirely gotten out.

“How did you break your Inhibitor?” said Larry in shock. “No one has ever successfully escaped from an Inhibitor before.”

“It was all part of the plan,” said Busker. He gestured at the laser bars of my cage. “While Winter distracted you guys with his awesome trash talk, Stetho and I used the laser bars of our cells to cut up our Inhibitors. As it turns out, they’re pretty fragile things. Break one part and suddenly the inhibiting part of the Power Inhibitor doesn’t work nearly as well anymore. Or at all, actually.”

Marcus glared down at me. “So you were trying to distract us. I knew it.”

“You knew it, but still fell for my ploy anyway?” I said with a smirk. “You really are that dumb, aren’t you?”

Marcus growled and immediately pointed his rifle at my face, but Busker fired another small firebolt that went through Marcus’ chest. Marcus dropped his gun and collapsed onto the ground not even one second later, causing this notification to pop up in my view:

[Junkyard Corps Soldier Marcus] has died!

That left only Larry, who, perhaps being a bit smarter than Marcus, pointed his rifle at Busker. “One more step and I’ll blow your head off. I’ll do it. I swear.”

“Hit me with your best shot, dude,” said Busker, spreading his arms wide. “It’s been a while since someone used me for target practice. I’ll even let you hit me for free if you want.”

Larry just aimed and shot his laser rifle, but Busker hopped out of the way and fired another fire bolt. But Larry ducked and then rushed out of the cell past a confused Busker, yelling, “Alert! The prisoners have escaped their cells! The prisoners have—”

A loud, sickening crunch interrupted Larry and a moment later a dull thud on the floor told me that Larry had likely fallen over. For a moment, however, I wasn’t sure who could have beaten Larry, seeing as Busker and I were still in my cell.

Then, in the next moment, Stetho appeared in the doorway, dragging the unconscious Larry by the collar of his suit, and said, in a slightly sardonic voice, “Sorry I’m late. I just had to take out the trash first.”


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

 

You have killed [Anti-Hero Targetman]! +35,000 EXP! Congrats!

Cyclone’s eyes widened so much they almost fell out of their sockets when he read that notification. For a moment, he was sure he must have misread that or maybe that it was actually some kind of glitch.

But then he got the following notifications in rapid succession:

You have Leveled up x2! +4 Stat Points and +2 Power Points!

You are now Level 17. EXP to next Level: 12,344.

Cyclone’s eyes widened even more than he thought possible, to the point where it felt like they were straining against his skull. He had earned enough EXP from killing Targetman to level up twice, which should have filled him with happiness, but instead it just filled his very soul with unimaginable dread.

I killed him, Cyclone thought. How did I kill a player ten times my Level? Is that really the power of the Ninja Class? Or is it the result of the Ninjutsu Armor.

Vaguely, Cyclone recalled Yama-sama telling him earlier that a complete set of Ninjutsu Armor, combined with the Ninja Class itself, provided all kinds of unknown and hidden bonuses to the one who could assemble it. Perhaps the Ninjutsu Armor increased the power of certain Ninja-related attacks and Skills he had?

Regardless, Cyclone watched as Targetman’s body disappeared into thin air to respawn back in Targetman’s Base, wherever that was. Targetman would then be stuck in his Base for at least an hour, after which time he would be allowed to leave his Base and do what he pleased.

And something tells me that he is going to be really pleased to kill me in revenge for what I did to him, Cyclone thought. And I am not sure he’ll fall for the same trick twice.

“Cyclone!” came Spiritus’ voice above. “Are you okay?”

Startled, Cyclone looked up just in time to see Spiritus, Sally, Recover, and Hop—all in transparent incorporeal forms courtesy of Spiritus’ weird ghostly Power—hovering down toward him from the roof of the building above. He quickly stepped aside, giving them space to land, and as soon as they did, Spiritus let go of their hands and everyone became corporeal again.

“Oh, hey, guys,” said Cyclone, smiling nervously as the female Heroes as they dusted themselves off. “I didn’t expect you guys to get down here so quickly.”

“It wasn’t that hard,” said Spiritus dismissively. “Anyway, did you really kill Targetman? From above, it looked like he died and we even got a notification telling us he died, but—”

“But that’s impossible,” said Recover. She looked from Cyclone to the spot where Targetman’s body had been lying mere moments before, her lips twisted into a frown. “Downright impossible. A Sidekick shouldn’t be able to kill a player like Targetman. Something is really wrong here.”

“I got lucky,” said Cyclone defensively. “I hit him in his Weak Point and got a Critical Hit. What’s so weird about that?”

“Even if you got a Critical Hit on his Weak Point, the level difference between you two should have meant he would survive the attack,” Spiritus pointed out. “After all, your normal attacks barely scratched him before. I don’t see how you should have been able to kill him even taking those factors into consideration.”

“Does it really matter?” said Sally, putting her hands on her hips. “As long as Cyclone killed Targetman, I don’t see why you guys are so obsessed over whether it’s ‘realistic’ or not. I mean, we’re in a freaking video game about superheroes, for God’s sake. I think realism and believability went out the window a long time ago.”

“Just because Capes Online is a game doesn’t mean it’s irrelevant or dumb,” said Recover, folding her arms in front of her chest. “It’s even weirder coming from you. I mean, this game is your life now, isn’t it? Just like how this game is Winter’s life.”

“I’m just saying that we should be grateful Cy managed to kill a very dangerous guy who wanted to kill us all,” said Sally, “but hey, if you think that means I’m just saying Capes Online doesn’t matter, then whatever. Interpret what I say as you wish.”

“Before you two tear each other’s heads off, maybe you need to realize that we’re still not home free yet,” said Hop without looking up from her phone. “Targetman didn’t come alone, did he? And Dillo and Brawn are still missing. So before we waste precious time arguing with each other about dumb crap, maybe we should focus on getting out of here first.”

“And we can’t forget that the Task Force isn’t going to be happy that I killed one of their best members,” Cyclone added. “Which is why I am freaking out. If they hated me before, I’m probably public enemy number one for the whole group now. I wouldn’t be surprised if they sent all of their members after me to avenge Targetman.”

“Both of you make good points,” said Spiritus. “That just emphasizes the importance of getting out of here, but first, we need to find Dillo and—”

Spiritus was interrupted when two large figures suddenly burst through a couple of windows on the second floor. The two figures crashed down onto the street just a few feet away from Cyclone and the others, allowing Cyclone to see that they were Dillo and Brawn.

The two male Heroes had definitely seen better days. Dillo’s armor was riddled with bullet holes, most likely from his previous fight with Targetman, while Brawn was cut and bleeding in several places, not to mention had a rather ugly black eye. The two of them also had less than 10% Health left each, which Cyclone thought was surprisingly good, given the enemies they had been fighting.

“Brawn, Dillo!” said Recover, taking a step toward them. “No!”

Before Recover could get any closer, Mimetime jumped out of one of the upper floor windows and landed on the street in their path. He then stood up to his full height, his white-painted face twisted into an angry scowl. Even worse, his Health bar was nearly full and he didn’t seem even remotely winded from his fight with Brawn.

“Uh oh,” said Cyclone. “I think he knows what I did to Targetman.”

“You think?” said Spiritus sarcastically. “Look, you got lucky with Targetman, but there’s no way we can beat Mimetime, too. We need to retreat.”

“To where?” said Recover, looking to the left and right. “Mimetime is standing in front of our only escape route.”

Recover was correct. The alleyway behind the abandoned apartment building was closed off on both sides by neighboring buildings. The only way out was forward, but with Mimetime standing in front of them, it meant that they would have to fight him in order to escape. Given how Mimetime stood with his arms folded in front of his chest like he was a security guard, Cyclone doubted their chances of defeating Mimetime were especially high.

“If we can’t beat Mimetime, then what can we do?” asked Sally. “Run?”

“We could use the Teleportation Disk that the Ninja Guild gave us,” said Recover. She looked at Cyclone. “Cy, you still have it on you, don’t you?”

Cyclone glanced at his inventory and nodded. “Yeah, but we’re only supposed to use it in emergencies.”

“And this isn’t an emergency?” said Recover. She slapped her forehead. “Then what is?”

“We may very well have to use it,” said Spiritus, glancing at Mimetime, “if indeed it’s our only way out of here. Although it is weird how Mimetime is just standing there. He’s not even moving.”

Now that Spiritus mentioned it, Cyclone realized she was right. Mimetime had been standing very still since he had emerged from the apartment building. He stood in the very middle of the alley, glaring at them as if daring Cyclone and the others to try to attack him. It seemed suspicious to Cyclone. The Task Force members were not known for their passivity when dealing with glitches. So what was Mimetime waiting for?

That was when Cyclone noticed something out of the corner of his eye. Looking to Mimetime’s left, Cyclone saw a discarded candy wrapper—a wrapper belonging to the TWISTY BLACK candy brand created by Synth Group, which Cyclone recognized because it was his favorite—slowly but surely moving toward them of its own accord.

At first, Cyclone assumed it was the wind blowing it along, but the wrapper’s subtle, but consistent movement didn’t seem like the movement of the wind. He also realized that the wind wasn’t blowing at all, meaning that something else was moving the wrapper somehow. None of the women, who were arguing with each other about whether to use the Teleportation Disk to escape or whether to take their chances and try to fight their way past Mimetime, seemed to even notice.

Without warning, Cyclone got this notification all of a sudden:

Skill Level Up: Perception [Level 3]. You are now 10% more likely to notice small or subtle details that would escape the attention of most people. Continue to level up this Skill in order to increase your awareness of the secrets in your surroundings around you!

As nice as it was to get a Skill level up, it didn’t help him answer why the candy wrapper was moving on its own. It looked like the wrapper was being pushed along by something invisible, but that didn’t make any sense because Cyclone didn’t see anything.

But if the thing pushing the wrapped is actually invisible, then, of course, I wouldn’t be able to see it, Cyclone thought. Wait a minute. Invisible …

Cyclone quickly focused on the empty air between himself and Mimetime and Scanned it, earning him this information:

Moving Invisible Wall

Material: Solid Thought

An impenetrable wall crafted from thought itself. It’s more solid than brick but far less corporeal, making it ideal for trapping potential criminals who might try to run away from you after committing a crime.

Unlike the normal version of the Invisible Wall, this version moves slowly but surely forward at all times. It is impossible to stop without knocking out the creator and it will crush the target just as easily as if it were made out of brick and mortar.

“Uh, girls?” said Cyclone, looking at the arguing women. “You might want to stop arguing for a moment to check out this wall.”

“Wall?” said Spiritus, tearing her attention away from the other women to look at Cyclone. “What wall?”

Cyclone pointed forward. “The Invisible Wall. You know, the one that is going to crush us in a few minutes?”

All of the women looked over in the direction of the Moving Invisible Wall for a moment before looks of shock and horror spread across their faces. Even Hop, who was normally unflappable, looked terrified by the Wall. Cyclone guessed the ladies had Scanned it like he had and so had gotten to read its flavor text.

“Is this for real?” said Recover in disbelief. “A Moving Invisible Wall? Where did that come from?”

“Mimetime,” said Spiritus, tightly gripping her scythe. “He must have somehow created it while we were distracted. I didn’t see his hands move, but this Power is well within the capabilities of his Class.”

“Is there anything we can do to stop it?” said Sally, taking a step back. “Anything at all?”

Cyclone shook his head slowly. “You read the flavor text, Sally. It can’t be stopped by anything. Which means that we are all going to die. Horribly.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

 

As it turned out, Stetho did not, in fact, kill Larry, although Larry looked pretty dead for a moment there. He had simply knocked out the guard and, with help from me and Busker, stripped Larry of all of his Equipment and Weapons before sitting him on my now-empty cot. Although Larry’s Equipment was interesting—a Giga Laser Rifle capable of blasting holes through solid steel, an Advanced Techno Armor that increased Defense by 10—but unfortunately it was all Class-exclusive Equipment, meaning that we couldn’t equip it since none of us were Junkyard Corps Soldiers. We could Equip their uniforms, oddly enough, but we didn’t get any special Powers or bonuses if we did.

But we split the loot among ourselves anyway. Way I saw it, I might be able to sell some of this stuff back in Capes Online for a good price. Genuine Junkyard Corps Equipment and Weaponry had to be extremely rare in the main game, given how Junkyard Corps Soldiers only existed in the Junkyard. Could probably make a solid mint off this stuff.

“I wonder how much this stuff goes for on the Marketplace,” I said, turning Larry’s Giga Laser Rifle over in my hands. “Looks pricey.”

“Probably for enough money to buy a new Base,” said Busker. He was examining a Junkyard Corps Soldier Helmet, looking at it from multiple angles like an antique collector looking for any imperfections on a potential piece for his collection. “I don’t remember seeing any of this stuff on the Marketplace the last time I checked, so it’s probably really valuable. Sucks we can’t equip it, though.”

I shrugged. “Yeah, but frankly I like money a lot better than Equipment. I’m not exactly hurting for money at the moment, but it never hurts to have more.”

“Agreed,” said Busker. “So what are we waiting for? Let’s go find Eagle Eye.”

Busker turned to leave my cell, but then Stetho held up a hand and said, “Wait. We can’t leave just yet.”

“Why not?” I said, looking at Stetho. “There’s nothing else for us to do here. We killed all of the guards except for Larry here. We need to keep moving.”

“I know, but we still have Larry here,” said Stetho, gesturing at the unconscious Soldier. “Despite being a low-level grunt, he probably knows the Floating Fortress better than us. He might even be able to tell us where Eagle Eye is.”

“Come on, man,” said Busker in annoyance. He gestured at the open doorway. “We know that Eagle Eye is somewhere here in the dungeons. Let’s just check every cell until we find her.”

“Busker, you know that is false,” said Stetho with a shake of his head. “If Eagle Eye was here, we would have seen her somewhere in one of the other cells on our way down here. As it is, all of the cells were empty, which means Eagle Eye is somewhere else.”

“You don’t think she’s dead, do you?” I asked worriedly. “They were planning to kill her, weren’t they?”

“We don’t know what they were planning to do with her, but I doubt they killed her yet,” said Stetho. “I have a feeling Springjack would have told us if they had killed Eagle Eye, if only to crush our spirits. The fact that he hasn’t and still acts like she is alive suggests to me that Eagle Eye must be somewhere on board this airship. And Larry here is probably one of the few people who can point us in her direction.”

I had to admit that Stetho’s logic was sound. Like Busker, I generally liked to head out right away and not waste any time that could be spent on saving Eagle Eye, but I had to bow to Stetho’s reasoning. Besides, I doubted we would lose that much time. Larry didn’t strike me as being a particularly tough guy.

“Fine,” said Busker in a slightly sulky voice. “But hurry. We don’t have all day, dude.”

Stetho nodded and then looked down at the unconscious Larry. Without missing a beat, Stetho raised his hand and slapped Larry flat across the face hard enough to knock a couple of Health points off of Larry’s Health Bar.

It also woke Larry up. The Soldier’s eyes shot open and he groaned in pain. He tried to sit up, but Stetho forced him down and growled, “Don’t move, Soldier. One false move and I’ll take your life just as surely as I will save it.”

Larry opened his mouth, most likely to insult Stetho, but then he looked down at his body and saw that he was only wearing his green boxers and a white tank top. He looked around wildly for his Equipment until I hefted his Giga Laser Rifle and said, “Looking for this?”

“Hey, that’s my gun!” Larry said. “Give me back my gun, you little thief!”

“Sorry, but I think I’m going to hang onto it for a little while longer,” I said as I put his Rifle back into my inventory. “I don’t think you’re going to need it for a very long time.”

“Plus, I wouldn’t go around calling random people ‘thieves,’ dude,” said Busker. He summoned a small but bright fireball on the tip of his finger. “Although I’ve got great control over my Powers, my fireballs have been known to occasionally go places I don’t mean to go. Like in the faces of guys who insult my older bro, for example.”

Fortunately, Larry seemed to get the point. He stopped struggling against Stetho’s hands and lay flat on his back on my cot, although he was clearly not pleased by the reversal of his situation. Still, it would have to do for now.

“What do you want from me?” said Larry. “Money? I ain’t got none of that. Barely paid enough as is, so if you want more—”

“We don’t want your money,” said Stetho without missing a beat. “We want information. Specifically, information on a certain prisoner your fellow Soldiers arrested not very long ago. Can you give us that information?”

“If you can’t, that’s okay,” said Busker in the same casual tone as before, “just like how I can’t always control my fireballs sometimes.”

Busker said that while bouncing the fireball in the palm of his hand, sending it up and down with an easy, swift motion. At the same time, he also gave off the impression that he might accidentally drop the fireball a couple of times, and indeed more than once he nearly did, although I was under the impression this was just an act he was putting on to scare Larry.

Must have worked, because Larry said, in a slightly panicked voice, “Okay, fine, I’ll tell you whatever I know. Just please don’t kill me. Please?”

It was funny how quickly Larry went from trash-talking us to begging for our mercy in less time than it took to cook a can of beans in the microwave, but I just nodded and said, “Fine. We’ll spare your life as long as you honestly answer all of our questions.”

Larry sighed in relief. “Sure, sure, whatever you want. I’m not loyal to the Corps. Don’t really care for them myself. Just signed up because I thought it might be fun.”

“Good to know,” said Stetho. “Now, tell us about the demographics of the Junkyard Corps. Are you mostly players or mostly NPCs?”

“Players,” said Larry quickly. “All of us are players working for SI Games. They’ve tried recruiting NPCs before, but NPCs don’t respawn when they die and they were considered more trouble than they’re worth, so the Junkyard Corps are all players.”

I glanced at the splatter of gore on the floor where Marcus had been lying moments before. “You mean Marcus and Robert are going to respawn?”

“Yeah, but it works a little differently for us than it does for normal players,” said Larry. “All Junkyard Corps Soldiers who die are sent back to the Barracks for respawn. Like you guys, we can’t leave the Barracks, though we’re only stuck for half an hour rather than a full hour.”

“Can you still message people from the Barracks?” I said, thinking about how, if I were Marcus, I would send a message to Chief Springjack himself if I got myself killed by a prisoner I was supposed to keep an eye on.

“Yeah, but don’t worry about that,” said Larry. “Junkyard Corps Soldiers can only receive messages while in the Barracks. They can’t actually send or reply to any messages until their respawn time is up.”

“Huh,” I said. “That sounds like a weird restriction to me. Normal players can still message players from our Bases.”

“Actually, we can’t, bro,” said Busker, shaking his head. “We can receive and read messages, but we can’t reply during our respawn period.”

“We can’t?” I said, looking at Busker in confusion. “I thought we could.”

“Have you ever even tried to send messages to other players after a respawn, bro?” said Busker. “’Cause I have and it doesn’t work.”

Now that I thought about it, I never had tried to message anyone after I respawned in my Base. Typically I would message people after I left my Base. It was a small thing, but it was another reminder of just how big Capes Online was and how I was probably always going to be learning something new about it.

“So we do not have to worry about Marcus or Robert messaging Springjack or any of the other higher-ups?” said Stetho.

“Yeah,” said Larry, “but someone will be down very soon to check up on us, probably to take over our shifts.” Larry smiled. “So you guys are going to get screwed pretty soon.”

“I doubt it,” said Stetho. “Now, tell us about the other prisoner on board this ship, Eagle Eye. Have you heard of her?”

Larry furrowed his brow. “Eagle Eye … Eagle Eye … Nope, can’t say I have. What does she look like?”

Busker held out his hand and a 3D holographic model of Eagle Eye appeared in the palm of his hand. “She looks like this. Ring a bell?”

Larry narrowed his eyes and nodded. “Yeah, I think I remember seeing that chick when they first brought her aboard a while ago. The other guards took her down here, but then they moved her later on the Chief’s direct orders.”

“They moved her?” said Busker, leaning in closer. “Where?”

Larry gestured with his head toward the ceiling. “They moved her up to the Chief’s personal cells on the top floor.”

“The Chief’s personal cells?” I said. “As in, jail cells?”

“Bingo,” said Larry. “Whenever we get a particularly important prisoner on board the Floating Fortress, the Chief has ‘em put inside a set of personal cells opposite his bedroom door. The cells up there are supposedly stronger and more secure than the ones in the dungeons and are easier for the Chief to keep an eye on.”

“I wasn’t under the impression that Springjack ever sullied his hands with dealing with the prisoners,” said Stetho, scratching his chin.

Larry shrugged. “He doesn’t normally, but like I said, that chick is a special case. I think he was afraid she might be able to break out of the dungeons on her own or something. I’m not sure.”

I tapped my chin. “So if you are telling the truth, then Eagle Eye should still be up there even as we speak, right?”

“Should be,” said Larry, “but I never handled the chick and so don’t know for sure. She was alive the last I checked, but it’s always possible that’s changed since then. The Chief ain’t exactly known for his merciful nature around these parts.”

Busker’s hands shook when Larry said that. Busker looked like he was sick to his stomach, which I could understand. If Sally had been in the hands of a dangerous man like Springjack for unknown reasons, I would probably react exactly the same way. I didn’t even want to imagine what Springjack might be doing to Eagle Eye. If he was as cruel as Larry made him out to be, then that just made it more urgent than ever that we rescue Eagle Eye.

Busker must have been thinking the same thing, because he said, “What are we waiting for? Now that we know where Eagle is, I say we take the fight to the Chief himself. Teach him a lesson he’ll never forget.”

“And get ourselves killed?” Stetho question. He shook his head. “Sorry, Busker, but rushing to the upper levels as is would be suicide now. The Junkyard Corps Soldiers outnumber us five to one. If we run up there now with no plan, then we’ll just get ourselves killed.”

“Stetho’s right,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “And if you and I get killed, then we won’t respawn.”

Busker bit his lower lip. “But what are we supposed to do, then? We can’t sit around here forever waiting for the Junkyard Corps to let Eagle Eye go on their own.”

“That is because we are not,” said Stetho. He gestured at Larry. “Larry here will answer a few more of our questions about the Floating Fortress and the Junkyard Corps, won’t you, Larry?”

Larry gulped. “Um, and why would I do that?”

“So you can help us figure out a plan of attack against all your former allies, of course,” said Stetho with a grin. “Now get talking. Tell us everything you know about the Floating Fortress, the Junkyard Corps, and everything else. And if you lie to us even once … well, let’s just say you won’t get a chance to tell another lie ever again.”


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

 

Cyclone estimated that the Moving Invisible Wall was about fifty feet away from them now. He based this estimation off of the Twisty Black candy wrapper that slowly but surely moved with the Wall. The candy wrapper was in some ways the herald of the Wall, showcasing just how little time they had left before it crushed them all.

“It’s going to crush us?” said Sally. “Are you sure about that?”

“Yeah,” said Cyclone, nodding, never taking his eyes off of the candy wrapper. “That’s what the Scan flavor text said, anyway, and Scan is never wrong.”

“He’s right,” said Spiritus. “I’ve heard of this Power before. Once Mimetime sets his Moving Invisible Wall into motion, it won’t stop until it crushes us or we defeat Mimetime.”

“Couldn’t we just fly over it?” said Sally, pointing up at the sky overhead. “Surely it must stop somewhere, right?”

“We could, but I’m the only one with Flight here and I can’t possibly carry all of you guys myself,” said Cyclone. He looked at Spiritus. “Spiritus, can you use your Intangibility to get us all through it?”

Spirits, however, shook her head. “No. For one, I would only be able to take five of us through at a time. And two, I am not sure how well Intangibility works on Invisible Walls. I’ve heard that Invisible Walls can stop even Intangible beings, which is what makes them such effective defensive barriers. It’s entirely possible that my Powers won’t work here.”

Cyclone bit his lower lip. “Then we’ll just have to use the Teleportation Disk. It’s our only way of escape.”

Cyclone pulled the Teleportation Disk out of his inventory, but when he tried to use it, an error message popped up:

ERROR. Teleportation Disk must be activated first before it can be used.

“Huh?” said Cyclone, turning the Teleportation Disk over. “It says here that the Teleportation Disk needs to be activated first before it can be used. What does that mean?”

“I have no idea,” said Spiritus. “I’ve never even heard of a Teleportation Disk needing to be activated before use. Are you sure that’s what it says?”

“Sure as sunshine,” said Cyclone. He held up the Teleportation Disk for the others to see. “Anyone know how to activate this?”

All of the women shook their heads, causing Cyclone to lower the Teleportation Disk in despair.

“That means we’re screwed, doesn’t it?” said Sally.

“Yep,” said Hop without looking up from her phone. “It was nice knowing you all. Maybe we can get together again sometime after we respawn.”

Cyclone, however, shook his head. “No, it’s not the end. We can still do this. Somehow, I know we can.”

But even as Cyclone said that, he noticed that the Moving Invisible Wall was now thirty feet away and still moving. It seemed to be moving even faster than before, but that might have just been Cyclone’s eyes playing tricks on him.

Regardless of how fast it is moving, the point is that we are going to die if we don’t do something quick, Cyclone thought. He looked over at Dillo and Brawn, who both still lay unconscious a few feet away. Poor Dillo and Brawn. They tried so hard to help only to get beaten to a pulp for their trouble. And they’re going to die like the rest of us once that Wall crushes us.

But seeing Dillo and Brawn suddenly made an idea pop into Cyclone’s head. He looked at Recover and said, “Recover, can you heal Dillo and Brawn?”

“Uh, sure,” said Recover, apparently taken aback by Cyclone’s abrupt question. “Why?”

“You’ll see,” said Cyclone. “And give them Stat Boosts as well, as many as you can. Quickly because we don’t have much time.”

Recover, luckily, did not question Cyclone’s commands. She just turned to face Dillo and Brawn and, raising her hands, cast a golden aura over them, followed by a silvery aura indicating that she had boosted their Stats. Hop, surprisingly enough, joined her, casting similar Stat Boosts to Dillo.

Then Cyclone looked at Spiritus and said, “You said your Intangibility can’t work on the Moving Invisible Wall, right?”

“Right,” said Spiritus. “At least, I think so.”

“Okay, but that doesn’t mean it can’t work on the wall behind us, right?” said Cyclone, pointing at the building they stood in front of. “Could you possibly vanish into there? And take Sally with you?”

Spiritus tilted her head to the side. “I suppose I could, but why? Do you want me to abandon you and the others?”

Cyclone shook his head. He leaned in and whispered his plan to Spiritus, who immediately nodded and said, “Okay, I like that plan, but it sounds dangerous.”

“Well, it’s what Winter would do if he was in this situation,” said Cyclone. He slapped Spiritus on the shoulder. “Now get Sally to safety. But remember to come back when you’re done.”

Spiritus nodded again before taking Sally by the wrist and, turning them both Intangible, disappeared through the wall behind them. Once they were gone, Cyclone ran over to Dillo and Brawn. The two bulky Heroes were now standing on their own two feet again, rubbing their heads as their bodies glowed a bright silver, an obvious indicator that Recover and Hop’s Stat Boosts had taken effect.

“Are you guys all right?” said Cyclone. “How do you feel?”

“Wonderful,” said Dillo, flexing his large arms. Then he pointed at the Moving Invisible Wall. “But I won’t be for much longer if that Wall crushes us.”

Cyclone patted Dillo on the bicep. “That’s why I need you to dig underneath the Wall and pop up on the other side. You, Brawn, and I are going to attack Mimetime.”

“Attack?” Dillo repeated. “Dude, we tried that already and look at what happened.”

“That’s okay,” said Cyclone, patting Dillo on the back. “I didn’t say we’re going to kill him. Just attack him. Get it?”

Dillo shook his head. “No, I don’t.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter,” said Cyclone. “I just need you to fight, okay? Same with you, Brawn. Don’t worry. I’ve got a plan.”

Both Dillo and Brawn looked more than a little skeptical at Cyclone’s plan, but then Dillo nodded and said, “Fine. I’ll do what I can, but no promises.”

Cyclone nodded in approval before activating Flight and shooting up into the air. He flew up as fast and high as he could and, for a second there, he wasn’t sure he would reach the top of the Moving Invisible Wall before he hit his limit and fell back to the street below.

But then he reached out and grabbed the edge of the Wall. Pulling himself up and over, Cyclone stood on top of the Wall, feeling its movement underneath him, and shouted down at Mimetime, “Hey, Mr. Mime! Look up here!”

Mimetime looked up at Cyclone just as Cyclone fired twin Gusts at him. But Mimetime easily Dodged both Gusts with a backflip, then held up his hands like he was about to fire a gun, aimed the Invisible Gun at Cyclone, and made a motion like he fired. Cyclone felt an Invisible Bullet strike his chest, which caused him to fall over the side of the Invisible Wall face-first.

But Cyclone twisted in midair and landed on the ground just as Dillo and Brawn burst out of a hole in the street they made. The two bulky Heroes pulled themselves out of the hole as Mimetime looked upon them with surprise.

Rising to his feet, Cyclone raised his hands and unleashed two most Gusts of wind, but Mimetime Dodged it by easily jumping to the left. But as soon as he landed, Dillo and Brawn charged toward him. Dillo swiped his massive digging claws at Mimetime, while Brawn threw punch after punch at the Task Force member. Mimetime jumped around erratically, barely managing to avoid their attacks, although Cyclone knew that Mimetime would go on the offense eventually.

Which is why we need to keep him busy, Cyclone thought, gripping his Kunai and rushing toward the battle.

Cyclone jumped into the air and hurtled toward Mimetime just as the mime Hero jumped out of Dillo and Brawn’s reach. Mimetime had just enough time to look up before Cyclone crashed into him feet first, sending Mimetime staggering backward. Landing on his feet, Cyclone slashed at Mimetime with his Kunai, but his knife hit against something solid that he couldn’t see and a quick Scan showed Cyclone that Mimetime had summoned an Invisible Shield.

Mimetime slammed the Shield into his face. The blow knocked Cyclone off his feet and also took off nearly a tenth of his Health, but then Dillo barreled past Cyclone and body-slammed into the Shield hard enough to make Mimetime stagger again. Dillo slashed repeatedly at the Shield, driving Mimetime back by sheer force alone. Mimetime held up his Shield as best as he could, but it was clear that Dillo had him pinned for the moment.

Brawn’s hand suddenly appeared out of nowhere and Brawn said, “Need a hand?”

Cyclone nodded and, taking Brawn’s hand, got to his feet. “Yeah, thanks.”

Without another word, Cyclone jumped into the air and flew over Mimetime and Dillo. Landing behind Mimetime, Cyclone pulled out his Kunai again and slashed at Mimetime’s exposed back.

But before his Kunai could hit, Mimetime thrust out his open palm and another Invisible Shield appeared in his hand. He was now blocking Dillo and Brawn in the front and Cyclone in the back. Which Cyclone found rather impressive because Mimetime didn’t look strong enough to hold back both of their assaults at once.

But it doesn’t matter, Cyclone thought. As long as we can keep him on the defense, then we should win.

Then Mimetime suddenly jumped away from them. Dillo and Brawn staggered forward, their attacks no longer landing on Mimetime’s Shield, while Cyclone looked over at Mimetime, who was now well outside of their reach. He seemed to be watching them carefully, like they were a bunch of snakes that were going to bite him.

“What are you waiting for, dude?” said Cyclone, turning to face Mimetime. “Afraid of a bunch of low-leveled players and Sidekicks?”

Mimetime, of course, said nothing, which Cyclone was starting to find a little irritating. He just smirked.

“So you’re going to smirk now?” said Cyclone. “Why not actually, you know, talk like a man? Seriously, I know some people are more talkative than others, but even really quiet people usually say something.”

Of course, Mimetime didn’t respond to that. He just raised his hands, opened his palms wide, and then slammed them closed.

Immediately, Cyclone felt like he was being crushed in the grip of a giant hand. The air was forced out of his lungs, making him gasp for air, but he was unable to breathe any due to how tightly the Invisible Hand gripped him. A glance to his left showed him that Dillo and Brawn were under similar circumstances, their arms and legs forced together like they were being crushed in the grip of two huge hands.

Cyclone struggled to break free, but the giant Invisible Hand was too powerful for him to break. All he could do was wriggle uselessly in its grasp. A notification appeared in his view just then:

Debuff added: Choking. -1 HP/1 second. Duration: 5 minutes.

I am going to die, Cyclone thought. And so are the other guys, for that matter.

Mimetime’s smirk was as wide as ever. He seemed to be taking great joy in watching them slowly suffocate to death. Cyclone wished he could punch that smirk right off his lips, but all he could do was watch his Health bar rapidly drop. Soon, it would hit zero and then he would die. Dillo and Brawn would last a little while longer thanks to their higher Health and Defense, but even they wouldn’t last for much longer. It all seemed so hopeless.

That is, until Spiritus floated up out of the ground behind Mimetime silently. She looked at him, Dillo, and Brawn for a moment, nodding at him, before she floated up behind Mimetime and rested her skeletal hands on his thin shoulders and gripped them.

Immediately, both Spiritus and Mimetime turned Intangible at the same time. Mimetime looked down at his now ghostly-legs in shock before Spiritus pulled him down into the ground.

And then, without further ado, Mimetime and Spiritus were both gone like whispers on the wind.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

 

“This suit is too tight,” Busker muttered under his breath as we marched through the hallways of the Floating Fortress. “And way too clumsy. Not to mention that this helmet’s visor is kind of awkward to see through, unlike my sunglasses.”

I almost stopped to glare at him, but did not, because at that moment we passed a handful of Junkyard Corps Soldiers talking among themselves. The Soldiers did not appear to notice anything out of the ordinary about us, not sparing us even one glance as they walked past us discussing their drunk adventures the night before.

But once the two Soldiers were sufficiently out of range of our hearing, I whispered back to Busker, “Would you stay quiet? We don’t like these uniforms anymore than you do. Besides, it won’t be long before we can get rid of them, so just take it easy and relax.”

Busker frowned but said nothing in response. I could tell, though, that my words had done nothing to change his opinion on his current uniform. And I had to admit I couldn’t disagree with him too much. Although my Junkyard Corps Soldier uniform fit my body better than his fit his body, that did not mean it was very comfortable. The armor was heavier than what I was used to, especially the belt, which felt almost like a steel chain rather than a belt. I wondered how the Junkyard Corps Soldiers were supposed to move around in this gear. Guess they must have been stronger than I thought.

“Ask Stetho how long it is until we reach Eagle Eye’s cell,” said Busker, keeping his voice low as we passed an office door that appeared to be locked.

I looked to my right. Stetho walked by my side in his own Junkyard Corps Soldier uniform. Unlike us, his uniform seemed to fit him fairly well and he even looked almost natural in it. It wouldn’t surprise me if Stetho, as one of the game’s designers, had personally designed these suits himself or at least helped make them. “Busker wants to know how much longer until we find Eagle Eye.”

“Not much longer now,” said Stetho. He glanced at something I couldn’t see on his wrist. “The map shows that we have one more elevator to go before we’ll reach the top floor where the Chief’s room and personal quarters are.”

I nodded and relayed that information to Busker. My younger brother pursed his lips, but thankfully did not say anything in response. Stetho’s answer must have satisfied him because he went quiet almost immediately, which was unusual for my brother, who talked almost as much as Cy. Even so, I could tell he was almost hyper-aware of his surroundings.

All three of us were, honestly. We were just one misstep away from being found out for who we truly were and having the whole of the Junkyard Corps brought down upon us. Frankly, I was surprised we had made it as far as we had without anyone noticing yet.

Earlier, after we finished interrogating Larry, we stripped him and the bodies of his two companions of their uniforms, which we donned in order to hide our identities from the rest of the Corps. We knew that we lacked the manpower to engage the entirety of the Floating Fortress—which Larry estimated to be about 500 people, mostly players, although a few highly-skilled NPCs tossed in the mix for good measure—in battle, so instead we opted to sneak around until we reach the top floor.

This was harder than you’d think. First off, getting the uniforms to actually fit us was hard. Although we had similar body shapes and sizes to those of the guards we killed, they weren’t a perfect fit and it took a lot of effort on our part to make sure our uniforms appeared to fit our bodies.

Secondly, we were aware that if even one Soldier stopped us and questioned us about who we were and what our orders were, we’d be screwed. We knew very little about the Corps and how it worked. Stetho knew a bit more than me and Busker, but not much more, definitely not enough to be able to pass himself off as someone who worked there. We strove to look as natural as possible and avoid arousing the suspicions of the other Soldiers, which seemed to work because we hadn’t been stopped even once since leaving the dungeons.

Thirdly, there was always the chance that someone might go down to the dungeons and find the bodies of the guards we killed. In Capes Online, the bodies of dead players eventually vanished and respawned in their Bases, but I wasn’t sure if the same rules applied in the Junkyard or not. Regardless, we did our best to hide the bodies, putting them in our empty cells underneath our cots where they would not be easily seen. Even so, it would just take one guy going down there and finding the bodies to ruin our plan.

Which was why we also needed to hurry. We’d made good time so far, heading up floor after floor using information we gained from Larry, who reluctantly explained the quickest and easiest route to the top floor from the dungeons. I had been worried at first that his instructions might be wrong, but luckily for us, we had not run into any traps or other dangers and had made good time so far.

Even so, I didn’t let my guard down. Nor did Busker or Stetho. The three of us knew just how fragile our current situation was. If someone found out who we really were, then we would inevitably have to fight. I didn’t like our odds of fighting—three versus 500 was not exactly what I would call fair—but if we had to fight, then so be it. Better to fight and die than to hide and die, Dad always used to tell me.

The Floating Fortress was even bigger than I thought. I couldn’t get over how spacious the hallways were or how the foyer for the place had a nice custom-made marble fountain and even a coffee bar. We, of course, didn’t use any of the amenities, but it did make me feel at least a little jealous of the guys who got to work here every day. If I had a choice, I would definitely choose to work here. Free coffee every morning at seven in the morning seemed like a good deal to me.

But I’d also seen a fair few scary things, such as an indoor training arena where I saw a particularly bulky Soldier literally tear apart a training dummy with his bare hands. The Soldier had, of course, not noticed us, but it had been a good reminder of what the Corps would do to us if they found out who we really were.

“Here it is,” said Stetho as we came to a stop in front of an elevator. “According to my map of the Floating Fortress, Chief Springjack’s personal quarters are located directly above us, a short ride up this elevator.”

I looked at the closed elevator doors doubtfully. “Is it that easy? Just walk into the elevator and go up to his personal room?”

“It’s not that easy, from what I understand,” said Stetho, stroking his chin. “Larry made it sound like anyone could go up there, but that not just anyone could enter Springjack’s bedroom or cells, among other things.”

“Meaning we might need to force our way into a few rooms when we get there?” I questioned as Stetho pressed the ‘UP’ button on the elevator control panel to our right.

“I’m willing to do whatever it takes to save Eagle Eye,” said Busker, thrusting his hands into the pockets of his pants as we waited for the elevator to descend to our level. “If I have to fight the entire Junkyard Corps myself barehanded to save her, then so be it.”

“With luck, we won’t need to fight anyone,” said Stetho, folding his hands behind his back. “Assuming everything goes well, we should be able to go up to the cells, find Eagle Eye, free her, and then return to Capes Online.”

I chuckled grimly. “It’s never safe to assume anything, my friend. Especially that a plan will go according to, well, plan.”

“I try to think positively,” said Stetho. He looked at Busker. “Have you heard anything from Spiritus recently?”

Busker frowned. “Her last message to me, which is from an hour ago, says that she and some of Winter’s Teammates were going to request the help of a hacker to open a portal to get us out of here. Which is what we planned for before I ended up here, by the way. Not sure how that’s going, but seeing as she hasn’t sent me any new messages since then, I’m going to assume it’s working out.”

I hoped so. It was Spiritus’ job to ensure that we got out of the Junkyard in the first place. If she failed to find a way to get us out of here, then we were screwed even if we successfully broke Eagle Eye out of her cell and fled the Floating Fortress. Without Spiritus’ help, this mission was doomed to failure from the start. And I also hoped that my friends were helping her, especially Cy.

A sudden ding snapped me out of my thoughts and the elevator doors before us opened. I raised one foot to enter, but came to an abrupt stop as soon as I saw the man standing in the elevator.

He was a short, stout Junkyard Corps Soldier, clad in the same black armor as the other Soldiers. He looked a little chubby to me, but also quite strong despite his size. He carried a large RPG on his back and bore the nametag [JUNKYARD CORPS LIEUTENANT REEVES] over his head.

Lieutenant? I seemed to recall Larry explaining the Junkyard Corps hierarchy to us before we killed him. If I remembered correctly, Lieutenants were second only to the Chief in the organization’s hierarchy, which meant we had just walked straight into a guy who probably would kill us if he knew who we were.

Luckily, he did not seem to notice us at first. His attention was on a holographic screen in his hands, but when the elevator doors opened, he raised his head and looked at us in confusion.

“What are you three doing here?” asked Reeves. He had a heavy Jersey accent that was almost impossible to understand.

“Uh—” I said, before Reeves continued speaking.

“Ah, you three must be here in response to the Chief’s summons, right?” said Reeves.

I spared a quick glance with Busker and Stetho for a moment before looking at Reeves again. “The Chief’s summons—?”

“Yeah, you know what I’m talking about,” said Reeves with a wave of his hand. “The Chief sent in a request for three more guards to protect his personal quarters. Are you guys who got assigned to this job?”

“Of course,” said Stetho without missing a beat. “We answered his summons as quickly as we could. I presume that the Chief is in his bedroom?”

“He is,” said Reeves with a nod. “Or was. He was talking about torturing the girl prisoner, the one who thinks she’s a god. Forgot her name—”

“Eagle Eye,” said Busker, seemingly without thinking. “Her name is Eagle Eye.”

I internally cringed. Busker was acting on instinct. I could tell he was getting angrier and angrier with Reeves the more we talked with him, which is why I nudged him with my foot slightly to make him calm down. Last thing we needed was for Busker to go and attack Reeves for no reason and ruin our plan.

“Yeah, that’s it,” said Reeves in a voice that told me he didn’t care one way or another. “Well, if you’re going to get up there, you’ll of course need the Chief’s personal passwords. Here are this week’s codes.”

Reeves pulled out a folded sheet of paper from his pockets and handed it to Stetho, who took it with a bemused look on his older features.

“Paper?” said Stetho, glancing at Reeves. “The Chief keeps his passwords on paper?”

“Yeah, he’s kind of old-fashioned in that way,” said Reeves. “Plus, it’s hard to hack passwords on paper, you know? I don’t really care one way or the other. My shift is nearly over, so if you gentlemen would be so kind as to get out of my way, I would appreciate that.”

The three of us stepped aside, allowing Reeves to pass by us without sparing another glance at us. I found it weird how he just blindly accepted that we were who we said we were. He didn’t even ask for any ID. Perhaps our disguises were better than I thought.

“Well … that was easy,” said Busker when Reeves rounded the corner up ahead and disappeared. “Thought getting the passwords would be harder than that.”

“I thought the same thing,” said Stetho, glancing at the folded up paper in his hands. “But let’s not question when fate throws a few bones our way.”

We hurriedly entered the elevator and Stetho quickly pressed the button labeled ‘TOP.’ As soon as he did, the elevator doors closed and then the elevator itself began to ascend. The three of us stood silently in the elevator, standing ready for whatever awaited us ahead. I was prepared to summon my Ice Daggers if necessary, while I could tell that Busker was just itching to start throwing around fireballs, and even Stetho looked ready to fight.

It wasn’t long before the elevator came to a stop, followed by a soft ding. Then the elevator doors opened … and a loud scream pierced the air.


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

 

As soon as Mimetime disappeared in the ground, the crushing sensation around Cyclone’s body vanished. Cyclone fell down to his hands and knees, panting and breathing hard, sucking in as much sweet air as he could. He had forgotten just how much he loved breathing.

It reminds me of that saying, Cyclone thought, you don’t appreciate what you’ve got ‘til it’s gone or something like that.

Cyclone was pleased to see the Choking debuff was lifted and that his Health—which had fallen to less than half after getting squeezed to near death—was already starting to recover and would likely be full again very soon.

More importantly, however, was that it meant his plan had worked. Spiritus had managed to sneak up on Mimetime and use her Intangibility to get rid of him. Where she sent him and what she was currently doing with him, Cyclone had no idea. He was just glad that Mimetime was gone and would hopefully stay gone for a good long while.

“Geez Louise,” said Dillo. He was also on his hands and knees, his hands balled into fists as he panted hard. “What happened?”

“I saw Spiritus appear behind Mimetime and pull him into the ground,” said Brawn, whose voice sounded weaker than usual. He sat on his behind on the ground, wincing when he touched his right pec. “I don’t know if she killed him or simply took him away.”

“If he was dead, we would have gotten a notification,” said Dillo. He looked at Cyclone all of a sudden. “Hey, do you know where Spiritus took Mimetime?”

“Nope,” said Cyclone, shaking his head. “I have no clue. But I do know that that is exactly what I told her to do.”

“You mean this was all part of your plan?” said Dillo in disbelief.

“Sure,” said Cyclone. He slowly stood up, wincing at the pain in every muscle of his body from getting crushed almost to death. “See, I knew we weren’t strong enough to take down Mimetime through sheer force alone. I knew that our only chance of beating Mimetime was through trickery. So I decided that we would distract Mimetime while Spiritus would sneak up behind him and use her Intangibility Power to make him disappear.”

Dillo looked at the cracked pavement upon which they stood. “I didn’t even know that Intangibility worked that way. I thought it might not affect him, given how high-leveled Mimetime is.”

“I worried about the same thing, but decided it was worth the risk,” said Cyclone. “Although, now that I think about it, I have no idea what Level Spiritus is. Do you?”

Dillo and Brawn both shook their heads, but before they could say anything else, Cyclone heard three sets of feet running toward them. He looked back toward the Invisible Wall and saw Recover, Hop, and Sally running toward them. The female Heroes looked incredibly harried and afraid, especially Sally, who looked like she was about to have a heart attack she was so worried.

“Cyclone, Dillo, Brawn,” said Recover as the three female Heroes stopped several feet away from them. “Are you guys all right? Mimetime’s attack looked horrible.”

“I’ve been through worse,” said Dillo with a grunt. He stood up. “Doubt we’ll have to worry about Mimetime for a while, though, thanks to Spiritus.”

“Does that mean he’s gone?” said Sally, glancing at the spot on the street where Mimetime had been standing. “He’s not coming back?”

“Not anytime soon,” said Spiritus’ disembodied voice.

A second later, Spiritus emerged from the ground like a ghost, coming to a stop a couple of feet off the street, her ghostly robes blowing slightly in the wind.

“Not anytime soon?” Cyclone repeated. “Uh, care to explain?”

Spiritus seemed to smile under her hood. “Intangibility is an interesting Power. With it, I can move people and objects through solid mass. But did you know I don’t have to move them through solid mass entirely?”

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

Spiritus chuckled, a sound that was like a soft winter breeze. “Oh, never mind. Just know that Mimetime is probably going to have to kill himself if he has any hope of getting out of the situation I left him in … assuming the monsters in the Underground don’t eat him first.”

Not for the first time, Cyclone found himself wondering just how Heroic Spiritus was. He supposed that she was technically an Anti-Hero like Busker, but the implications behind what she did to Mimetime seemed to push the boundaries of even Anti-Heroism quite a bit. It just made Cyclone all the more thankful that Spiritus was his friend and not his enemy. Otherwise, he didn’t want to know what she would do to him.

“Does that mean we’re safe from the Task Force now?” asked Sally hopefully.

Spiritus shook her head. “For the moment, but Targetman and Mimetime were not the only Task Force members. I imagine they’re already sending someone—or, most likely, a whole Team of someones—to deal with us. The Task Force has never failed to eliminate a glitch before and I doubt they are going to break that streak now.”

“Then we need to keep moving,” said Cyclone, glancing up at the sky, where he was sure the next Task Force members would be coming. “We’re sitting ducks out here. If we start moving now, then we can be long gone by the time the rest of the Task Force shows up.”

“What’s the point?” said Sally bitterly. She jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “Even if we defeated Targetman and Mimetime, they still managed to kill Splicer before he could open a portal to the Junkyard. Without Splicer’s help, how the hell are we supposed to save Winter and Busker? What is even the point of running away if we can’t do that?”

Sally, Cyclone had to admit, had a good point. Before Targetman and Mimetime showed up, Cyclone and the others had been counting on Splicer’s help in opening a portal to the Junkyard that they could use to save Winter and Busker. But with Splicer dead, that pretty much shot that plan out of the sky without even trying.

Cyclone looked around at the others and saw they were all thinking the same thing: namely, that even if they had done the impossible and defeated two Task Force members, that did nothing to change the fact that they were back at square one, if not even earlier than that. For the life of him, Cyclone couldn’t think of any way forward after this.

“Couldn’t we just find another hacker for hire?” said Dillo, looking around at the others with hope in his eyes. “I mean, Splicer wasn’t the only hacker for hire, right? Surely there have to be more.”

“There are,” said Spiritus grimly, “but unfortunately, getting the attention of a hacker is harder than it sounds and takes a long time. Most hackers are incredibly picky, to the point of paranoia, about their clients and it takes a very long time to build a relationship with them to the point where they will be willing to help you even if you pay them well. Time, you might notice, we do not have.”

“And I suspect that finding hackers willing to break into the Junkyard is even harder, right?” said Recover. “I’m no expert on the Junkyard, but based on everything you’ve told us, it sounds like the Junkyard is very hard to hack into.”

“It is,” Spiritus agreed. “And there aren’t too many hackers willing to even attempt to hack into it. Only the very best of the best would even consider helping us, and that only if we could pay them more credits than any of us have ever seen in our lives.”

Cyclone’s shoulders slumped. “So is this it, then? Without Splicer, we can’t enter the Junkyard. If we can’t enter the Junkyard, then we can’t save Winter and Busker. And if we can’t save Winter and Busker, well …”

Cyclone let that sentence trail off, but mostly because he knew that everyone knew what he was getting at. If they couldn’t save Winter and Busker, they would have to deal with the Task Force coming after them again. Worse than that, though, was the knowledge that Atmosfear and Paradox were still out there.

If Winter isn’t around to stop them, then who will be? Cyclone thought. They’re too powerful for us to beat on our own. We need Winter. Capes Online needs them.

“Actually, I don’t think our situation is entirely hopeless,” said Spiritus in a slightly hesitant voice. “There is one possible way we could reach the Junkyard, even without the help of a hacker.”

Everyone looked at Spiritus with interest just then, especially Cyclone and Sally. Sally even stepped closer to Spiritus and said, “What do you mean? If we don’t need a hacker, then why did we try to hire Splicer in the first place?”

“Because that was the easier option,” said Spiritus. She gulped. “This other option I am thinking of is infinitely harder with a success rate as close to zero as it can possibly be. But I still think we can pull it off if we’re smart.”

“Then tell us what it is,” said Dillo with a grunt. “We’re all ears here.”

Spiritus hesitated again, and then said, “I think we should break into the Synth Group Research Facility and use their portal.”

“The what?” said Cyclone, tilting his head to the side.

“The place where Brain Game held us prisoner,” said Spiritus. “Remember him?”

Cyclone’s eyes widened. “Oh, yeah. The crazy ugly Mad Scientist guy. You mean we should go to his Hideout and try to use his portal?”

“How do you know he even has a portal?” Recover questioned. “Or that the building where you guys were kept is called the Synth Group Weapons Research Facility?”

“I know this because Aimi told me so before we left the Ninja Guild HQ,” said Spiritus. “The Synth Group Weapons Research Facility is Synth Group’s local research facility. That’s the place where they design and test all of their newest weapons and other products before approving them for sale on the market. They have dozens of such facilities all over the world, usually in major cities, though I know of a few located in more rural areas away from heavily populated cities.”

“You still haven’t explained how you know if Brain Game has a portal or not,” Cyclone pointed out. “I don’t remember seeing a portal to the Junkyard when we were his prisoners back there.”

Spiritus lowered her head. “I don’t know that for sure. It’s possible I could be wrong, but I don’t think so. Brain Game is an SI Games employee. Not just an employee, but one of the chief designers of the Sidekick System. I suspect he has access to all sorts of features that normal players do not, including a portal to the Junkyard.”

“What would he even do with a portal to the Junkyard?” asked Cyclone. “Seems pointless to me.”

“For retrieving stuff he might accidentally delete?” Dillo offered. “I could see that as being very useful. I know I’ve deleted some things I’ve regretted doing. If I could go back and retrieve them, I would.”

“That’s definitely a possibility,” said Spiritus, raising her head again. “Regardless, that is our best bet. Our only bet at this point, if we’re going to be honest.”

“It still seems way too risky to me,” said Sally, folding her arms in front of her chest. “What if you’re wrong and he doesn’t have a portal to the Junkyard? Or what if he does, but it’s well-protected from intruders and is impossible for outsiders to get to? What if we just end up back in his lab again to be his new shiny test subjects?”

“Do we really have a choice?” asked Spiritus. She looked around at all of us. “You guys want to save Winter and Busker, right? This is our best chance at doing that. Maybe our only chance. We can’t put this off. Very soon, Busker is going to send me a message asking me to open a portal that he and Winter can use to return here. If I can’t get him a portal before then … I will never see him again.”

Spiritus sounded so broken when she said that, more broken than Cyclone had ever heard her before. He even reached out and patted her on the shoulder, saying, “There, there, Spiritus, it’s okay. I promise you we’ll see Busker again. And Winter, too.”

Spiritus look at Cyclone. Her face was still hidden under her hood, but Cyclone thought he caught a hint of hope in her body language. “Are you sure? Does that mean you agree with my plan?”

Cyclone nodded. “Might as well. Like you said, it’s not like we have any choice in the matter. Plus, I am fairly certain this is something Winter would definitely do, if our situations were reversed.”

Cyclone looked at the others. “So? What do you guys think? Should we try Spiritus’ plan or something else instead?”

“I say we take the chance,” said Dillo. He brushed some dirt off of his shoulder. “I don’t like our odds of success any more than the rest of you, but if this is really our only chance at saving Winter and his brother, then I’m all for it.”

“Same here,” said Recover with a nod. “It’s too risky for my tastes, but this whole game has become too risky since I met Winter. We all owe him a debt of gratitude for how he helped all of us.”

“I agree with Miss Recover,” said Brawn. “I have nothing but the greatest respect for Mr. Winter and wish to help save him and Mr. Burn in whatever ways I can.”

“Sure,” said Hop without looking up from her phone. “I’m all for whatever you guys decide.”

Cyclone smiled and looked at Sally. “What do you say, Sally? Are you in? Or are you out?”

Sally bit her lower lip, looking very conflicted for a moment before she finally shrugged and said, “Oh, what the hell? Nyle is my fiancee. I know he went to all kinds of hell to save me from Queen Somas. I’m willing to do whatever it takes to bring him back, even if the odds are completely against us.”

Cyclone’s smile grew bigger and he said, “Great. Now, let’s do this. If Spiritus is right, then we don’t have much time before we need to open a portal for Busker and Winter.”


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

 

The scream in the air took all three of us by surprise. I almost jumped out of my armor, while Busker and Stetho both looked around at our new surroundings as if looking for an ambush.

The hallway we had emerged onto was completely different from the hallways of the lower floors. Rather than simple metal plating for the walls, ceiling, and floor, the floor was a flush marble, while the walls and ceiling were a fine hardwood that looked really expensive. A red, soft carpet stretched down the length of the hall to the huge metal doors on the other side. Another hallway split off from the main one to the right, which seemed to lead down to the Chief’s personal cells, although it was hard to tell from here. The hallway was illuminated by several glowing white chandeliers that looked way too fancy for the Floating Fortress in general.

“Where’s that screaming coming from?” Stetho asked in a loud voice, straining to be heard over the scream.

“Not sure,” I replied, “but it sounds like a woman.”

“A woman—?” said Busker. His hands balled into fists. “Eagle Eye!”

Without waiting for either of us, Busker rushed off down the hallway in the general direction of the woman’s scream. Stetho and I ran after him, but it was hard to keep up with his quick strides. Busker must have had very high Agility, because he kept a good distance ahead of us in his quest to reach the screaming woman. He didn’t even hear us shouting at him to slow down, although the pained scream of the woman probably drowned out whatever noise we happened to make.

We passed door after door until we found an open door at the very end of the hall, which Busker dashed into without further hesitation. Stetho and I followed him inside and what we saw was horrifying.

We had emerged into a laboratory-like room. The air smelled of dried blood and another, unidentified smell that nonetheless made my stomach feel sick. To our left was a computer station with a scrawny-looking computer geek—complete with thick glasses and bow tie—sitting at it, his eyes locked on the holographic monitor as he observed some kind of graphs and bars that made no sense to me.

But what really caught my attention was in the center of the room, where Springjack stood over a young woman lying on a metal table. She was breathtakingly gorgeous, I had to admit. Long blonde hair spread out from behind her eagle-like mask. Her Costume was ripped and cut in several places, bleeding profusely in some areas, although none of the cuts looked particularly deep. But I could see that her Health bar was slowly but surely starting to drain, no doubt thanks to the many cuts and bruises all over her body.

She was clamped down to the table with thick metal clamps that even I wasn’t sure I could break. Springjack stood over her with some kind of butcher knife in his hand that, I noticed with a jolt, had blood running along the edge.

Springjack looked up at us when we entered, a surprised look on his face. “What? Who are you three? What are you doing here?”

Stetho stepped forward and said, in a calm and natural voice, “We’re the Soldiers you summoned to help deal with the prisoner. Lieutenant Reeves sent us.”

“Lieutenant Reeves?” said Springjack. He nodded. “Ah, I remember, although I seem to recall summoning protection for my personal quarters rather than help dealing with the prisoner. As you can tell, I am already dealing with the prisoner quite well on my own.”

Eagle Eye didn’t make any noise when he said that. She lay so still she looked almost dead, the only hint of life her rising and falling chest along with her half-full Health bar. I wasn’t sure what Springjack had done to her, but I could guess that she was suffering from a variety of fun and deadly debuffs that made it impossible for her to escape, much less fight back against him.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Busker’s hands twitch and even glow slightly. I shot him a brief warning glance. Right now, Springjack didn’t seem to recognize us, which was the way it should be. Although I thought we might be able to take Springjack in a fight, challenging him to a fight here and now would be suicide. We had to wait until the right moment to strike. I just hoped Busker would be able to wait until then.

“Well, when we heard a woman screaming, we just had to come and check on her,” said Stetho. He glanced at Eagle Eye. “Is this the infamous prisoner we’ve heard so much about?”

Springjack nodded again. “Indeed. She is the woman who attempted to cripple Capes Online’s infrastructure and rewrite the game’s code to make her its goddess. Like so many hackers, however, she severely overestimated her own abilities and severely underestimated the abilities of SI Games, much to her own detriment.”

My eyes narrowed, but I said nothing. What Springjack said was similar to what Aero Dynamo had told me earlier. I still wasn’t entirely sold on the idea, though, especially now that I saw Springjack torturing Eagle Eye the way he was. Perhaps Eagle Eye really was as bad as Springjack made her out to be and his actions right now were justified, but the more I looked at Springjack, the less convinced of that I became.

Still, we had to wait. I kept silent and allowed Stetho to do all the talking.

“I see,” said Stetho. “She’s quite a bit smaller than I thought.”

Springjack waved his butcher’s knife at us. “Don’t let that fool you. She’s smarter and deadlier than she looks. Tougher as well. I’ve been torturing her on and off for several days now and she still won’t talk.”

“Talk?” I said, forgetting my silence. “About what?”

Springjack looked at me as if I was an idiot. “About her accomplices, naturally enough. Why else do you think we haven’t terminated her yet?”

“Oh, yes, her accomplices,” said Stetho quickly, briefly shooting me a ‘shut up’ look. “Clearly, an individual like her couldn’t have pulled off even half of the things she did on her own.”

“Exactly,” said Springjack. “We know she works for Digitus, but we believe she may also be working with a group of players who have been causing Capes Online many problems.”

“Oh?” said Stetho. “And who might this group be?”

“They call themselves the Hero Slayers,” said Springjack. “You might have heard about them, or perhaps their leader, Atmosfear.”

My breath caught in my lungs. I looked at Eagle Eye again. Was she really working with Atmosfear and his allies? I hoped that Springjack was wrong. I glanced at Busker to see his response, but Busker’s face was surprisingly flat. Perhaps he was more worried about Eagle Eye’s safety than whatever Springjack said about other people.

“I’ve heard of Atmosfear,” said Stetho. “He worked with Dark Kosmos during the Blackout, right?”

“Exactly,” said Springjack, nodding. He waved his knife over Eagle Eye’s prone form. “And we have every reason to suspect that she is working with them to destabilize Capes Online for their own purposes. Hence why I am torturing her in order to find out exactly what she knows. George!”

The computer nerd I’d noticed sitting in front of the holographic computer suddenly started, almost falling out of his chair in surprise. “Uh, yes, Chief Springjack?”

“What do her vitals look like?” said Springjack.

George, the computer nerd, readjusted his glasses and peered more closely at the confusing bars and graphs on the screen before him. “She’s still alive, sir, but just barely.”

“And the memory downloader?” Springjack demanded. “Have you had any luck in getting into her head?”

George shook his head. “Nope. The human mind is a tough nut to crack and she seems to have taken steps to protect her memory. But the pain you’re inflicting on her is weakening her defenses, so keep it up.”

“Who are you?” I said, looking at the nerd questioningly. “You’re not a Soldier.”

“That’s George,” said Springjack. “George Steeple, the head Analyst of the Junkyard Corps. He is helping me analyze the data we get from Eagle Eye.”

“Which isn’t much so far,” George grumbled. “Breaking into her memory is like trying to crack a walnut with your hands.”

“Regardless, keep at it,” said Springjack with a wave of his hand. He waved his knife over Eagle Eye’s prone body again. “We still have a lot of work to do if we’re going to extract all of the secrets from her mind. After her, we’ll work on the other prisoners next.”

“You plan to torture Winter and the others, sir?” I said.

Springjack nodded again, this time with an annoyed look on his face. “Of course I do. Well, I will torture Busker, at any rate. Winter will need to be kept where he is until we can deliver him to our superiors.”

Sounded like the plan hadn’t changed much from what he had told me before. Of course, Springjack didn’t realize that he was looking directly at the very same prisoners he intended to torture. If he did, then this conversation would be very different.

“Eagle Eye looks like she can’t take much more,” Stetho said. “And she isn’t talking, either. Do you want us to escort her back to her cell?”

Springjack, however, shook his head. “No, thanks. I just started this torture session and we have a few more hours before I’m done. Until then, I will ask you three to stand outside this door and protect it. Don’t let anyone in here who does not have official ID or authorization to be here.”

“I understand you wish to, er, torture the prisoner, sir, but maybe you should at least take a break,” Stetho offered. “Even if you’ve only been at this for a few minutes, it’s sometimes helpful to take a break every now and then when doing any sort of strenuous work.”

Springjack laughed. “Strenuous? Please. This isn’t strenuous. This is almost relaxing. Real strenuous work is throwing bales of hay into the back of a truck or lifting cement blocks around a construction site. Trust me, this is like relaxing in a sauna in comparison to jobs I’ve worked in the real world.”

Beside me, Busker’s fingers twitched. I thought I even smelled smoke, but it might have just been my imagination.

“I mean, seriously, who has ever heard of taking a break from a video game, of all things?” said Springjack with another shake of his head. “Video games are what people do to relax.”

“Isn’t Eagle Eye a real person, though?” said Stetho. “Not that I am saying she doesn’t deserve it, but—”

“Oh, she deserves far worse, my friend,” said Springjack with a chuckle. He raised his knife above his head, aiming the blade directly over Eagle Eye’s chest. “And I am about to give it to her and then some. This is the fate that awaits everyone who tries to destabilize Capes Online.”

Right before Springjack could bring his knife down on Eagle Eye’s chest, Busker’s hands exploded into flames and Busker ran toward him, yelling loudly. Springjack had just enough time to look at Busker in shock before Busker slammed his right hand over Springjack’s face and screamed, “Flame on!”

Busker’s hand exploded into white-hot flames. Springjack’s screams of terror were quickly silenced as the roar of the flames drowned out any other sounds he might have made. George fell off of his chair in surprise while even Stetho and I had to back away from the intense heat. Only Eagle Eye didn’t react and that was only because she was still unconscious.

A second or two later, Busker cut off his flaming hand and shoved Springjack’s melted face back. Springjack’s lifeless body hit the floor with a loud thunk, causing this notification to appear in my view:

[Junkyard Corps Chief Springjack] has died!


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

 

Cyclone knelt in the shadows of an alleyway, keeping as still as he could, although he found it difficult because being still wasn’t his strong suit. He shifted from foot to foot restlessly, occasionally poking his head out of the alleyway to see if there was anyone out there, but it was quite empty today. The only thing he saw was a stray cat rummaging through an overturned garbage can, although when he looked again the cat was gone.

“Can you be still for just one moment?” Spiritus whispered to Cyclone in a slightly irritated voice. She floated on the other side of the alley opposite him, looking at Cyclone with disapproval. “For a Ninja, you aren’t very stealthy.”

“Sorry,” said Cyclone, leaning against the brick wall of the building behind him. “I just get impatient really easy. I like to always be on the move. Standing still is absolute torture to me.”

“I know, but this mission requires stealth, remember?” said Spiritus. “So try to stay still at least until we see Dillo’s signal, which shouldn’t be very long now.”

“You said that five minutes ago,” said Cyclone. “What if Dillo runs into a problem we didn’t foresee and can’t set off the signal?”

Spiritus shook her head. “Just be patient. The signal will come when the signal will come. Try to find something else to do with your time so you don’t make a lot of noise.”

“Yeah, Cy,” said Sally, who sat on the ground next to Spiritus, her arms wrapped around her legs, which were pulled up to her chest. “Focus on something else for the moment. Relax.”

Cyclone bit his lower lip, wondering just what the heck he could do to pass the time until Dillo unleashed the signal that would be their cue to leave their position. He looked up at the sky but did not see the signal anywhere in the blueness overhead.

Hopefully this plan will work, Cyclone thought, looking back at the building beyond their alleyway, the towering skyscraper that was their target. Because if it doesn’t, we don’t have any other options. Like, none at all.

What Cyclone was thinking about, of course, was their plan, which they had hammered out less than fifteen minutes ago. It was a simple plan, as far as these sorts of plans went, but it was also perhaps one of the most dangerous plans Cyclone had ever participated in. The consequences for failure were catastrophic, or close to catastrophic, anyway.

The plan went like this: Dillo, Hop, Recover, and Brawn would create a distraction at the front of the Synth Group Weapons Research Facility building. While the building’s guards went to check on the distraction, Cyclone, Spiritus, and Sally (who insisted on coming along despite their efforts to convince her that she was safer staying behind) would break into the building itself. They would use Spiritus’ Intangibility Power to pass through the walls and floors until they found the room they were looking for.

That last part was both harder and easier than you might think. It was easier because Spiritus had managed to get her hands on a blueprint of the building’s general layout, which included Brain Game’s personal lab, which was located on the very bottom floor even below the basement. It was harder, of course, because they weren’t entirely sure what sort of security systems Brain Game might have installed in his lab. For that matter, they still didn’t have confirmation that Brain Game even had a portal to the Junkyard. For all they knew, Brain Game might not have any portals and this whole mission could end up being a colossal waste of time.

But what choice do we have, really? Cyclone thought, shifting from foot to foot again. Either we pull this off, or we don’t. This is our only chance at saving Winter and Busker. If this doesn’t work, then we’re all screwed anyway.

Cyclone’s team would not act until they saw the signal from Dillo, a firework he would set off into the sky to let them know that the distraction had started and that it was time for them to act. Which was part of the reason why Cyclone was so antsy. He wanted to go into the building and find the portal right away, but knew that it would not be safe to do so until they saw Dillo’s signal.

All this waiting is killing me, Cyclone thought. But maybe I can use this to my advantage. I still have several SPs and PPs to distribute, after all.

After leveling up after defeating Targetman, Cyclone had not had the time to go through and add all his new SPs and PPs yet. That had been because of how busy he had been, but now that he had some time to kill, he saw no reason not to distribute his points now.

Opening his character sheet, this is what Cyclone saw:

Secret Identity: Cyclone

Real Identity: Joseph Franco

Level: 17

EXP: 12,344/20,345 (7,656 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 4

Available Power Points: 2

Alignment: Hero [Sidekick]

Class: Ninja

Type: Wind

Reputation: Household Name

Powers: Flight [Level 2. Next Level: 10 PP], Sweet Scent [Level 1], Gust [Level 1. Next Level: 4 PP], Tornado [Level 1], Shadow Step [Level 1], Secret Identity [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 6], Dodge [Level 5], Perception [Level 2], Stealth [Level 1], Backstab [Level 1], Negotiation [Level 1], Ninja Reflexes [Level 1], Night Vision [Level 1]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 2]

Equipment: Eagle Wings, Capture Ropes, Ninjutsu Armor (6/6)

Health: 25

Stamina: 15

Strength: 21

Defense: 10

Charisma: 7

Intelligence: 13

Agility: 25

Evasion: 25

Accuracy: 15

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 18

Luck: 1

HERO STATS

Courage: 6

Justice: 1

Trust: 1

Fame: 500

Willpower: 1

Cyclone had forgotten about the fact that all of his Stats had been permanently increased by 5 after he changed his Class. Even his Luck had increased, which was amazing because Luck was the hardest Stat in the game to level up thanks to requiring special Luck Points to level up. True, it was still a lowly 1, but given how it had been an even lowlier 0, Cyclone wasn’t going to complain. He still wasn’t quite as lucky as Winter, but he was infinitely luckier than he had been even just an hour ago.

Hopefully that will give me all sorts of cool bonuses later on, Cyclone thought. I’m feeling pretty Irish right now and I’m Hispanic.

Now Cyclone turned his attention to his undistributed SPs and PPs. Given his new Class, he decided he would play to his Class’s strengths and invest in more Agility and Dexterity. Especially now that he was actively wielding a weapon, having more Dexterity would make it easier for him to use his current weapon and also make it easier for him to wield stronger weapons later down the line.

So Cyclone put 2 SPs each into Agility and Dexterity, bringing them up to 27 and 19 respectively.

With his two PPs, Cyclone was a bit more cautious. He could always add them to Gust, thus bringing it one step closer to Level 2, but at the same time, Cyclone wondered if it might be better to invest in Shadow Step, which had proven to be a very useful Power so far and had the potential to be his most useful Power if he could get it high enough. On the other hand, Gust was easily his most used Power, having saved his skin in a variety of different situations in the past. Having Gust at Level 2 would make it easier to fight, especially powerful enemies that dwarfed him in terms of sheer power.

So Cyclone put both of his PPs into Gust, thus leaving that Power just 2 PP away from Level 2.

With his points now fully distributed, Cyclone reviewed his character sheet one last time:

Secret Identity: Cyclone

Real Identity: Joseph Franco

Level: 17

EXP: 12,344/20,345 (7,656 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 0

Available Power Points: 0

Alignment: Hero [Sidekick]

Class: Ninja

Type: Wind

Reputation: Household Name

Powers: Flight [Level 2. Next Level: 10 PP], Sweet Scent [Level 1], Gust [Level 1. Next Level: 2 PP], Tornado [Level 1], Shadow Step [Level 1], Secret Identity [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 6], Dodge [Level 5], Perception [Level 2], Stealth [Level 1], Backstab [Level 1], Negotiation [Level 1], Ninja Reflexes [Level 1], Night Vision [Level 1]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 2]

Equipment: Eagle Wings, Capture Ropes, Ninjutsu Armor (6/6)

Health: 25

Stamina: 15

Strength: 21

Defense: 10

Charisma: 7

Intelligence: 13

Agility: 27

Evasion: 25

Accuracy: 15

Dexterity: 19

Energy: 18

Luck: 1

HERO STATS

Courage: 6

Justice: 1

Trust: 1

Fame: 500

Willpower: 1

Satisfied, Cyclone closed his character sheet just as a loud explosion rang out in the air.

“Look!” said Sally, pointing into the sky. “The signal!”

Sally was right. Colorful fireworks exploded in the sky not far away, followed by the sounds of people shouting and running around. A split second later, Cyclone heard a soft ping and saw a new message in the Team Chat from Dillo:

Dillo: We’ve got the guards distracted. Go!

“You heard the man,” said Spiritus. She reached out with both her hands toward Cyclone and Sally. “Come on, you two. Grab my hands so we don’t get separated.”

Without hesitation, Cyclone and Sally took Spiritus’ hands, and a moment later all three of them were Intangible again. In another instant, Spiritus pulled them both along behind her through the air, keeping a tight grip on their hands as they flew across the open street and into the back of the Weapons Research Facility itself.

As soon as they passed through the back wall, Spiritus took them down lower and lower. They passed through lower floor after lower floor, moving much faster than even Cyclone’s eyes could keep up. He caught glimpses of weapons, robots, and scientists working on both as they descended, but it was hard to make out any specific details when they moved so quickly. He just clung onto Spiritus for dear life, hoping against hope that she knew what she was doing and where they were going.

Finally, they emerged into a particularly dark lab, at which point all three of them turned tangible. It was somewhat reassuring to feel the floor under his feet again. As useful as Intangibility might be, Cyclone had to admit he liked being able to stand and walk on his own two feet a lot better.

“Is this the place?” said Sally, looking around with a mixture of awe and concern.

“Yes,” said Spiritus, letting go of their hands. “I believe this is Brain Game’s lab. My map says we’re in the right place.”

Now that they were no longer rapidly descending through level after level, Cyclone took this moment to look around at their surroundings.

Brain Game’s laboratory was bigger than he expected. A bundle of cables, pipes, and wires covered the ceiling overhead so thickly that it was impossible to see the ceiling itself save for the lights peeking through here and there. Large test tubes full of colorful liquids stood at regular intervals on either side, each one with a computer system built into the base of said tube. Holographic monitors hovered against the walls, which displayed a dazzling amount of information that Cyclone didn’t understand. Some of the monitors showed what were clearly prototype weapons and Equipment being designed by Synth Group, while others showed bars and graphs with complicated numbers and mathematical formulas. But Cyclone ignored all of that in order to focus on more important things, such as the portal, which he couldn’t see.

“Do either of you see a portal around here?” said Cyclone, glancing at Sally and Spiritus. “’Cause I don’t.”

“It would be helpful if I had an idea of what a portal would look like,” said Sally, who was also looking around. “Because right now, I have no idea what we’re looking for.”

“It should look like a giant metal ring,” said Spiritus. “I’m not entirely sure what it will look like, either, but I’ve seen other portals before and I assume Brain Game’s would look similar.”

Assuming he even has a portal at all, Cyclone thought to himself, though he didn’t say that aloud in order to avoid depressing the others.

“Gee, this place is really big,” said Sally, tapping her chin with one finger. “That portal could be anywhere. Maybe we should split up and see if we can find it that way.”

“I don’t like the idea of splitting up inside the dark, scary laboratory run by a mad scientist who already tried to kill us once,” said Cyclone, shaking his head. “Seems like you’re just asking for trouble if you do that.”

“Come on,” said Sally, gesturing at the seemingly empty lab all around them. “Do you see Brain Game or any of us assistants anywhere? I don’t. I bet today is his day off. Or maybe he’s doing something else. We have free run of the lab until he returns, which I doubt will be anytime soon.”

“I think Sally has a point,” said Spiritus. “This lab is a lot bigger than the blueprints indicated. It might take us a long time to find what we’re looking for. Divide and conquer isn’t such a terrible strategy.”

“Well, okay,” said Cyclone, folding his arms in front of his chest. “But one of us needs to keep an eye on Sally. Just to be safe.”

“I’ll tag along with Spiritus,” said Sally, pointing at Spiritus. “Us girls gotta stick together, right?”

“Right,” said Spiritus. “I’ll keep you safe.”

“Good to know,” said Cyclone. “Okay, I’ll take the right side of the lab and you guys get the left. If anyone sees anything or finds the portal, use Team Chat to let everyone know.”

Spiritus and Sally nodded and then they split up. While Spiritus and Sally made their way over to the left side of the lab, Cyclone walked quickly over to the right side of the lab. He had no idea where to start looking. He had a vague idea of what the portal would look like, but he had no idea what the portal would actually look like. So he started to Scan random objects in the lab as he walked by them, hoping that one of them might somehow reveal to him the way to the portal.

Unfortunately, Cyclone’s repeated Scans showed him nothing very interesting. The computers were generic and bland, while most of the test tubes were full of ‘Unidentified Organisms’ according to Scan. Scan was so unhelpful that Cyclone stopped doing it eventually, deciding to rely on his natural senses alone to find the portal.

Cyclone passed computer after computer, machine after machine, prototype after prototype, but he didn’t find the portal among them. He found a few interesting items, such as a set of metallic octopus-like limbs you could attach to your back or vulture-like wings designed to make it easier to fly, but not what he was actually looking for.

After several fruitless minutes of searching, Cyclone eventually gave up and returned to the center of the lab where he found Spiritus and Sally already waiting for him. He didn’t even have to ask them if they had been successful because it was quite clear based on their expressions that they hadn’t.

“It doesn’t make sense,” said Cyclone, putting his hands on his hips and looking around. “This guy’s got everything in his lab but a portal to the Junkyard? What kind of Mad Scientist is he?”

“We never did have confirmation that he actually had a portal,” Sally pointed out. She sighed. “It was always just a theory, always just a hope. Speculation, really.”

Spiritus’ shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry, guys. I really thought this might be our best chance at saving Winter and Busker. But I guess I was wrong.”

“What are we supposed to do, then?” said Cyclone. “Surely there must be some way for us to save Winter and Busker.”

Spiritus lowered her head onto her chest. “If there was, do you think I would have recommended we do this? Fact is, we’re out of options. Winter and Busker are going to remain trapped in the Junkyard forever, if they don’t get terminated outright. We have failed.”

Spiritus sounded so heartbroken that Cyclone just wanted to hug her, but he had to admit he wasn’t in much of a hugging mood himself. Cyclone was normally a happy, upbeat kind of guy, but even he had a hard time seeing the bright side of this situation. It sure seemed like they had failed.

Which means Winter is gone forever, Cyclone thought. Paradox has won. We lost.

Tears began to appear in the corners of Sally’s eyes. No doubt Sally was taking this failure even worse than Cyclone. It made Cyclone even sadder to see her like that. He knew how long Winter and Sally had been apart from each other and how overjoyed they had been when they reunited.

I wish there was some way I could help her, Cyclone thought. Some way I could help Winter. But there isn’t. We blew our last chance. Game over.

With a sigh, Cyclone leaned against a nearby computer terminal. As he did so, he accidentally leaned a little too close and, losing his balance, almost fell over onto the ground. Swinging his arms wildly, he grabbed the computer terminal and accidentally brought one of his hands down on the keyboard, pressing a particularly large blue button in the middle of it that was unmarked.

A second later, a loud sound like gears turning could be heard in the lab. The sound was deafening in the confined space and made all three of them look around in alarm. For a moment, Cyclone thought he had somehow triggered the lab’s alarms and that soon they were about to be attacked by whatever monstrosities guarded this place.

As it turned out, those fears were unfounded, because the floor split open about a dozen feet ahead of them and then something began to emerge inch by inch. Soon, the object finished rising from the hole within and came to a stop, standing taller than any other object in the lab.

Cyclone couldn’t believe it. It was a portal, a real, honest-to-God portal, and they had just found it.


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

 

“Busker!” said Stetho. He snapped out of his shock quicker than I did, marching up to Busker very quickly. “What the hell did you do that for?”

Busker looked over his shoulder at Stetho, his right hand still smoking from the flames he had fired from it. “I killed that jerk. What did it look like I did?”

“You weren’t supposed to kill him,” Stetho snapped. “This was supposed to be a stealth mission. If you had just given me a little bit more time, I could have convinced him to let us take Eagle Eye and we could have sneaked her out that way.”

“Didn’t look like you were having much luck with that method,” said Busker, turning to face Stetho fully. “Besides, were you listening to what that jerk was saying about my girl? Melting his face was the least painful way I could have killed him.”

Stetho sighed deeply. “Busker, I know how you feel, but the direct way is not always the best way and—”

The sound of pounding footsteps interrupted Stetho. I looked over and saw George the Analyst rushing toward the open door as fast as he could. Without even thinking, I flew over George and landed in front of the doorway. George skidded to a halt … right into my fist, which he crashed into like a speeding train. George fell over onto the floor, unconscious even before he landed, while I slammed the door shut and froze it with Freezing Touch to make sure no one would stumble upon us.

“That was a close one,” I said, looking down at the unconscious George, whose thick, cracked glasses lay a couple of feet away from his head.

“See?” said Stetho, gesturing wildly at George. “What would have happened if George got away? He would have warned the entire Floating Fortress about what you did and then we’d have to fight all five hundred members of the crew. You could have gotten us all killed.”

“Not my fault,” said Busker. “Besides, my bro took care of George. We’re perfectly—”

A loud alarm suddenly blared around us, the sound echoing off the walls of the torture chamber. A loud, seemingly automated voice roared above the alarm, saying, “ATTENTION, ALL FLOATING FORTRESS PERSONNEL! CHIEF SPRINGJACK HAS BEEN MURDERED IN THE INTERROGATION CHAMBER ON THE TOP FLOOR BY UNKNOWN ASSASSINS. ALL SOLDIERS REPORT TO THE TOP FLOOR FOR FURTHER ORDERS. THIS IS NOT A DRILL. THIS IS NOT A DRILL.”

Stetho glared at Busker. “What were you saying, Busker? That we’re perfectly safe?”

Busker scowled. “Okay, so maybe I acted a little impulsively. But we weren’t planning to stay here anyway. Spiritus will probably open a portal for us back to the main game any second now.”

Stetho sighed. “Send Spiritus a message telling her we got Eagle Eye. Winter and I will work on freeing her from her clamps.”

While Busker stood still and began typing on a keyboard only he could see, Stetho and I worked on breaking her clamps. Fortunately for us, they were made of ordinary metal, so it was easy to break them with our hands and Super Strength. It was kind of hard to focus on that, however, because Springjack’s melted face was just a few feet away from the table. I could still smell his burning, melted flesh, which was not a very nice scent, to put it lightly.

But it didn’t take us long to break all of Eagle Eye’s clamps. As I broke the last clamp, Busker must have finished sending his message, because he rushed over to the table and, taking Eagle Eye’s hand in his own, said, “Eagle, can you hear me? Eagle? Hello?”

I was about to tell Busker that Eagle Eye was still unconscious from the torture that Springjack had inflicted on her when, all of a sudden, her eyes flickered open. Her brilliantly blue eyes were visible through the holes in her mask, although they looked very confused and disoriented. She raised one hand over her eye to protect them from the bright lights overhead, although even that simple gesture seemed to take a lot of effort on her part.

“Ugh …” Eagle Eye blinked several times. “What happened? Where am I?”

Busker’s face broke into the biggest and sincerest smile I’d ever seen on his face before. “You’re safe now, Eagle. Safe with me and my friends now.”

Busker swooped down and kissed her on the cheek before standing upright again. Eagle Eye looked at him in bewilderment for a moment before recognition dawned in her eyes and she said, “Busker? Is that you? I never thought I’d see you again. I thought we were going to be separated forever.”

“Did you seriously believe I’d abandon you?” said Busker with a chuckle. “Come on. You know me. I never abandon my friends. Ever.”

Tears streamed down the sides of Eagle Eye’s face. “Thank you. You don’t know what Springjack did to me. The things … the awful, painful things …”

“Shhh,” said Busker, gripping her hand firmly but gently. “Shh. It’s okay. You’re safe now. You’re with me. Everything is going to be okay now. We just need to get you out of here and then life can go back to normal again.”

Seeing Busker gently reassure Eagle Eye that everything was going to be okay reminded me heavily of Sally. And thinking about Sally just made me wish I was back in the main game with her again. It reminded me why I was here and why I was helping Busker in the first place.

But more importantly, it dispelled any doubts in my mind that Eagle eye was somehow connected with Atmosfear. That was just Springjack’s justification for torturing her. As far as I could tell, Eagle Eye was just an ordinary player like anyone else.

That was when Eagle Eye glanced at me and Stetho. She looked at Stetho with confusion, but when she looked at me, her eyes widened in recognition.

“Is that Winter?” said Eagle Eye in surprise. “The guy who killed Dark Kosmos?”

“Yep!” said Busker, nodding eagerly. “And he’s also my older brother. Winter, meet Eagle Eye. Eagle Eye, meet Winter.”

I nodded at her. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Eagle Eye. Busker has told me so much about you. I hope we’ll get to know each other better later on.”

Eagle Eye, however, continued to stare at me like she’d just seen a ghost. I couldn’t understand why, though. Perhaps she was still suffering from the trauma of being tortured by Springjack over and over again. Or maybe she was just shy and didn’t react well to strangers.

Regardless, it didn’t matter. What did matter was that we had saved her. Well, almost saved her. We still needed a portal to take us back to the main game, and a quick glance around the room showed me a distinct lack of interdimensional portals that we could use to get out of here.

“Okay, so we’ve got her,” I said, looking at Busker and Stetho. “So how the heck are we going to get us all out of here safely?”

“Easy, bro,” said Busker. “Spiritus just sent me a message telling me that she and some of your friends are going to find a portal they’ll use to get us out of here. Should be any minute now according to her.”

“Awesome,” I said. “So what do we do until then? Wait?”

“Get out of here,” said Stetho, glancing at the door. “Any minute now we’ll have dozens of Soldiers upon us. This is not a good location to defend from.”

“Where should we go, then?” I said, glancing around the room. “Because I don’t see anywhere we could go.”

“Springjack’s personal quarters,” said Stetho. “His room is probably one of the best-defended rooms in the Fortress. If we can hold up in there for a while, we might be able to survive long enough to—”

A loud bang sounded from the door. The door groaned on its hinges and the ice around its edges cracked slightly, but it held, only for another bang to follow and then a loud, authoritative voice on the other side shouted, “Open up! This is the Junkyard Corps. Open up this door now or we’ll be forced to kill every last one of you assassins!”

Evidently, the Soldier making those threats wasn’t the patient sort, because another bang immediately followed his threat and the hinges of the door creaked even louder while the cracks in the ice grew thicker. It looked like they were using a battering ram of some sort to try to break down the door.

Busker looked over at me with a grin on his face. “Sounds like we’re outnumbered by at least two to one out there, probably more. Wanna teach them why you don’t want to mess with ice and fire?”

I shot Busker a smile back. “Let’s.”

As soon as I said that, there was a final bang and the door smashed off its hinges and fell flat down onto the floor on top of poor George, who got immediately crushed by the huge metal door. But soon over two dozen armed and deadly-looking Junkyard Corps Soldiers, led by a Soldier in white armor, poured into the room, rifles at the ready as they screamed at us.

Without hesitation, Busker and I fired fire and ice blasts at the Soldiers. Our combined attacks tore directly through their ranks, knocking down several, killing a few, and scattering all the rest. The white-armored Soldier, who I assumed was the leader, took an Ice Beam to the chest, but it just knocked him down to his feet rather than kill him outright. Regardless, our combined attacks had created a clear path out of the chamber.

“Let’s go!” I said, looking over my shoulder at Stetho and Eagle Eye. “Stetho, you carry Eagle Eye while Busker and I clear the way.”

Stetho nodded and, scooping up the fragile Eagle Eye into his big arms, ran forward with Busker and I. Some of the Soldiers who survived our initial attack tried to attack us, but Busker and I used our fire and ice Powers to knock them down again or keep them at a distance. The four of us quickly burst out of the room and into the wide hallway, where we immediately saw another dozen Soldiers rushing toward us. The Soldiers, to their credit, immediately came to a stop and, aiming their rifles, fired several energy blasts at us.

I jumped forward and activated Ice Barrier for the first time, causing a large ice half-circle to appear in front of me and my Teammates. The Ice Barrier blocked most of the energy blasts, although the blasts did leave several thick cracks, making the Ice Barrier itself wobble slightly from the impact, but it didn’t matter because Busker launched into the air over the barrier and landed on the other side.

Rising to his feet, Busker spread his hands and said, “Dance, monkeys, dance!”

White hot flames exploded underneath the feet of every Soldier, making them all cry out in pain and start jumping around, but the fire was everywhere and no matter where they landed they ended up melting or burning their feet. More than a few Soldiers fell onto the floor, their bodies being consumed by the fire as they screamed in agony.

Dismissing my Ice Barrier, I followed Busker forward, with Stetho and Eagle Eye following close behind. Busker thrust his arms forward and a clear path appeared for us in the fire field, allowing the four of us to pass safely through the fiery doom that was steadily eating away at the remaining Soldiers. A few Soldiers attempted to shoot us anyway, but they were mostly too distracted by the flames devouring their bodies to even try to stop us.

When we reached the fork in the hallway, we heard a loud ding from the elevator and the doors opened to show six more Soldiers standing inside. Before the Soldiers could emerge from within, however, Busker shot a huge fireball from his fingertip and it crashed into the elevator. The elevator then dropped like a rock and we heard the elevator drop in its shaft until a faint crash could be heard a few minutes later.

But by then, we had turned our attention to the left, running down toward the solid metal doors that seemed to be the doors to Springjack’s room. The doors appeared to be locked, but Busker and I punched them open with our fists, allowing all four of us to get inside quickly and easily. Once we were all side, Busker and I closed the doors and he welded them together down the middle with his fire while I used Freezing Touch to freeze the hinges.

“That was close,” said Stetho, who was panting and sweating from the exertion of running so much. “We are not doing that again.”

“Why not?” said Busker, still grinning like a madman. He gestured with his head toward the locked doors. “That was the most fun I’d had in a long time. I wouldn’t mind doing that again.”

“Busker, this isn’t a—” I caught myself and just shook my head. “Never mind. Is this Springjack’s room?”

“Yes,” said Stetho, looking around. “Or it should be, at any rate. Looks rather nice.”

That was one way of putting it. Springjack’s room was probably the nicest room on the whole ship. Wood paneling for the floor and ceiling, fine marble for the floor, and bookshelves full of ancient and impressive-looking books lined the walls. A huge holo-TV and entertainment system sat in the middle of the room, while an arch to our left seemed to lead into his actual bedroom, where a large queen-sized bed with golden sheets stood. On the other side of the room, I saw a bathroom door that was slightly ajar, revealing what looked like a toilet with a solid gold seat, of all things. The room smelled of cigars and wine for some reason, although when I saw the wine bar to our right, I realized that must be where the wine smell was coming from.

“This sure seems nicer than I would expect a guy like Springjack to have,” I said. “Reminds me of Maximilian’s room in the Twin Nights Club.”

“Springjack is paid very well by SI Games to run the Junkyard,” said Stetho as he lowered Eagle Eye onto her feet. “Plus, you must remember that this is a video game. Designing a nice room at a low cost is one of the many benefits of working in virtual reality.”

I nodded. “So does everyone who works for SI Games get a nice room like this or—?”

“It doesn’t matter, bro,” said Busker. He walked over to Eagle Eye and draped an arm around her shoulder, holding her close to him. “At this point, we just need to wait here until Spiritus and the others activate the portal home, which should be pretty soon. Until then, relax and take it easy.”

I nodded again. I knew that Cy was with Spiritus and I hoped that he wasn’t getting in her way too much. If what Busker said was true, then it sounded to me like Spiritus had managed to find a way to bring us back despite Cy’s own antics.

But even knowing that, I was still eager to see Cy, Sally, and the others again. Until I ended up here, I hadn’t realized just how much I actually liked Cy’s antics. Sure, he could be annoying, but I would rather have to live with his own antics and eccentricities for the rest of my digital life than get permanently deleted. Of course, given how I was technically immortal, ‘the rest of my digital life’ was probably a good deal longer than most people’s, but the point was I couldn’t wait to go back and see all my friends again.

With a sigh, I walked over to one of the nearby sofas and sank into it while Busker and Eagle Eye took a seat on the one opposite me, the two of them talking to each other like best friends. It was nice to see my younger brother with a woman he clearly loved. He had eyes for no one but her, listening intently to every word she said while holding her as closely as he could.

Stetho, however, stayed on his feet, pacing back and forth with his arms behind his back like he was thinking about something.

“What’s the matter, man?” I said, looking at Stetho as he paced back and forth in front of the entertainment system. “You look like you’re expecting something.”

“Hmm?” said Stetho, coming to a stop and glancing at me. “Oh, it’s nothing. I was just thinking about what is waiting for me when I log off later and how I am going to explain this to my bosses.”

I nodded in understanding. Stetho had revealed to me that he was an employee of SI Games, one of Capes Online’s designers, in fact. He was helping Busker and me as a favor to my Dad, who he was apparently old friends with. Now that he mentioned it, I kind of doubted that SI Games was thrilled that he was helping a couple of players avoid termination by the Junkyard Corps and had also helped us save Eagle Eye.

“Do you think they’re going to fire you or something?” I said, tilting my head to the side.

“Probably not,” said Stetho, shaking his head. “Especially once I actually explain what is going on. Project Second Life participants like yourself are not even supposed to get deleted. The fact that you are here and have been nearly terminated several times doesn’t speak well of the Junkyard Corps, to put it lightly. I’ll probably be able to convince my bosses that you guys shouldn’t be deleted.”

I nodded again, but then considered what he said. “If you work for SI Games, why didn’t you just tell Springjack that? I mean, I get you two work in different departments and all, but I would think you would have at least mentioned that to him.”

Stetho shook his head ruefully. “Springjack wouldn’t have listened. You saw what kind of man he was. He was convinced that we were nothing but troublemakers who needed to be dealt with like criminals. Even if I proved to him who I was, he would never have believed me.”

Even as Stetho said that, though, I couldn’t help but noticed a hint of … forcedness, for lack of a better word, in his tone. Maybe I was imagining it, but he almost sounded like he was repeating a well-rehearsed story, rather than telling me the truth.

“Well, I guess it’s too late now,” I said with a shrug. “Springjack is dead and soon we’ll all be back in Capes Online. Guess you can worry about it then.”

Stetho nodded. “Yes … yes, soon all of us will be back in Capes Online, exactly where we belong, and hopefully things can go back to normal. You will be able to return to your warehouse Base and—”

“My warehouse Base?” I repeated. “How do you know I have a warehouse for a Base?”

Stetho froze. “Oh, um, lucky guess?”

My eyes narrowed. “Awfully lucky guess, in that case.”

“It’s not that hard to figure out,” said Stetho in a tone that was a little too defensive for my liking. “Warehouses are common starter Bases for new players. You haven’t been playing Capes Online long enough to get a new Base.”

“True,” I said, “but there’s no need to get defensive about it. Just thought it was a little odd how you guessed it like that.”

“Then perhaps you should learn how to phrase things in a less accusatory way,” said Stetho, folding his arms across his chest. “That’s a good way to earn a beating, if you catch my drift.”

Okay, Stetho was definitely being too defensive. Perhaps I was reading into things too much, but now I was starting to have my doubts about Stetho. He had led us well so far, but now I wondered if there was more to his story than he told me. Maybe I was overthinking things, though that didn’t seem likely to me.

“What are you two arguing about?” said Busker. He sat with his arms around Eagle Eye, a satisfied smile on his face. “Pretty soon Spiritus will open the portal to the Junkyard and then we’ll all get to go home. No need to get so snippy with each other. Make love, not—”

Busker was interrupted by a loud clunk from the ceiling. We all looked up, but didn’t see anything until, without warning, a massive metal fist smashed through the ceiling, grabbed me, and yanked me out into the open air, where I found myself face to face with the scariest Skull Mecha I had ever seen.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

 

“Holy cow!” said Cyclone. He rushed up the steps to the portal and began examining it from every angle. “I can’t believe it. It’s a real portal, just like the ones on TV! Look at how big and portal-y it is.”

“I can’t believe we found it, either,” said Spiritus. She and Sally stayed where they were on the ground below, although both of them were looking at the portal with interest. “Even if it was entirely on accident.”

“I know, right?” said Sally with a chuckle. “Personally, I think we should let Cy sit down on more control panels. He’s bound to find something good that way.”

“Uh, it wasn’t entirely by accident,” said Cyclone, stopping in front of the portal and looking down at Spiritus and Sally. “I was drawn to the controls by a certain sense of destiny, like the universe itself was calling me to press that button.”

“Sure you were,” said Spiritus nonchalantly. “Anyway, I just sent Busker a message telling him we found the portal. That means we are now that much closer to saving him and Winter.”

“But don’t we have to figure out how to turn it on first?” said Sally with a frown. She glanced at the control panel that Cyclone had sat on accidentally. “Look at all of those buttons. I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”

“I might,” said Spiritus as she floated over to the control panel. “I’ve used similar systems in the past, although this one looks different from what I’m used to. I should be able to get it to work, however, so just be patient.”

Cyclone jumped down from the portal’s platform and ran over to Spiritus, who was now examining the controls carefully. “But how are we going to open a portal to wherever Winter and Busker are? It’s not like we have any way to track them.”

“Actually, we do,” said Spiritus without looking at Cyclone. “Before Busker got deleted and ended up in the Junkyard, we designed a Tracker that could be used to track Busker even if he was deleted. Right now, I can locate his exact position in the Junkyard and open a portal to his coordinates very easily.”

“Really?” said Cyclone in an impressed tone. “That’s so cool! I wish I was that technologically inclined. I can barely turn on a computer.”

“Oh, we had some help from a few friends of ours,” said Spiritus. “Let’s see … okay, I think I see how this works.”

Spiritus began typing on the control panel rather quickly, muttering under her breath, “Put in coordinates … activate two-way portal sequences … yes, I have permissions … now it’s just being confusing …”

While Spiritus wrangled with the portal’s controls, Cyclone walked back over to Sally and said, “Are you as excited to see Winter again?”

Sally nodded with a smile on her face. “Of course I am. It feels like we’ve been separated for a lifetime. When I see him again, I am going to chain us together so we’ll never be apart ever again.”

“Good idea,” said Cyclone with a nod. “Personally, I just can’t wait to show him my new Ninja moves. I bet he’s going to be really impressed.”

“He will,” said Sally. “If there’s one thing I remember about Nyle, it’s that he really liked ninja movies. I’m sure he’ll think you’re the epitome of cool now.”

Cyclone smiled, thinking about how much praise he was going to get from Winter once Winter saw how strong he was now. “Yeah, I agree. It’s going to be great.”

Sally nodded again, but then looked at the portal with a slightly apprehensive expression. “Yes, it will be, but …”

“But what?” said Cyclone, tilting his head to the side in confusion.

Sally looked at Cyclone with a worried expression on her face. “I still don’t remember how I got here or anything. I don’t understand my powers and abilities. And I don’t know if I can ever return to the real world, either.”

Oh. Now Cyclone understood. Sally was suffering from a mild form of amnesia thanks to whatever the government had done to her prior to Winter finding her again. Despite being a seemingly ordinary Civilian character, Sally had already displayed several unique abilities, such as the power to undo a Level-Lock or that big attack she unleashed on the Hero Slayers back in the Underworld. Cyclone hadn’t given much thought to her mysterious past since Winter’s deletion, but now that he found himself thinking about it again, he realized that Sally had a point.

“Well, I’m sure Winter will help you figure it out,” said Cyclone, patting her on the shoulder. “And even if you can’t return to the real world, well, Winter can’t, either. You could spend the rest of your life here with him if you wanted. Ever think of that?”

“That did occur to me, yes,” said Sally slowly, “but … this isn’t reality. It’s just a game. A very advanced and realistic game, but a game nonetheless. No offense, Cy. I know this is real life to you, but to me, it’s not.”

Cyclone nodded, though in truth, he still didn’t entirely understand what players meant whenever they talked about the ‘real’ world. As Sally said, this was the real world to him. True, sometimes it could be erratic and unpredictable and even dangerous, but that was the way things were. He didn’t really understand what it was like for players to ‘log out’ for the day or even what they did while they were ‘logged out.’

But Cyclone didn’t need to understand what the players were going through to feel for them. He said, “It’s okay, Sally. I understand you didn’t choose to be here, but I don’t know if you can go back or not. I know Winter is stuck here, but you might not be.”

Sally sighed. “I know that, but that doesn’t make it any easier to accept. I mean, I’ll be happy as long as I’m with Nyle, whether here or in the real world, but … my friends and family are still in the real world. If I am stuck here, does that mean I’ll never get to see them again? Does that mean I’ll never get to go back to work and see my coworkers? It’s all just so uncertain and it makes me worried about my future.”

“You sound an awful lot like Winter right about now,” said Cyclone. “He was the same way when he first got here. I think he’s come to accept that he’s never going back to where he’s originally from. Maybe you’ll come to accept it, too.”

“I suppose,” said Sally with another sigh. “It really does look like I am stuck here forever, so maybe I should just learn to move on. At least I’ll be with Nyle. That’s better than being stuck here alone.”

“I wish there was a way I could help both you and Winter get back to your world, but—” Cyclone was interrupted when Spiritus suddenly shouted, in an uncharacteristically gleeful voice, “Aha! I did it!”

Before Cyclone could ask Spiritus what she did, a deep rumbling sound could be heard in the air. It sounded like the turning of massive gears and the stampeding of a flock of spooked deer. The rumbling sound was coming from the portal. Small lights running along the edge of the portal turned on one by one until they were all lit, each light a different color of the rainbow with seven colors in all.

And then, not a second later, the portal exploded. Energy and lightning shot out of the portal in arcs. Cyclone had to grab Sally and drag her out of the way of a particularly big lightning bolt that nearly struck them where they stood. Even Spiritus had to use her Intangibility to avoid getting hit. A few of the nearby computers got blown to pieces by stray lightning bolts, while other lightning bolts left dark spots on the floor, walls, or ceiling wherever they struck. The sound was deafening as well, making it hard for Cyclone to hear anything above the crackling and rumbling noises of the portal that were trapped in the lab with them.

But the loudness lasted for only a moment, and in the next instant, the sound had died down to a soft purr. The portal had stopped shooting lightning bolts all over the place as well, allowing Cyclone to see the portal itself for the first time. A variety of different textures and colors swirled aimlessly within the portal, the sight enough to make Cyclone’s head spin. The portal also gave off enough heat that he could feel it even from a distance, making him wonder how hot it must feel up close.

“Is the portal on now?” said Sally, the diversity of colors and textures of the portal reflected in her green eyes. “It’s beautiful.”

“It is,” Spiritus agreed. “And I am fairly sure it should connect to Busker’s location in the Junkyard, so with luck, Busker and Winter should be coming through the portal any second now.”

“Could you warn us about the lightning bolts next time?” said Cyclone, glancing at one of the smoking, fried computers sitting not too far away from where he stood. “’Cause I don’t want to get shocked to death.”

“Sorry,” said Spiritus, rubbing the back of her head. “I didn’t know it would do that when we turned it on. But at least it’s active now. All we have to do is wait for Busker and Winter to come through, which, as I said, should be any second now.”

“Yay!” said Cyclone, jumping into the air. “We did it! I can’t believe it. This is a special celebration that calls for my happy dance!”

But before Cyclone could pull off his sick dance moves, the portal suddenly began to flicker on and off for several seconds until it completely shut down without warning, once again plunging the lab into relative darkness. The heat from the portal could still be felt, but even that was rapidly starting to go away.

“What the—?” said Sally, staring up at the deactivated portal in shock. “Spiritus, what happened? Why did it shut off”

Spiritus rushed over to the controls again and began typing furiously. “I-I have no idea. It should still be working. I don’t understand why it turned off.”

“Maybe it used too much power?” Cyclone said with a shrug. “I mean, that thing doesn’t look very energy efficient to me.”

“A good guess, my windy friend, but not as good as it could be,” said a familiar German voice from the shadows. “The Synth Group Interdimensional Portal is still a prototype, but a functional prototype perfectly compatible with normal energy sources.”

From between two large test tubes stepped Brain Game himself. The Mad Scientist looked no different from the last time Cyclone had seen him except for a small remote control in his left front pocket. Other than that, Brain Game was all by himself and seemed unarmed.

“Brain Game,” said Spiritus, turning to face him, gripping her scythe tightly in both hands. “Did you shut off the portal?”

Brain Game nodded, a wicked grin on his old features. “For a Sidekick, you are much more perceptive than most. Yes, I shut it off. I did not give any of you three permission to use my portal, much less enter my lab. Ask anyone who works at Synth Group and they will be able to tell you that the number one rule of Synth Group is that you do not enter my lab without my permission.”

“We’re trying to save our friends,” said Cyclone in frustration. “I know we didn’t ask for your permission, but come on. We’re just trying to do the right thing here. Why do you feel the need to stop us?”

“Because I don’t want either Winter or Busker back here,” said Brain Game. “It is bad enough that the government forced Project Second Life’s participants onto us. But two more idiots who weren’t even part of the original Project? No. Enough is enough, I say. I hope the Junkyard Corps kills both of them and makes sure they can’t come back. Ever.”

“Last time we met you, you said you just thought they were dead already,” said Sally. “Are you telling me you want them dead?”

“I am telling you that their presence in Capes Online is entirely unnecessary at best and outright damaging at worst,” said Brain Game. “Winter, in particular, has been nothing but a pain ever since he entered the game. We are all much better off without him.”

“These aren’t NPCs we’re talking about,” said Sally. “They’re real people like you and me.”

Brain Game sneered. “Believe what you wish about Project Second Life. All I know is that Capes Online was good before the Project was introduced and that it will be good even after the very concept of digital immortality has been ground to dust.”

“Are you working with Atmosfear?” said Cyclone. “Because you sound an awful lot like him right now.”

“I have nothing to do with that idiot,” said Brain Game, “who I would also love to see deleted. But it doesn’t matter. Now that I have shut off the portal, I have destroyed your very last hope of saving Winter and Busker. And since you have all conveniently gathered here in one place, I don’t even have to drag you down to my lab myself in order to experiment on you.”

“Are you still obsessed with dissecting us like insects?” asked Cyclone. “Because if so, you’re pretty naive if you think we’ll just let you take us apart like an old car.”

“Why wouldn’t I?” said Brain Game. “I meant it when I said that you and Spiritus are unique among Sidekicks. You maintain your Sidekick status even without your Heroes. That alone makes you a glitch worth studying, not one worth destroying.”

“Is that why you sent Targetman and Mimetime after us again?” said Cyclone. “’Cause those two came pretty darn close to killing us.”

“They did that on their own,” said Brain Game. “As much as I respect the work of the Task Force, their members are often too zealous in their desire to purge Capes Online of all glitches. They do not understand that the only reason Capes Online has lasted as long as it has is thanks to our ability to observe the system itself and make changes accordingly. The discoveries I will learn from you might totally revolutionize Capes Online itself.”

“As if we’d ever let you dissect us,” said Spiritus with a snarl. She raised her scythe. “Besides, I think your brilliant plan is overlooking an important part: namely, keeping us from killing you dead. Mad Scientists are one of the weaker Villain Classes and suck at combat in general. It won’t take Cy and I very long to make short work of you.”

“Normally, I would be shaking in my boots at such a scary threat being spouted by such a deadly-looking woman,” said Brain Game, “but unfortunately for you, I do not recall ever stating that I would personally subdue you myself.”

Brain Game pulled the remote out of his coat pocket and hit the big red button in the middle.

A second later, the lid of one of the test tubes lifted open, sending greenish mist floating into the air and allowing Cyclone to hear the bubbling goop within. A second later, a large claw burst out of the green liquid, grabbed the edge of the tube’s opening, and hauled itself up and over the edge of the tube, landing with a wet slap on its feet before rising to its full height.

The creature that had emerged from the test tube was easily twice as tall as Cyclone. It looked kind of like a humanoid bat, with a wingspan wide enough to gather Cyclone and Spiritus into its grasp with no issue. Large muscles strained against its furry skin, while green lines glowed underneath its skin, lines that might have been its blood veins. Its face was a horrid mishmash of human and bat, with the eyes of a human and the sharp teeth of a bat.

Above its head was the nametag [EXPERIMENT 71094], although Cyclone forgot all about its oddball name when it looked at them with glowing green eyes that didn’t look even remotely natural.

“Say hello to one of my newest and greatest creations, Experiment Seven One Zero Nine Four,” said Brain Game proudly. “Or, as I like to call him, Bloodsucker. And trust me, bloodsucking is one of the least painful ways he can kill you.”


CHAPTER FIFTY

 

This Skull Mecha looked a little different from the one I had fought before. It was slightly smaller, for one, small enough to stand on top of the Floating Fortress without losing its balance from the wind whipping around us. It also had a narrower, smoother head and was green and black in coloration. Metallic angel wings extended from its back, flowing gently in the wind.

But its grip strength was every bit as strong as the last one’s, if not even more so. Every bone in my body felt like it was about to snap under pressure. Breathing was difficult but not impossible, especially with the wind howling around us.

“Gotcha,” said a familiar voice from within the Skull Mecha’s head. “Right where I want you, Winter.”

“Who … are you?” I said in a strained voice. “And how did you sneak up on us like that?”

“It was easy to do, given how little attention you pay to your surroundings,” said the Skull Mecha, “but as for who I am, it will be easier to show rather than to tell.”

The Skull Mecha’s head extended out and then flipped open, revealing a short, stout man wearing Junkyard Corps Soldier armor sitting in the cockpit. He grinned when he saw me, but I didn’t return the expression because I was shocked by who I saw.

“Lieutenant Reeves?” I said in surprise. “How did you get into a Skull Mecha so quickly?”

“Where did you think I was going, Winter, when I saw you and your friends earlier?” said Reeves with a chuckle. “I was going to get into my personal Skull Mecha, custom-made just for me by the folks at Synth Group. Springjack warned me that you might try to escape from your cell, but I doubt even he thought you would kill him.”

“You mean you knew who we were when we ran into you earlier and you didn’t confront us yourself?” I said. “Why?”

“It was all part of the plan, moron,” said Reeves. “The Chief was well aware that you three would escape from the dungeons on your own eventually. So he decided to make a plan to capture and kill you regardless. As you can tell, it worked perfectly, making you lower your guard so you wouldn’t see the inevitable doom coming directly your way.”

I gritted my teeth. I should have known that it was too easy to break into the Chief’s personal quarters, but I hadn’t realized that we had been played right from the start. “Okay, you got us. Good for you. Seems like kind of a waste of time and energy, though. I mean, you already had us before and you put a hole in the ceiling of the Fortress. Why go through all of the trouble of tricking us like this when you could have killed us in our cells like rats?”

“Because we needed an excuse to kill you, naturally enough,” said Reeves. “Remember what Springjack told you? About his superiors needing you alive? Yeah, we don’t agree with that crap. But if we disobeyed, then we’d get punished and maybe even fired. Whereas if we tell them we terminated you out of self-defense, then they’ll be more understanding and probably a whole lot less angry with us than they would be otherwise.”

“Really?” I said in disbelief. “That’s the only reason you guys went to all this trouble to trick us? Because you wanted to be able to kill us with impunity?”

“Sure,” said Reeves, nodding. “You guys aren’t supposed to be here. Nor are you supposed to try to save a terrorist and monster like Eagle Eye. As the Junkyard Corps, our job is to protect the Junkyard from players like you and your brother. We’re not interested in playing politics like our superiors are. We get the job done and we get the job done right.”

Despite how angry I was with Reeves, I had to admit I admired his attitude. It reminded me of my own attitude toward superheroism. I didn’t give a damn about messing with politics, drama, or anything stupid like that. If someone was in trouble and I could help them, then I did, regardless of whether anyone else approved.

But as much as I understood that attitude, it was that same attitude that was going to get me, Busker, Stetho, and Eagle Eye killed if I didn’t act fast.

“You still don’t understand,” I said. “We’re not the bad guys here. We just want to go home.”

“Home?” said Reeves. He shook his head. “If all you wanted to do was go home, then you didn’t need to break into our fortress, kill our Chief, and rescue one of the most dangerous hackers we’ve ever captured. But I suppose you can keep telling yourself that, if it helps you feel better about yourself.”

“I don’t know what your problem with Eagle Eye is, but you’ve got it all wrong,” I said. “She’s not what you think she is.”

“Au contrair, my friend,” said Reeves, “it is you who don’t know what she really is. But why am I arguing with you? This is pointless, as arguing always is. I think I’ll finish you off and then kill your friends.”

“Wha—?” I said. “But I’m in Project Second Life. The Department of VR—”

“They don’t have to know a damn thing about what we did to you,” said Reeves. “When Project Second Life first started, we made it clear that any participants in that program are fair game if they end up in the Junkyard. If their Director has a problem with that, he can bring it up with the Chief when he respawns.”

“But—”

The hand on the mecha suddenly tightened around my waist. I gasped for air and saw my Health bar begin to go down again.

“As I said, I am done arguing with you,” said Reeves in a cold voice. “And once I am done with you, I will kill your friends and once again show why you should never mess with the Junkyard Corps.”

“And this is why you should never mess with the Maxwell brothers!” came Busker’s voice below.

All of a sudden, hot flames exploded into existence around the feet of the Skull Mecha, sending tendrils of fire rushing up its legs and body toward the cockpit in the head. Reeves gasped in surprise and staggered backward, but not before dropping me. I fell toward the roof of the Floating Fortress below rapidly, spinning head over heel until I got over my shock and landed, with a sickening crunch,  on my feet. Pain shot up my legs as I stumbled slightly from the impact, my HP dropping by a solid 10% from the fall alone, but at least I was still alive.

Then Busker landed next to me, sending sparks flying when his feet hit the ground, and he said, “You okay, bro?”

Rubbing my throat, I said, “Yeah, thanks, Busker. Thought I was a goner there.”

“Don’t worry,” said Busker, giving me the thumbs up. “That’s what brothers are for, after all: Saving each other from giant mecha on top of flying fortresses in the sky.”

I chuckled at that before a golden aura suddenly came over me and my Health bar shot up and the pain in my body and lungs vanished, followed by this notification appearing in my vision:

[Combat Medic Stetho] used Full Heal! HP restored and all debuffs and stats conditions lifted!

Looking down into the hole in the roof, I saw Stetho standing in the middle of the room, his hands lifted up toward me. Eagle Eye stood near him, her eyes wide with shock.

“Thanks, Stetho!” I yelled over the howling wind all around, giving him the thumbs up in return. “Keep Eagle Eye safe while we deal with this joker up here!”

Stetho returned the thumbs up gesture, but then the sound of creaking mechanical joints made me and Busker look up to see Reeves was definitely still here. He stood several feet away now, the feet of his mecha blackened from the flames, but his Skull Mecha’s Health was almost full, so I suspected the blackened coloring was more cosmetic than anything.

But now Reeves looked angry. The cockpit closed shut in front of him and both hands of his mecha folded in and two retractable blades folded out. The blades had to be at least as long as I was tall and twice as wide. Reeves’ Skull Mecha took an offensive stance, raising the blades before him like he was about to strike.

I summoned my twin Ice Daggers while Busker summoned two fireballs in his hand the size of soccer balls.

“A boss battle, huh?” said Busker, cracking a grin. “Didn’t we already beat one of these guys before?”

“Indeed you did,” said Reeves, “but when did I ever say I was going to fight you alone?”

Before I could ask him what he meant by that, the sound of rocket engines exploded in the air around us. Busker and I looked around wildly for a moment, but the thick storm clouds made it impossible to see whatever was in the air around us.

Then, one by one, more Skull Mechas descended from the air around us, landing in a loose circle around us. They were different colors, ranging from red to blue to yellow and everything in between, and even varied somewhat in build, with some looking almost like tanks with legs while others looked more like giant mechanical men. Their weapons were impressive, too, with one wielding a sword as tall as a one-story building while another had so many missiles, lasers, and guns that it looked more like a walking armory than a mecha.

Regardless, a quick Scan of each Skull Mecha as it landed revealed to me that they were all well above Level 100. In fact, Reeves’ Skull Mecha was 185, which was the highest Level I’d seen yet. Their all had the same Ice Weakness as the last one we beat, but something told me that these guys weren’t going to stand still long enough to let us repeat that strategy on any of them.

“Welcome to the might of the Skull Mecha Army,” said Reeves with glee in his voice. “Six of the best Pilots and Soldiers of the Junkyard Corps, each one with the same mission: To delete unnecessary data and to terminate anyone who tries to stop us from completing the first mission.”

I gulped. I wasn’t one to give up quickly or run away, but I also knew that there was no way two Heroes could beat these Skull Mechas on our own. Even Busker, who seemed to specialize in taking down giant NPCs, probably didn’t have the power necessary to take on six Skull Mechas at once.

Still, I looked at Busker and said, “What do you think, brother? Are the odds for us or against us?”

“Against us,” Busker replied without hesitation. His grin grew larger. “But where would the fun be if the odds were for us?”


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

 

On instinct, Cyclone Scanned Bloodsucker and was surprised to see that it had information for him to read:

Experiment 71094 (Bloodsucker)

LEVEL: 35

ALIGNMENT: Villain

CLASS: Experiment

TYPE: Air

WEAK POINT: Eyes

WEAKNESS: Light

RARITY: Rare

A horrific creature whose very existence is a mockery of nature, Experiments are the brainchildren—and occasionally literal children—of the Mad Scientist Class. Driven by the pain, fear, and existential dread from the knowledge they should not exist, Experiments seek nothing more than to obey the orders of their Mad Scientist master or to destroy all natural beings whose existence is a mockery of their own. Experiments are even banned from being created in some countries due to the absolutely cruel conditions under which they are typically created.

“Guys, it isn’t all bad,” said Cyclone, glancing at Sally and Spiritus. “Scan says that its eyes are its Weak Point and its Weak to Light. Anyone got a flashlight? At least one installed on their phone?”

“No flashlight,” said Spiritus, shaking her head. She raised her scythe. “We’ll have to fight it.”

“We?” said Cyclone. He gestured at Sally. “Is Sally gonna help, too?”

“No,” said Spiritus. She looked at Sally. “Sally, I need you to try to turn the power for the portal back on. I know you’re not exactly a tech genius, but the portal is our only hope of rescuing Winter and Busker. Do you understand?”

Sally nodded quickly. “Sure, sure. I mean, I barely know how to turn on a computer, but I’ll see what I can do.”

“Good,” said Spiritus. She turned to face Bloodsucker. “Now, I think it’s time we—”

Spiritus didn’t get a chance to finish her sentence because Bloodsucker suddenly leaped into the air and rushed toward them. Without thinking, Cyclone also flew into the air, drawing his Kunai and hurling his weapon at the Experiment. But Bloodsucker knocked his Kunai out of the air and slammed into Cyclone, knocking Cyclone down to the ground. Cyclone hit the floor hard, his head spinning from the impact, although he could clearly hear Brain Game cry out gleefully, “Yes, my creation, kill them all! Show these rogue NPCs no mercy. Tear them apart piece by piece!”

Gee, he doesn’t sound insane at all, Cyclone thought.

His thoughts were interrupted when he heard a yell and looked up to see Spiritus fighting Bloodsucker. The demonic bat humanoid was slashing at Spiritus with its claws, but Spiritus kept phasing in and out of existence, using her Intangibility Power to avoid his blows. She then suddenly rushed through Bloodsucker just as it lunged at her and, turning Tangible, whirled around and slashed Bloodsucker in the back.

It was a direct hit. Her scythe cut through the flesh of his back like it was nothing and Bloodsucker howled as it lost 10% of its Health in one blow. Sticky, stinky green blood exploded out from its back as Spiritus raised her scythe again, ready to deliver another devastating blow, maybe even one that would take the creature down for good.

But Spiritus was too slow. Bloodsucker whirled around and slashed at her. Spiritus quickly brought her scythe down, catching Bloodsucker’s razor-sharp claws on the pole of the scythe, but then Bloodsucker ripped her scythe out of her hands and snapped the weapon over its knee.

“My scythe!” Spiritus shouted. “No!”

Bloodsucker wasn’t done yet, however. It tackled Spiritus to the ground and then, pinning her underneath its undoubtedly heavyweight, sank its thick fangs into her neck and began making awful sucking noises while Spiritus screamed in pain and agony.

Horrified, Cyclone watched as Bloodsucker’s Health restored at roughly the same rate that Spiritus’ fell. And even worse, Spiritus didn’t have much Health left before she died.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” said Brain Game with a chuckle. “He can steal the Health of other players, Sidekicks, and NPCs by drinking their blood. So proud of my creation for figuring that out himself.”

Brain Game’s glee snapped Cyclone out of his thoughts. He thrust his hand forward and unleashed Gust, sending twin pillars of wind from his open palms. The wind pillars struck Bloodsucker in the face and sent him flying off of Spiritus, causing Bloodsucker to crash into one of the computer stations scattered around the lab before he came to a stop in front of one of the other test tubes, this one blue in color.

Without thinking, Cyclone rushed over to Spiritus and, kneeling beside her, said, “You okay, Spiritus? Do you need a Health Drink or something?”

Spiritus coughed, her face still hidden underneath her hood, although there were now two clear fang marks in the neck of her hood from where Bloodsucker had bitten her. “That monster does more than just suck Health from people. It makes you really weak, too. I got some kind of Blood Loss debuff.”

Cyclone quickly pulled a Health Drink out of his inventory and handed it to her. “Here, drink this. And quickly, ‘cause I’m not sure how much time we have left before—”

A roar interrupted Cyclone and made him look up in time to see that Bloodsucker had recovered from getting blasted across half of the lab. It was rising to its feet, shaking its head and growling deeply under its breath. Snarling under its breath, it looked at Cyclone with absolute hatred in its eyes and took one step toward him before a computer mouse of all things flew through the air and struck it square in the eye.

Shrieking in pain, Bloodsucker clutched its eye, while Cyclone looked over in the direction that the mouse had come from and saw Sally, standing in front of the portal’s controls, holding her hand like she had just thrown the mouse herself.

“Sally!” Cyclone shouted in horror. “What the heck did you do that for?”

“Sorry!” Sally shouted back. “I just thought you guys needed a distraction or something!”

Before Cyclone could lecture her on getting herself into a fight she couldn’t win, Bloodsucker lowered its hand from its now-blackened eye and turned its rage and attention on Sally. Cyclone and Spiritus forgotten, Bloodsucker flapped its wings and took off into the air, aiming directly for Sally now. It moved far too fast for Sally to avoid it, so Cyclone shot into the air and tackled it out of the air.

Cyclone and Bloodsucker crashed onto the floor. The two of them rolled around for a moment, each one struggling for dominance over the other, until Bloodsucker got on top and tried to claw at his face. Cyclone just barely managed to hold the Experiment back, but his Strength was still one of his lower Stats and he found it hard to match the beastly Strength of Bloodsucker. He couldn’t see how much Strength it had, but he could tell from their fight alone that this thing was much stronger than him and that it would overwhelm him sooner or later.

And sooner it was. Bloodsucker began to force his arms down, moving its face closer and closer to his. He could see the monstrous hunger gleaming in its bestial eyes, smell its bloody breath, and even see flecks of Spiritus’ blood on its dagger-like fangs. Its weight pressed down on him like gravity itself and it was all he could do to keep himself from getting crushed to death.

“Eat!” came Brain Game’s gleeful voice. “Devour! Rend him limb from limb, as is your destiny!”

He’s really not sane, Cyclone thought somewhere in the back of his mind underneath the growing panic that was starting to overwhelm his mental processes. I guess that’s why he’s called a Mad Scientist.

Right before Bloodsucker could sink its fangs into Cyclone’s neck, Bloodsucker suddenly cried out in pain and rolled off of him. Startled, Cyclone looked over to see Bloodsucker rise to its feet, trying to remove the blade tip now firmly embedded in its back. Unless Cyclone’s eyes were playing tricks on him, it looked like the blade tip of Spiritus’ broken scythe.

A bony hand came down in his face and he looked up to see Spiritus hovering over him, her hand outstretched. Cyclone quickly took her hand and she helped him to his feet while Bloodsucker continued to struggle futilely with removing the blade in its back.

“Thanks,” said Cyclone, rubbing his back as he stood up to his full height. “That was a close one.”

“No problem, but don’t celebrate too soon,” said Spiritus. She nodded at Bloodsucker. “My scythe won’t keep it distracted forever. It’ll remove my weapons eventually.”

“Which is why we should attack it now before it can recover,” said Cyclone, picking up his dropped Kunai, which he happened to have fallen close to.

“No,” said Spiritus, shaking her head. She gestured at the test tubes all around them. “Even if we could beat it, Brain Game would just summon something else from one of these, something that might be even worse than Bloodsucker. We need to end this battle now.”

“How do we do that?” said Cyclone.

 She nodded subtly at Brain Game, who was still watching the battle with the fascination of a scientist studying a new form of life. “We need to kill Brain Game. Take him out and I suspect even Bloodsucker will stop trying to kill us.”

“How do we do that?” said Cyclone.

Spiritus patted him on the shoulder. “You’re the resident Ninja around here. You figure that out. Meanwhile, I’ll keep tall, dark, and ugly here busy.”

With that, Spiritus flew over to Bloodsucker, leaving Cyclone standing by himself, shocked for a moment before he shook his head and muttered, “Sure, leave me to kill the big bad while you go play with the rodent with wings. Why not?”

Shaking his head, Cyclone turned and rushed toward Brain Game, his Kunai held at his side. He decided to aim for the neck. He had no idea how strong Brain Game was, but he suspected that even an SI Games developer wouldn’t last long with his throat slashed and bleeding all over his shiny white lab coat like spilled punch.

Unfortunately, Brain Game finally noticed Cyclone coming because he looked at Cyclone and said, “What’s this? Do you think you can take me on?”

“Kind of, yeah,” said Cyclone as he ran. “I take it you’re not much of a fighter.”

Brain Game raised one of his spindly arms, no doubt to punch Cyclone, but then Cyclone jumped into the air and flew straight over Brain Game. Landing behind the Mad Scientist, he whirled around and stabbed his Kunai directly into Brain Game’s back.

But Brain Game sidestepped the Kunai, causing Cyclone to stagger forward before the Mad Scientist lashed out with a kick and struck Cyclone in the face. The kick sent Cyclone staggering to the side while Brain Game laughed uproariously at his plight.

“Despite being a Ninja, you’re clearly not a very good Ninja, otherwise you would have attacked me from behind,” said Brain Game with a chuckle. “Are you self-taught or just incompletely trained?”

Rubbing his face, Cyclone looked at Brain Game and said, “You’re a lot stronger than you look, old man.”

Brain Game flashed a mad grin. “Oh, not really. In comparison to other players, I am quite weak. But you of all people should know that Sidekicks are only ever half as strong as their Heroes, sometimes even less, and that as a player, I naturally have higher Stats than you. Did you think that because I am a Mad Scientist, that means I cannot defend myself? Please. Your ignorance is truly staggering.”

Cyclone gulped. Brain Game was right, even though he didn’t want him to be. Players were always stronger than Sidekicks. And yes, Cyclone may have killed Targetman, but he knew he only got lucky then and that he couldn’t count on getting that same kind of luck again. He needed to think fast if he was going to take down Brain Game, who was turning out to be a much stronger enemy than he first thought.

Gripping his Kunai tightly, Cyclone said, “You might be tougher than me, but let’s see how you like a Tornado!”

Activating Tornado, Cyclone thrust his free hand forward. A powerful Tornado exploded up underneath Brain Game, but instead of sending him flying, Brain Game simply stood in the center of the roaring tornado, his grin never leaving his lips even as the wind whipped at his messy hair and sent his lab coat fluttering. His Health only dropped maybe one or two points at most.

“Is this gentle breeze supposed to hurt?” said Brain Game, glancing around casually at the roaring wind. “It barely even tickles.”

“Wha—?” said Cyclone, taking a step back. “How—?”

Brain Game gestured at his chest. “Underneath my coat, I am wearing a Heavy Stone. It’s an Equippable item which makes the user immune to being thrown about by heavy winds such as yours. It could keep me safe even if you hit me with hurricane force winds. A small tornado is nothing.”

Cyclone gulped. “Uh oh.”

Brain Game’s eyes gleamed like those of a tiger on the hunt. “That’s putting it mildly.”

Brain Game snapped his fingers and some kind of black energy shot out of thin air and struck Cyclone in the chest, sending him staggering backward. Although the black energy did not actually hurt him—his Health bar didn’t budge even slightly—he suddenly felt a heaviness settle in his chest like really bad congestion. A new notification popped up in his view:

[Mad Scientist Brain Game] has Locked one (1) of your Powers: Tornado [Level 1]. You cannot use Tornado [Level 1] for: 2 minutes, 30 seconds.

“I can see you’re a little surprised by the present I gave you,” said Brain Game. “It’s a special, unique Power of mine called Power Lock. An Ultimate Power, it allows me to Lock one Power of one target of my choice. It is a Level One Power, so the duration is fairly short, but it should be more than enough time for me to take you apart and find out exactly what makes you tick.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

 

One of the Skull Mechas—a large yellow one with a lightning-shaped crest on its forehead—raised its laser cannon arm and fired. A huge blast of white energy hurtled toward us, forcing Busker and me to fly into the air to avoid getting blasted into pieces. But even as we rose into the air, another Skull Mecha—painted blue and white and resembling a quarterback in its general build—rushed toward us, almost bowling into us and forcing us to separate at the last minute to avoid getting smashed.

Landing on the other side of the ship, I had just enough time to rise to my feet before a massive shadow appeared over me. I looked up and saw a huge foot come crashing down toward me, forcing me to Dodge forward at the last minute. The mecha foot came down with a bone-shaking boom at the same time I rolled to my feet and looked over my shoulder.

The foot belonged to the red Skull Mecha, this one with wings like an angel and a head like a demon. It was a fair bit thinner than the others and had less Health overall, but even the weaker Skull Mechas still posed a huge threat to me and Busker.

Not that I had much time to examine its appearance very closely, however. In the next instant, the green Skull Mecha—Reeves’ personal mecha—slashed at me with its swords, forcing me to Dodge again. Landing on my feet, I turned around and threw my Ice Daggers at Reeves, but my weapons just bounced harmlessly off his metallic hide and earned me a derisive laugh that sounded slightly distorted coming from the speakers of his mecha.

“Is that the best you’ve got?” said Reeves’ voice in between bouts of maniacal laughter. “Throwing ice cubes at us? You’ve got to be joking.”

I gritted my teeth. Reeves was right. I wasn’t at a high enough level to even scratch these guys. I saw Busker taking on two of the Skull Mecha at once on the other side of the Floating Fortress, zipping through the air like a wasp, shooting fireballs and Dodging their attacks with amazing grace. But even his attacks did little more than annoy the Skull Mechas and the fact that he had to divide his attention between two Skull Mechas meant that he couldn’t harm either one of them very well.

So Busker was fighting two Skull Mechas at once while I had to deal with three, including Reeves. That left the sixth Skull Mecha—the tank-like one with tons of weaponry that I noticed before—standing all by its lonesome. I wasn’t sure if it was literally incapable of moving by itself or if the Pilot within simply saw no reason to step into the fray yet. Either way, I knew that it had more than enough firepower to take down Busker and myself even if we somehow defeated its allies.

But then a plan occurred to me. It was absolutely crazy, with zero guarantee of working, but if I could pull it off, then I could turn this entire fight around in an instant.

Quickly, I sent Busker a message through Team Chat:

Me: Busker, I’ve got a plan. I need you to cover me while I make a break for the tank.

Busker Burn: You want me to distract all five of those guys by myself? Sounds more like something I’d do than you would do.

Me: Can you do it anyway?

Busker Burn: Hey, just ‘cause I said it was something I would do doesn’t mean I think it’s stupid. Go get ‘em, bro!

With a smile, I closed Team Chat and rushed toward the three Skull Mechas that had been drawing closer to me. This appeared to take the Skull Mechas by surprise, because all three of them stopped, although Reeves raised his swords again and brought them down on me.

But I Dodged to the side at the last possible minute. Reeves’ blades slammed into the roof of the Floating Fortress and, without missing a beat, I ran up Reeves’ right arm, prompting Reeves to curse me out through the speakers of his Skull Mecha.

Without warning, Reeves yanked his arm up, which sent me flying into the air. But I activated Flight and, landing on Reeves’ shoulder, slammed the palm of my hand against the side of his mecha’s face and activated Freezing Touch. Ice exploded from my palm and covered half of the Skull Mecha’s head in an instant, causing Reeves to curse me out even more loudly than before.

But I didn’t stop to listen to him. I jumped off his shoulder and, activating Flight, shot toward the tank-like Skull Mecha, whose Pilot still didn’t quite seem to understand what was about to happen. My Flight ran out pretty quickly, however, forcing me to land about halfway to my destination, but I hit the ground running and rushed toward the tank as fast as I could.

But then the ground started rumbling behind me and I looked over my shoulder to see Reeves and the other two Skull Mecha running after me. I had managed to put a good distance between myself and the three Skull Mechas, but their long strides allowed them to cover that distance very quickly. I fired a couple of Ice Beams off at them over my shoulder, but my poor aim meant most of my Ice Beams missed and even those that didn’t miss did absolutely nothing to even slow down those Mechas.

That was when Busker hurtled by overhead, screaming at the top of his lungs as he fired fireball after fireball at the pursuing Skull Mechas. Although Busker didn’t stop them, his attacks did slow them down just enough for me to be able to put some good distance between us.

Now I was almost at the tank-like mecha. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the two Skull Mechas that Busker had been dealing with seemed stuck together, with the purple mecha trying to remove its jammed sword from the horns of the white mecha, which meant that there was nothing to stop me from getting to the sixth and final Skull Mecha. I could hardly believe my luck until the tank-like Skull Mecha aimed one of its cannons at me and fired.

Rather than firing a cannonball or laser blast of some sort, the Skull Mecha fired what looked like a canister, which crashed into the ground in front of me and forced me to come to a halt. Even as I skidded to a stop, the lid of the canister exploded open with the force of a bomb and then thousands of tiny metallic insects exploded out from within the canister, whirling in the air like a deadly storm cloud, their metallic wings buzzing in the air.

Taken aback, I Scanned the insects to see exactly what they were. Luckily, these things actually had some Scan data associated with them:

Data Insect Swarm

LEVELS: 1-5

ALIGNMENT: Unaligned

CLASS: Hybrid (Tamed Beast + Invention)

TYPE: Metal

WEAK POINT: Body

WEAKNESS: Fire

RARITY: Uncommon

Data Insects are one of the many strange creatures inhabiting the Junkyard. Moving in massive swarms, Data Insects are well-known for descending on targets that are often a hundred times their size and devouring their Data Points in less time than it takes to cook a hot dog in the microwave. Although normally wild creatures, the Junkyard Corps have been known to capture and program these creatures to do their bidding, making them a useful weapon in a fight.

Damn it. I hated insects. I especially hated insects that could devour me in less than a minute.

Perhaps sensing my hatred, the Data Insect swarm rushed toward me. I activated Ice Slide and slide forward on a thin slide of ice, narrowly avoiding the huge swarm that passed by right overhead. But the Data Insects must have had pretty fast reaction times because they turned on a dime and rushed after me even faster than I could slide.

Jumping off the slide, I fired several Ice Beams at the Data Insects. My Ice Beams struck them and took out a fair few, but the holes in the swarm were quickly filled by any survivors and soon the swarm rushed toward me again, their clinking metallic wings audible even over the rushing wind all around us.

Gritting my teeth, I flew into the air toward the tank-like Skull Mecha, pushing myself to fly as fast as possible. I could hear the Data Insects coming after me, their buzzing, clicking winds drawing ever closer, but I didn’t care. As long as I could get to the Skull Mecha, that was all that mattered to me.

But then the Skull Mecha, apparently not taking any chances, aimed another, slightly smaller cannon at me and fired. This time, a huge blast of plasma energy hurtled through the air toward me. I turned off Flight at the last minute, causing me to fall back toward the ground below, but the Data Insects weren’t so quick. Before they could change course to go after me, the plasma blast tore through the swarm, instantly vaporizing the entire swarm into nothing but smoke and dust as this notification appeared in my vision:

[Skull Mecha Unit 59064] has destroyed the Data Insect Swarm!

I hit the ground with a roll and rushed forward. By now, I had finally reached the Skull Mecha itself, reaching its left foot. The Skull Mecha Pilot, perhaps finally sensing what I was about to do, aimed his guns at me, but I activated Flight and shot into the air faster than its guns could follow. Landing on the Skull Mecha’s right shoulder, I shouted, “Busker, do your thing!”

Somehow, Busker heard me over the roaring wind and shot back to me, causing Reeves and the other Skull Mecha he had been dealing with to come after him. But it was too late for them to stop our plan now.

The Skull Mecha I stood upon pointed its guns at Busker, but Busker, like me, was too fast for its targeting systems to catch. He thrust his hands and unleashed a stream of fire on the cockpit, covering the cockpit in a brilliant rain of white-hot flame that was so hot I could feel it even from here. I even got a notification informing me that the temperature had risen too high and that I was in danger of suffering Burn damage if I didn’t move now.

But I stayed right where I was. This was the most important part of the plan, the pivotal moment that determined if it would be a failure or a success. It was all on the Pilot now and how he would react to the fact that his cozy, comfort cockpit was now a human-sized baking oven. I just hoped, for our sake, that the Pilot hadn’t grown up in Texas.

Then the cockpit flipped open and the Pilot—a black man in full Junkyard Corps gear—jumped out of it screaming, his clothes on fire. He hit the ground legs first and started running around in a circle, screaming his head off as he tried desperately to put out the fire.

This was it!

I thrust my hands forward and unleashed a continuous stream of Ice Beams at the fire. Luckily, Busker clearly hadn’t been using his full power, because my Ice Beams put out the flames covering the cockpit quickly and hopefully had also brought down the temperature to a more manageable level. Without hesitation, I jumped into the cockpit, landing on the comfy leather seat, and, buckling myself in, hit a big red button that caused the cockpit to close down on me.

For a moment, everything was dark, but a second later bright lights came on inside the cockpit, revealing a dazzling variety of buttons, switches, monitors, and blinking lights that confused me for a second. I had no idea what half of this stuff even did. Some of the monitors appeared to show the Skull Mecha’s Stats, while others displayed ammunition levels, the climate and temperature outside, and even a monitor displaying what looked like a football game in progress. Guess the Pilot had decided to spend this important battle watching the big game instead of paying attention to his surroundings.

“Pilot Michaels!” came a female voice in my ear I didn’t recognize. “Pilot Michaels, do you read me? This is Support. Readings from your unit indicate that the interior temperature of the cockpit was increased above five hundred degrees Fahrenheit. Pilot Michaels, do you read me? I repeat, do you read me?”

“Uh …” I reached up and pressed a button on my headset and saw this notification appear:

You have muted all communications with Junkyard Support. Press the Mute button again to unmute all communications with Junkyard Support.

“Okay,” I said, reading the notification, “that seems—”

A ping in my ear caused me to look at Team Chat, which had a message from Busker:

Busker Burn: You stole one of their mecha! That is badass, bro. Wish I’d thought of it first. What’s it look like?

Me: Confusing. Lots of buttons and switches. Also, the Pilot was apparently watching football. Looks like the guys in red tights are losing to the guys in blue tights.

Busker Burn: That’s cool and all bro, but maybe spend less time talking and more time figuring out how to use that thing, ‘cause we’re, like, totally surrounded and probably going to die.

Startled, I looked around until I spotted the monitor I was looking for. It showed me a live feed of everything happening outside of the Skull Mecha … including the fact that all five of the other Skull Mecha had now ganged up on me, while Busker stood on one of my shoulders with a tired but determined expression on his face. All five of the Skull Mecha were pointing their weapons at me.

“Clever plan, Winter,” said Reeves, his voice in my ear via my headset. “I honestly didn’t expect you to try to steal one of our mecha. Never in the history of the Junkyard Corps has anyone ever managed to successfully steal one of our own Skull Mechas.”

“What can I say?” I said. “Guess I’m just special.”

“’Special’ is definitely the word I would use to describe you, Winter, but not in the good way,” said Reeves. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter. If the only way we can destroy you is by destroying one of our own, then so be it. Men! Ready … aim … fire!”

All five of the Skull Mechas began firing energy blasts after energy blasts at us. The blasts hit my Skull Mecha from all sides, rapidly wearing down its thick shields. The shields—which, according to one of the monitors, were at 100%—quickly wore down under the sustained assault, dropping from 100% to 90% to 80% in a few seconds. It was clear to me that unless I figured out how to use this fast, Busker and I were going to die.

But the controls were just so complicated. There seemed to be a million and one buttons and none of them were labeled. It reminded me of why I always hated flight simulators. Too many controls, too many buttons, and not enough labels to help me figure out what any of them actually did.

“Uh … computer!” I shouted desperately, hoping that the Mecha might have some kind of onboard AI that might respond to my voice commands. “I need some help!”

To my relief, a calm but friendly female voice said, “Yes, Pilot? What do you need help with?”

“I need to find the button that will fire everything,” I said. “At once.”

“That is easy,” said the AI voice. “Simply press the red button, which will lock onto all available targets and fire everything at once.”

“The red button … ?” I said, looking at the control panel. “What button—”

I immediately found the button I was looking for: A big, glowing red button underneath a glass case, labeled ‘EMERGENCY USE ONLY.’ Flipping the glass case up, I slammed my fist down on the button.

The lights around me suddenly turned red, bathing my body in crimson light, as this notification appeared in my vision:

WARNING! SKULL MECHA UNIT 59064 HAS ENTERED ASSAULT MODE! 99% OF ENERGY REDIRECTED TO WEAPONS SYSTEMS!

Before I could understand what that meant, I heard a strange vibrating, rotating sound somewhere nearby. The monitor that showed me the outside now began to show me that some of my cannons were aiming at our attackers, although due to the way the camera was positioned, I couldn’t see what my Mecha looked like in Assault Mode. I could, however, see small red circles appear on each enemy Skull Mecha unit, which I understood to be the system locking on to the enemy units.

But, although I might not be able to see what Assault Mode looked like, I did get to see the results.

Missiles and massive lasers exploded from my Skull Mecha’s cannons all at once. The sound was deafening even from within my cockpit. I couldn’t see Busker, but I knew he had to be deaf now due to being outside of my unit. The entire Skull Mecha vibrated violently, causing me to grab my seat with both hands, although my unit remained standing despite the blowback from the explosion.

I couldn’t say the same for the enemy Skull Mecha units, however. Despite their best efforts to shoot down my missiles and lasers, none of their attacks were enough. When my missiles and lasers struck the five enemy units at the same time, an absolutely massive explosion blew up. The light was so bright that I had to cover my eyes to avoid going blind, while the Floating Fortress itself seemed to rock under the weight of the explosion. Even from within my cockpit, the roar of the explosion was almost as loud as a nuclear bomb.

But finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the light faded and the Floating Fortress stopped swaying. Slowly, I opened my eyes to see the results of that attack.

The five enemy Skull Mecha units were annihilated. Where once stood five powerful Skull Mechas was now a blacked hole in the roof of the Floating Fortress. Chunks of blackened, burned mecha were scattered everywhere. A good chunk of the Fortress’ roof was blackened or even on fire in some places. I saw no sign of the Pilots of the mechas, but I imagined they must have all been vaporized in the explosion. I couldn’t imagine that any of them could have made an emergency escape and lived to tell the tale.

But even if they did, it didn’t matter. I had just singlehandedly destroyed the Floating Fortress’ entire fleet of Skull Mechas.

Somehow.


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

 

Cyclone didn’t like having one of his Powers locked. It reminded him of the time Winter got his Level locked, only this was, in his opinion, far less crippling. After all, Cyclone still had a variety of other Powers at his disposal, even if not all of them were as powerful as Tornado.

Holding his Kunai before him, Cyclone activated Shadow Step and disappeared into the shadows between two test tubes. As always, stepping into the shadow was an odd feeling. The world around him slowed to a crawl, including Brain Game, who was still smirking at him like he thought he was all that.

Let’s see how he likes getting stabbed in the back with a knife, Cyclone thought as he walked around Brain Game.

Standing behind the Mad Scientist, Cyclone decided he would aim for the neck. Even if Brain Game had higher Stats than him, that didn’t mean he would survive having his throat slit open. And even if he somehow did, he would be so weakened by the attack that Cyclone would be able to finish him off easily.

With a single thought, Cyclone jumped out of the shadows and brought his Kunai directly down on Brain Game’s neck.

Cyclone’s Kunai slammed into the back of Brain Game’s neck, its sharp blade sinking deeply into his flesh. Brain Game let loose a roar of agony as his Health dropped to zero in an instant, causing Cyclone to yank out his Kunai and kick Brain Game in the back.

Brain Game stumbled forward and fell face first onto the ground, his eyes wide with shock as blood flowed out of the back of his neck. He made a couple more shuddering gasps before his body became entirely limp and still.

That was easy, Cyclone thought, twirling his Kunai in his hand. After all his boasting about how tough he was, I thought he was going to put up more of a fight. Guess he wasn’t as tough as he thought.

Unfortunately, Cyclone’s smile disappeared from his face when this notification appeared in his vision:

You have killed [Brain Game Clone #1]! You do not receive any EXP for killing a Clone.

“What the—?” said Cyclone as he read the notification. “But he looks just like himself!”

“Yes,” came Brain Game’s sardonic voice from the shadows between two nearby test tubes, “clones generally do bear a strong resemblance to the original.”

Stepping out from between two test tubes, Brain Game flashed a crooked grin at the startled Cyclone. “Nice try, though. If I hadn’t thought three steps ahead of you, you might have actually killed me.”

“How did you do that?” said Cyclone, looking at the corpse of the Clone lying on the floor at his feet. “When did you have time to switch out with your Clone?”

“I didn’t switch out at all,” said Brain Game with a shake of his head. “Perhaps you are unaware, but one of the Powers we Mad Scientists can learn is Cloning. That Power allows us to summon up to a certain number of Clones of ourselves at one time, with the number varying based on the Power’s Level. My Cloning Power is Level Four, so I can summon up to four nearly identical Clones of myself for up to one hour. Also, Clones do not give out EXP upon being killed, so even killing us is useless.”

“Meaning you might be another Clone, right?” said Cyclone, glancing around the lab. “And even if I kill you again, you will survive anyway.”

“Perhaps,” said Brain Game with a chuckle. “There’s only one way for you to find out and I think you know which way that is.”

Of course Cyclone did. He could probably kill Brain Game right now, but if Brain Game was another Clone, then it would be as fruitless as attacking his own shadow. The only way he could ensure his victory would be to kill the original Brain Game, but at this point, he wasn’t sure where the original Brain Game even was.

And how long can I keep fighting Brain Game? Cyclone thought. Until I win or he wins, or until backup arrives?

Cyclone glanced over his shoulder. Spiritus was still distracting Bloodsucker, although she seemed to be running out of Stamina based on how sluggish her movements were becoming. As for Sally, she was frantically trying to turn the portal back on, but so far the portal remained off.

If Sally can’t open the portal, then we’re screwed even if we win this fight, Cyclone thought, turning his attention back to Brain Game. But what choice do we have? If I can beat Brain Game, then maybe that will let us turn the portal on again.

Gripping his Kunai firmly, Cyclone rushed toward Brain Game, swinging his weapon wildly. Brain Game did not even try to Dodge. He simply raised his right hand and snapped his fingers.

A green energy barrier suddenly exploded into existence around Brain Game just as Cyclone slashed with his Kunai at him. But Cyclone’s Kunai bounced harmlessly off of the barrier, sending Cyclone staggering backward from the impact. He almost fell on his behind but managed to regain his balance in time and looked at Brain Game in disbelief again.

“Where did that come from?” said Cyclone, looking at the green barrier in confusion.

“It’s my Energy Barrier,” said Brain Game. “Not a Power, but rather a device I designed that draws upon my own Energy reserves to create a practically impenetrable shield. You would either need to hit me with an Ultimate Power or with some kind of Energy nullifier in order to get past it.”

Scowling, Cyclone said, “Well, it doesn’t seem that clever to me. I mean, yeah, you’re safe from my attacks, but you can’t attack me, either. Looks like we’re stuck in a stalemate.”

“My dear Cyclone,” said Brain Game with a chuckle. “You seem to forget where we are. I do not need to lay one finger on you myself in order to harm you.”

Before Cyclone could ask Brain Game what he meant by that, he heard a drill spinning behind him and looked over his shoulder in time to see a drill, attached to a robotic arm on the ceiling, coming straight for his face. He jumped to the side at the last minute, but the drill changed course and rushed toward him, forcing Cyclone to knock it aside with his Kunai. Even as he did that, however, more robotic arms began to descend from the ceiling, each one tipped with some kind of dangerous weapon at the end.

Brain Game spread his arms. “This is my laboratory, intruder, and you are about to see exactly what happens to those who intrude upon my domain.”

Cyclone would have made a clever quip about that, but then the robotic arms began to strike at him, forcing Cyclone to Dodge and block as best as he could. His fast reflexes meant he was able to keep up with the constant attacks fairly easily, but his Stamina was wearing out. Even if he had unlimited Stamina, it wouldn’t have mattered, because the constant attacks from the robotic arms forced him slowly but surely away from Brain Game, which was probably Brain Game’s game all along, although that didn’t make it any less a devious or effective strategy.

I see his strategy now, Cyclone thought as he ducked to avoid a buzz saw that would have cut his head straight open if he had let it hit him. Slowly but surely wear Spiritus and me down over time until eventually we are too tired to fight back. Brain Game isn’t into brute force but stalling.

Even that revelation didn’t help Cyclone entirely, but then a thought occurred to him and, backflipping away from a hammer that nearly caved his skull in, Cyclone thrust out his free hand and unleashed Gust.

A powerful blast of wind exploded from his open palm and struck the robotic arms. The wind was strong enough to smash a few of the arms off from the ceiling, while others were sent spiraling out of control away from him. This left a big opening for him to take advantage of, but before he could get very far, a hole in the ceiling opened up overhead and a snake-like metallic tendril shot down and wrapped around his arms. The tendril yanked Cyclone off his feet and into the air, where Cyclone struggled to free himself, but found it hard, almost impossible, to do so thanks to how strong the tendril was.

With another chuckle, Brain Game dropped his barrier and stepped forward, a mad grin on his face. “Excellent. I now have you exactly where I want you. I am still interested in finding out what makes you tick, what makes you so different from all of the other Sidekicks I’ve ever seen.”

“You already know why,” said Cyclone with a grunt as he struggled against the tendril. “It’s because Winter is still alive in the Junkyard.”

“That should not matter,” said Brain Game. “Players who end up in the Junkyard are completely cut off from their Sidekicks. I still think there is a lot more to you than meets the eye, an explanation far deeper than what you’ve offered me. And now that I have you in my grasp, I intend to find out exactly what that is.”

A second robotic arm with a drill attached to it descended from the ceiling and moved closer to Cyclone. It looked just like the robotic arm that Brain Game had tried to use on Cyclone during their first encounter, which Cyclone recalled Brain Game explaining would probably hurt a lot. A sense of panic rose within him as the drill came closer and closer to his head, but there was nothing he could do and he couldn’t count on either Sally or Spiritus coming to his rescue. He could only watch as the drill drew closer and closer to his head until its tip touched his forehead.

As soon as the tip of the drill touched his forehead, pain unlike anything Cyclone had ever felt before in his life exploded through his body. He screamed in pain as a powerful force tore through his whole form. It felt like Brain Game had not just cut him open to look at his organs, but was looking into his soul, into his very self. The harsh, burning pain made Cyclone feel like he was dying and on fire at the same time.

Cyclone couldn’t see anything. He only saw his own pain, which was hard to describe in words, if only because the pain swept over him like a wave. He couldn’t even tell if his Health was dropping or not. His joints burned, his brain felt like it was burning in the oven, and his nerves screamed in absolute, unthinkable agony. He wasn’t even sure if he was screaming anymore. All he could see was absolute, never-ending pain.

Please let it end, Cyclone thought, the words barely coherent even to him. For God’s sake just let this pain end.

Perhaps God really did exist after all, because as soon as Cyclone thought those words, the pain started to subside. Slowly at first, and then quickly, until soon Cyclone was no longer in any pain at all. He was simply exhausted, no longer fighting against the metallic tendril that had lifted him off the floor. He just slumped forward, his body as worn out as old bedsheets, barely able to maintain his consciousness.

A few notifications popped up in his view all of a sudden:

You have been hacked by [Mad Scientist Brain Game]!

[Mad Scientist Brain Game] has accessed your Foundational Files!

[Mad Scientist Brain Game] has been kicked out of your Foundational Files!

Cyclone had no idea what ‘Foundational Files’ were or why Brain Game got access to them or even why Brain Game was kicked out of them. He did note that his Health had dropped to a measly 1 … not 1%, but just 1 period. It meant he was just one punch away from dying entirely, a thought that should have filled him with terror, but instead he simply noted it, his mind too exhausted to process complicated emotions like fear.

At least it’s over, Cyclone thought, breathing in and out hard, at least I’m still alive. Thank God.

A surprised grunt below made Cyclone look down. Brain Game had taken a few steps back from Cyclone, clutching his head in his hands. He looked like he was suffering from a terrible headache, although there was also a thin stream of blood leaking out of his nostrils, which was weird because Cyclone was pretty sure Brain Game hadn’t been bleeding before.

“Impossible …” Brain Game was muttering under his breath rapidly. “Never in all my years working for SI Games have I seen … this can’t be real … but it is, confirmed it myself … yet even if it isn’t, the odds are too great for me to simply ignore it …”

Despite his exhaustion, Cyclone found himself curious about Brain Game’s mutterings. “What are you talking about? Did you see something scary in my head? I know my thoughts can be kind of weird, but I didn’t think it was that weird.”

Brain Game, apparently snapped out of his thoughts, looked up at Cyclone with terror on his face. “You mean you don’t know what I saw? What I discovered?”

Frowning, Cyclone shook his head. “Nope. I was out of it while you were messing with my head. What did you see?”

Brain Game ran a hand through his hair, a distressed look on his face. “You aren’t even aware … but that means you didn’t try to stop me on your own …”

“I’m still here,” said Cyclone. “So if you could tell me what you saw, that would be kind of nice.”

Brain Game looked up at Cyclone again, but the fear was gone from his face. Now it was replaced by a grim determination that was honestly a lot more terrifying than any other expression Brain Game had worn so far.

“The Glitch Elimination Task Force was right,” said Brain Game. He pointed up at Cyclone. “You are a glitch. You should not exist.”

“Me?” said Cyclone in surprise. “What makes me a glitch?”

“That is unnecessary,” said Brain Game. “I am not sure if you have always been this way or if it’s a recent development, but either way, your existence here is a warning of things to come. For the safety of every player in Capes Online, I must terminate you. I do not want another Blackout.”

Brain Game snapped his finger again. The drill hand flipped around, revealing a spinning buzz saw that was loud even from a distance.

“I am sorry, Cyclone,” said Brain Game as the buzz saw dry closer and closer to Cyclone’s throat, “but I must end your life now for the greater good.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

 

Frankly, I was surprised that the Floating Fortress itself still hung in the air after that assault. I figured that the explosion alone should have knocked it out of the air, but maybe it was made of sterner stuff.

But my thoughts about the sturdiness of the Floating Fortress left my mind when I got hit with a barrage of notifications all at once:

WARNING: SKULL MECHA UNIT 59064 IS AT 1% POWER. POWER USAGE MODE SWITCHED FROM ‘FULL POWER’ TO ‘POWER SAVE.’ THIS CANNOT BE MANUALLY OVERRIDEN UNTIL POWER IS <10%.

You destroyed [Skull Mecha Unit 39214]! +10,000 EXP!

You destroyed [Skull Mecha Unit 98742]! +10,000 EXP!

You destroyed [Skull Mecha Unit 65893]! +10,000 EXP!

You destroyed [Skull Mecha Unit 51008]! +10,000 EXP!

You destroyed [Skull Mecha Unit 20198]! +10,000 EXP!

You have leveled up x2! You are now Level 33. +8 Stat Points, +4 Power Points, and +4 Ultimate Points!

EXP to next level: 38,012.

Sweet. I knew from experience that Skull Mechas gave out a lot of EXP if you killed them, but I hadn’t realized just how much EXP I’d get from killing so many in one go. I was a bit disappointed that I didn’t get any EXP from killing their Pilots as well, but frankly, I had no right to complain about leveling up twice in one go like that.

A ping in my ears made me look at my Team Chat, which I opened to find a message from Busker:

Busker Burn: Bro, that was AWESOME! Maybe the awesomest thing I’ve ever seen in this game, and I’ve seen a ton of awesome things. You’re even more of a badass than I thought.

Smiling, I looked around until I found the button that opened the cockpit. Pressing the button, the cockpit flipped open, exposing me to the whipping air of the skies and allowing me to hear the roaring of the Floating Fortress’ engines. I could also smell the smoke coming from the spot where I’d unleashed my arsenal, which was a foul stench, but comforting in a way, because it was also the smell of victory, a reminder of the fact that I’d taken down all of those goons all by myself.

When the cockpit opened, Busker suddenly landed on the edge, grabbing onto the overhanging opening with one hand for balance. He looked remarkably unscathed despite being in the middle of the blast himself, his usual crazy grin stretching across his face.

“You’re still alive,” I said, looking at Busker. “Thank God. I wasn’t sure if you got caught in the blast or not at first.”

“Nah, man,” said Busker with a wave of his hand. “Soon as I noticed all of the weapons pointing toward the bad guys, I got out of the way. I even used Fire Barrier, a defensive Power I typically don’t use. It kept me from getting blown to pieces, but my ears are ringing and I can barely even hear my own thoughts.”

I smiled in relief. “At least you’re still alive. That’s more than I can say for those sorry bastards.”

“Yep,” said Busker cheerfully. “But seriously, bro, that was wicked cool. If I had been streaming that, it would have probably gone viral and gotten millions of views. When we get back to Capes Online, I am going to teach you the art of streaming whether you want to or not.”

I chuckled at that. “Sure thing, Busker, sure—”

I was interrupted when a female voice—the voice of the lady from the Junkyard Corps Support—blared over my headset, saying, “Attention all Floating Fortress soldiers and personnel! A massive explosion on the top of the Floating Fortress has resulted in unrepairable damage to one of the main engines!”

So the explosion did damage the engines after all. Busker started to say something, but I held up a finger to silence him so we could hear everything the lady was saying.

“Right now, the Floating Fortress is staying airborne thanks to the emergency engines that have kicked in,” the Support lady continued, “but the Junkyard Engineering Corps have already informed me that the engines are broken beyond repair and will likely fail within the next 10 minutes. Therefore, I am issuing a Mandatory Evacuation Notice to all Junkyard Corps Soldiers, Engineers, Support, and anyone else who is on board the Floating Fortress. Please make your way to one of the airships or the closest escape pod to your location. This is not a drill. I repeat, this is not a drill.”

When the Support lady finished, a new notification appeared in my view:

MANDATORY EVACUATION NOTICE: Due to irreparable damage done to the Floating Fortress’ main engines, a Mandatory Evacuation Notice has been issued for all personnel aboard the Floating Fortress. All Floating Fortress personnel must evacuate the Floating Fortress within the next ten (10) minutes. A countdown timer has been added to the interfaces of everyone aboard the Floating Fortress.

After reading the notification, a timer popped up in the corner of my vision, starting at 00:10:00 and rapidly counting down even as I sat there in surprise.

“Dude, did you get this notification?” said Busker, snapping me out of my thoughts. He was staring into empty air, although it was clear to me that he was reading the same notification I got. “It says we have only ten minutes before the Floating Fortress’ engines fail and it falls to the ground and probably explodes like in the movies or something.”

“Yeah, I did,” I said as I undid the straps of my seat. “Which means we need to find Stetho and Eagle Eye and get the hell out of here. How are Spiritus and Cyclone coming along on their end?”

“No idea,” said Busker. “Spiritus hasn’t seen me a message about the portal, so no idea if they’re successful or not. ‘Course, I don’t see the portal anywhere, so maybe they’ve run into some more complications or something.”

I sighed in frustration, but rose from my seat and said, “Whatever. Let’s just reunite with Stetho and Eagle Eye first. If Spiritus and Cyclone can’t open a portal, then we’ll take this mecha and try to fly away and find somewhere in the Junkyard to lay low for a while until they actually can open a portal.”

“Okay, bro,” said Busker doubtfully, “but we’d better get on that quick, ‘cause that timer is dropping like rain.”

I nodded and jumped out of the mecha’s cockpit. The two of us landed on the ground, but we didn’t get more than two steps away from the mecha before a familiar male voice called out, “Busker, Winter!”

The two of us stopped and looked ahead to see Stetho and Eagle Eye running toward us. Eagle Eye looked much better than the last time I saw her, able to not merely stand on her own two feet, but even run without any help or support. She was even quicker than Stetho, reaching us before him and running straight into Busker’s arms. Busker wrapped his arms around Eagle Eye without hesitation and hugged her as tightly as he could.

“Busker, I was so worried about you,” said Eagle Eye, burrowing her face in his chest. “When I saw those Skull Mechas, I thought for sure you were going to die out there.”

“Don’t worry about me, Eagle,” said Busker, patting her on the back as he held her close. “You know I’ve faced worse than five Skull Mechas before. Easy peasy.”

I smiled upon seeing the two lovebirds hug each other and tell each other how much they missed each other. Once again, I was reminded of Sally, who I was going to see again very soon. I couldn’t wait to see Sally again. Once I did, I would probably glue her to me just to make sure we were never separated ever again, physically or otherwise.

“That was some clever maneuvering against the Skull Mechas back there,” said Stetho, glancing over his shoulder at the huge hole I had blown in the ceiling. “In all of my time in Capes Online, I am not sure I have ever seen a player take control of a Skull Mecha unit and use its power to destroy other Skull Mechas. It was very clever, but also very dangerous.”

“I know,” I admitted. “I didn’t even know if it would work or not. It was a risk that happened to pay off.”

Stetho shook his head. “You really are just like your father. Back when we were young, he always took crazy risks that would either give him huge rewards or make him flame out. That is probably why he’s a Supreme Court Justice now and I am not.”

I smiled at that, but then I looked at the timer in the corner of my vision and saw we had about nine minutes left. “Uh oh. I take it you guys got the same notification about the evacuation that we did?”

Stetho nodded, a grim expression spreading across his face. “Yes, I am afraid we did. Where is the portal that will take us back to the main game?”

I looked around, frowning. “Not sure. Busker’s Sidekick was supposed to open it, but we haven’t heard from her in a while. It’s possible we might either need to fly you guys off ourselves or maybe use this mecha here to escape. It should have enough power to fly us off before the Floating Fortress collapses.”

I jerked my thumb over my shoulder at the Skull Mecha unit standing behind me when I said that. Stetho glanced at the Skull Mecha unit with a slight frown on his face.

“That thing looks barely functional,” said Stetho. “Then again, I take it your Flight isn’t very high-leveled.”

“It’s definitely not,” I said. “I won’t be able to keep us airborne for very long if we have to rely on my Flight. That’s why I’m hoping that Spiritus and Cy will pull through for us. If they don’t, then it won’t matter that we blew up five Skull Mechas and basically defeated the Junkyard Corps because we’ll all die anyway.”

Stetho nodded. “Yes. It seems like all we can do at this point is wait for the work of others, doesn’t it?”

“It does,” I said. I rubbed the back of my neck. “And I hate having to wait on others, but sometimes it’s all you can do. Plus, I trust Cy. He can be a little frustrating and unreliable at times, but it sounds to me like he’s been helping Spiritus along the way. Hopefully, they’ll open the portal in time for us to escape.”

“Yes,” said Stetho slowly, “it would be good if they were successful. You have a lot of friends back in the main game, right?”

“Of course I do,” I said, putting my hands on my hips, “Sally, Cy, Funky, Dillo, Recover, and more … actually, now that I think about it, I’m kind of surprised at the number of people I’ve gotten to know since I ended up here. It’s more than I thought.”

“I’m not surprised,” said Stetho. “You’re a friendly guy, whether you are aware of it or not. You have this strong ability to persuade others to support you, to inspire the people around you to be better. It’s a quality few people have. Indeed, the only other people I can think of in my own life who has that is Homer Sitterson himself.”

“Who?”

“The man who created Capes Online,” Stetho replied. “The founder of SI Games. He is also good at inspiring his workers and employees even in the toughest of times. It’s why I have stuck around with SI Games for so long, even though I’ve had plenty of opportunities to go work for other companies for much higher pay. Sitterson is a strong man and a good leader, rare qualities to find in any leader. And he’s humble as well.”

“Sounds like my kind of guy,” I said. “I’d like to meet him someday.”

All of a sudden, Stetho’s eyes narrowed. “Unfortunately, that day will never come for you.”

Before I could react, Stetho slammed his fist into my gut. The blow knocked the air out of my lungs and took down my Health by about 5%, but that wasn’t the worst of it. I felt a needle of some sort pierce my gut and enter my body. A sudden heat came over me, making me break into a deep sweat as I coughed and fell to my knees.

Struggling to remain conscious, I found it almost impossible to stand. I knew I had been poisoned, but I wasn’t sure why or by what. My Health and Stamina bars were not draining, but then I got this notification:

Debuff added: Data Drain. Lose 1 DP/1 second. Duration: 5 minutes.

Shocked, I looked at my Data Points—that bar I had barely paid attention to since getting here—and saw that they were rapidly draining. Even worse, a quick look at my body showed that bits and pieces of my flesh were getting deleted.

“What …” I looked up at Stetho pleadingly. “What did you do? Why?”

Stetho’s expression didn’t change. “Because this was the way it was always supposed to end, Winter, even if you didn’t know it.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

 

Cyclone didn’t want to die. He wasn’t entirely sure what would happen to him if he got his head cut off. Under ordinary circumstances, he would just respawn in Winter’s Base like normal and not allowed to leave for at least an hour, as well as losing all of his EXP and half of his money.

But he had a feeling that these were not ordinary circumstances. At the very least, he suspected that Brain Game’s tools were a bit more … permanent than the weapons wielded by ordinary Villains. There was a good chance that he would be terminated once the buzzsaw cut into his flesh and took off his head. In his mind’s eye, the buzzsaw took off his head and sent it flying off his shoulders.

But there was nothing he could do about it. The buzzsaw inched closer and closer to his neck every second. His Health bar was slowly regenerating, but he was still too weak from Brain Game’s dissection to even try to free himself. He felt like all of the strength had been drained from his bones, leaving him high and dry.

This is it, Cyclone thought, his hands balling into fists. I am going to die. Winter will die. We’re all going to die.

Right before the buzzsaw could cut into Cyclone’s flesh, however, it came to an abrupt stop just inches from his face. The blade of the saw also stopped spinning. The proximity of the blade made him uncomfortable, but it was preferable to having his head cut off, at least.

At first, Cyclone thought this was some kind of sadistic final joke on Brain Game’s part before Brain Game suddenly said, “Who stopped my buzzsaw from destroying the glitch?”

“That would be me,” said Sally, causing Cyclone to look over his shoulder.

Sally stood at the controls, but now she was also looking over at Brain Game and Cyclone. She still looked tired and frustrated, but she was also smiling as well, like she had just played the funniest practical joke in her life.

“You—?” said Brain Game. “How? My mechanical arms only answer to my command.”

“Not exactly,” said Sally, shaking her head. She gestured at the controls for the portal. “Turns out these portal controls are also connected to your lab’s mechanical arms. So I found the one with the buzzsaw and turned it off.”

Brain Game’s mouth dropped open. He seemed at a loss for words for Sally’s simple explanation.

Cyclone, on the other hand, cracked a grin and said, “You go, girl! That was so cool! Now could you get me down from here or—”

The tendril holding Cyclone suddenly loosened its grip on him and he fell flat on his face onto the ground below. The fall wasn’t high enough to make him lose any HP, but it did hurt and left him a little dizzy as well.

“Sorry!” said Sally sheepishly. “I’m still not entirely used to these controls, so I wasn’t sure how to make it put you down gently.”

“It’s okay,” said Cyclone with a groan, pushing himself up and shaking his head. “I’m used to falling on my head. Better than getting my head cut off, anyway.”

Brain Game finally seemed to get over his shock. He pointed at Sally and said, “I don’t know who or what you are, but I am not going to let you stop me from saving this game. Bloodsucker! Kill the woman!”

As soon as Brain Game said those words, Bloodsucker immediately stopped trying to kill Spiritus and turned its attention toward Sally. With a deep growl, Bloodsucker rushed toward Sally at shocking speeds, its claws extending from its fingertips. Sally screamed, but didn’t run. She seemed rooted to the spot, her knees knocking together as Bloodsucker drew closer and closer to her.

Despite how much pain he was in, Cyclone didn’t hesitate. He jumped to his feet and shot into the air, using Gust to give himself an extra boost. He sailed over Bloodsucker’s head and landed on the ground between Bloodsucker and Sally. As soon as his feet touched the ground, this notification appeared in his vision:

Power-Lock Lifted: Tornado. You may now use Tornado again without restriction.

With a grin cracking across his face, Cyclone thrust his hands out and shouted, “Take his, you ugly man bat thing!”

Tornado force winds exploded up underneath Bloodsucker, sending the creature flying into the ceiling of the lab. Bloodsucker slammed into the ceiling hard enough to leave a dent the shape of his body in it and then he fell down to the floor. Although Tornado took out a good chunk of Bloodsucker’s Health—about 25%, shockingly enough—Bloodsucker was still alive, although it was clearly dazed.

Drawing his Kunai, Cyclone took a step toward Bloodsucker, but before he could get any closer, Bloodsucker’s body flashed green and his Health topped off. Even worse, the few wounds that Cyclone and Spiritus had managed to inflict on Bloodsucker’s body closed up, making its body look good as new.

“What the hell?” said Cyclone, taking a step back as Bloodsucker rose to its feet slowly. “How did that thing heal itself?”

“It did not,” said Brain Game with a chuckle. He raised a hand. “As a Mad Scientist, I can heal my Experiments from a distance with Full Heal. I am not, of course, a Healer, but one of the perks of my Class is having access to most basic healing Powers. Useful, isn’t it?”

Cyclone was starting to think that either the Mad Scientist Class was what Winter would call ‘OP’ or else Brain Game was just really good at maximizing the Class’s strength. Either way, Cyclone now found himself standing face to face with a newly-revitalized Bloodsucker. The green veins visible against its skin flashed brighter than ever while its crimson eyes flashed like flames in its sockets.

But instead of rushing him, like he thought it would, Bloodsucker raised its hands and bellowed a sound that was so ungodly loud that Cyclone could barely hear his own thoughts. The sound slammed into him like a truck and knocked him flat off his feet, making him crack his skull against the floor. He tried to get up again, but found his coordination worse than usual, which was thanks to this debuff that appeared in his vision:

Debuff added: Clumsiness. -15% in Agility, Evasion, and Dexterity. Duration: 2 minutes.

Before Cyclone could fully understand just how screwed he was, Bloodsucker was upon him in an instant. The Experiment grabbed him by the neck and, lifting him off the floor, slammed him against the side of the platform upon which the portal stood. Cyclone tried to fight back, but Bloodsucker tightened its grip on his neck, cutting off his airflow and making it impossible for him to speak, much less use any of his Powers.

“Yes …” said Brain Game in a disturbingly lustful voice. “Kill him, Bloodsucker. Send him to the Junkyard, where he will be terminated, as he deserves.”

Sally rushed over to Bloodsucker and, grabbing one of its wings, shouted, “Let him go, you ugly, oversized furry! I swear if you don’t—”

Without even looking at her, Bloodsucker backhanded Sally in the face. The blow knocked Sally off her feet onto the floor, where she lay with a dazed look on her face.

“Good work, Bloodsucker,” said Brain Game, rubbing his hands together gleefully. “Kill him! Kill him before he kills us all!”

Bloodsucker raised one claw above its head. Cyclone could see what it was about to do. It was going to slash his throat open and kill him in one blow. Even worse, Cyclone couldn’t find the strength in him to resist. He just watched as Bloodsucker prepared to deal the final, inevitable blow that would finish him for good.

But then Spiritus materialized behind Brain Game, the sharp end of her broken scythe in hand. Brain Game must have heard her appear behind him because he whirled around and said, “You! Where did you come from?”

“From the dead,” said Spiritus in an unusually low, even deep, voice. “Which is the exact same place you will be going.”

Before Brain Game could react—before, indeed, anyone could react—Spiritus raised her scythe and slashed it down his chest.

But rather than blood and guts exploding from Brain Game’s chest, Spiritus’ scythe seemed to pass through his body like it wasn’t even there. As it did so, however, ghostly green light exploded from Brain Game’s body and the Mad Scientist screamed in terror and pain. He staggered backward, clutching his chest and screaming at the very top of his lungs as whatever Spiritus did to him started to take effect.

“What … what did you do to me?” Brain Game screamed. “This pain … it’s not like anything I’ve experienced before!”

Lowering her scythe, Spiritus said, in a voice as cold as death, “That’s because I didn’t inflict physical pain on you, Brain Game. I attacked your very soul. You are banished.”

A portal suddenly opened behind Brain Game, but this was not a portal that led to the Junkyard from what Cyclone could see. Instead, the portal revealed a desolate wasteland of dead trees, gray, cracked earth, and a sky that seemed perpetually black. Brain Game turned around to face it, his face turning pale as he looked upon the world beyond.

“What is …” Brain Game’s lips trembled. “Oh, no. It can’t be. It’s—”

What it was, Cyclone never got to know, because at that moment something reached out from the portal and pulled Brain Game in. Cyclone wasn’t sure what he saw because it moved too quickly. It looked like a claw and a tentacle fused together, but whatever it was, the portal closed shut the second Brain Game disappeared on the other side.

When the portal closed, a notification appeared in Cyclone’s vision:

[Mad Scientist Brain Game] has been Banished! He cannot return to the world of the living for: 1d 23hrs 60s.

Although Cyclone would have loved to study this notification and figure out what the heck it meant, he noticed that Bloodsucker had gotten distracted by the disappearance of its master. It was looking over its shoulder, a confused look on its bestial features, and, more importantly, its once iron grip loosened just enough for Cyclone to free himself.

With a grunt, Cyclone lashed out and kicked Bloodsucker in the chin. The Experiment growled in pain and dropped Cyclone, who, landing on his feet, immediately slashed Bloodsucker straight across the throat with his Kunai. His bladed weapon cut through Bloodsucker’s throat like putty, causing the Experiment’s Health to drop to zero as he landed a Critical Hit. Bloodsucker’s eyes rolled into the back of its head and the Experiment collapsed onto the floor in an ever-widening pool of its own blood.

The second Bloodsucker hit the floor, this notification appeared in Cyclone’s view:

You killed [Experiment Bloodsucker]! +5,000 EXP! EXP to next level: 2,656.

Cyclone frowned. It wasn’t as much EXP as he was hoping to get—he had hoped to get enough to level up again—but frankly, after nearly getting killed the way he had, he was just grateful he was still alive at all.

A groan to his left caused Cyclone to look down at Sally. She was sitting up now, rubbing the spot on her face where Bloodsucker had backhanded her, which was slightly bruised. Unlike everyone else in Capes Online, Sally didn’t have a Health bar, so it was impossible for Cyclone to tell how much Health she had left.

Nonetheless, Cyclone held out a hand and said, “Sally, are you all right? Did Bloodsucker hurt you too much?”

Sally took his hand and he helped her to her feet. “No, I think I’ll be okay. But man, he hit hard. It was like getting hit with a mallet. Ouch.”

Cyclone nodded, but then he looked over to where Spiritus was and started. Spiritus lay on the ground as still as a corpse. Even worse, her Health bar was at less than 10%, which was weird because it had been at about 90% the last time Cyclone checked.

“Spiritus!” said Cyclone, running over to where Spiritus lay with Sally right behind him. “Spiritus, what’s the matter? Are you okay? What happened to your Health?”

Cyclone came to a stop beside the reaper-like Sidekick and knelt beside her. He put a hand on her forehead, which felt deathly cold, although he wasn’t sure if that was how it always felt or if Spiritus had only just started to feel that way due to whatever ailment she was experiencing.

Spiritus turned her head slightly in his direction, her hood still hiding her features from him. “Sorry for worrying you. That attack I used just took a lot out of me.”

“What was that attack, anyway?” said Cyclone, glancing over at the spot where Brain Game had been standing mere moments before. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Spiritus took a deep, rattling breath. “Do you know what my Class is? It’s Spirit. One of the rarest Classes in the game, whether for players or Sidekicks. It has certain special Powers associated with it, Powers that make it one of the strongest Classes in the game as well.”

“Was that … whatever you did, one of its special Powers?” asked Sally, who, like Cyclone, seemed deeply disturbed by Spiritus’ blatant display of power earlier.

Spiritus nodded weakly. “Yes. That was one of the more powerful Powers associated with my Class. It is called Banishment. It’s not quite an Ultimate Power—Sidekicks can’t use Ultimate Powers—but it’s as close to one as an ordinary Power can get and it’s rare to have even among Spirits.”

“What does it do?” said Cyclone.

“It banishes a player or Sidekick’s soul to another dimension,” said Spiritus. “In gameplay terms, that means a particular player’s character is no longer allowed to exist in Capes Online for a certain period of time. In Brain Game’s case, he won’t be able to return to Capes Online for almost two days.”

Cyclone’s mouth dropped. “That’s super powerful! Why don’t you use that Power more often?”

“It has an extremely high cost,” said Spiritus with a cough. “I have to sacrifice ninety percent of my overall HP, for one, and all of my Energy. Additionally, it has a 10% chance of failure, and even if it succeeds, it inflicts a debuff on me that lowers all of my Stats by 10% across the board for a full day. I also can’t use it again in the same twenty-four hour period.”

Cyclone’s eyes widened. He knew that certain Powers had worse penalties than others, but that had to be one of the harshest penalties he had ever heard of for any Power for any Class. He knew very little about the Spirit Class, but what Spiritus told him fit in with what little he did know about it, namely that it was one of the most powerful Classes in the world but with a ton of drawbacks to make it a bit more balanced.

“So I’m basically useless for the next day or so,” said Spiritus with a shrug. “Sorry. I don’t like being useless.”

“No, no, don’t apologize,” said Cyclone with a wave of his hand. “You aren’t useless at all. If it wasn’t for you, Brain Game would still be alive and we’d all be screwed. You’re the reason we’re all still alive.”

Spiritus didn’t say anything to that, but Cyclone could tell, despite being unable to see her face, that she was grateful for his gratitude. And he meant it. He certainly couldn’t have beaten Brain Game, not in that way, anyway.

“Well, I’m glad we got that out of the way,” said Sally. She glanced at the portal and frowned. “But … the portal is still off. How are we going to open it?”

Cyclone opened his mouth to reply, but then a loud alarm suddenly went off all around them, followed by a monotone male voice announcing over the speakers on the ceiling, “ATTENTION … MAD SCIENTIST BRAIN GAME NO LONGER SENSED WITHIN THE LABORATORY. INTRUDERS SENSED. ACTIVATING PROTOCOL AWAKEN.”

Before any of them could react, the dozens of test tubes began to hiss as their lids slowly but surely flipped open. As the lids opened, creatures began to emerge from within. Some of the Experiments looked similar to Bloodsucker, while others looked completely different. A tentacle exploded from within one test tube, followed by the head of a creature that resembled a squid and cat put together. In another, spider-like legs rose up and, grasping the edges of the tube, raised up a small, ball-like body with the face of an eagle attached to it.

Soon, Experiments of every kind had emerged from their test tubes. Some growled, some screeched, and still others made strange humming noises that sent chills down Cyclone’s spine.

And every last one of them looked at Cyclone, Spiritus, and Sally with murderous rage.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

 

Flames suddenly washed over Stetho before I could ask him what he meant. Stetho grunted as he staggered to the side, summoning some kind of energy shield that protected him from the worst of the flames.

Breathing hard, I looked and saw Busker spewing flames from his hands at Stetho. Gone was his usual calm, confident expression. Anger crossed his features as he poured more and more fire on Stetho’s body, his eyes blazing with uncontrolled flames as he advanced on Stetho.

“Asshole!” Busker snapped, his voice as hot as his flames. “The hell did you attack my older brother for, you freaking—”

Busker gasped and cut off his own flames. He staggered forward for a moment, his eyes wide with pain, before he fell down onto the roof of the Floating Fortress, his body as prone as a rock. But he wasn’t dead. He was just paralyzed, from what I could tell.

And Eagle Eye was the one who paralyzed him. She stood behind him, wielding some kind of needle dripping with a disgusting purple liquid, a look of reluctance and resignation on her features.

“Sorry, Joseph,” said Eagle Eye as she lowered the need to her side, “but I couldn’t let you kill Stetho.”

Busker gasped for breath, his eyes darting up toward Eagle Eye. “But … why …”

“For the same reason I am killing your brother,” said Stetho. His Costume was slightly blackened from Busker’s flames, though it was very minor damage altogether. “Because it must be done.”

Shuddering, I glanced at my DP. I had about 90% DP left, but it was still falling fast. Even worse, the timer was still dropping fast as well. We had about nine minutes left before the timer hit zero and the entire Floating Fortress fell out of the sky. I could already feel the Floating Fortress shudder as it attempted to remain afloat for just a little while longer. The engines sounded almost exactly like the engine of my first car, an old, used beat-up sedan that had been on its last legs even when I got it.

Right now, however, I couldn’t give a damn about the Floating Fortress. I just looked up at Stetho and Eagle Eye, trying to make sense of this sudden betrayal.

“Why … ?” I said. “Why did you betray us?”

Stetho looked down at me with a grim expression. “Because it must be done. Because you are a threat that must be eliminated.”

“But you said …” I took a deep breath. “You said you worked for my dad …”

Stetho’s expression didn’t change. “That was a lie, one I told to make you and your brother trust me. I do know your dad, but he didn’t ask me to help you. I did it myself.”

“Why … ?” I said again. “Why did you help us if you were just going to kill us?”

Stetho nodded at Eagle Eye. “To save her. That is the only reason I did any of this.”

I looked at Eagle Eye, still trying to comprehend what was going on here. “He wanted to save you … ?”

“Yes,” said Eagle Eye. She didn’t meet my gaze, almost like she was ashamed to look at me. “We’re friends. Allies, even, under the same leader.”

“Digitus … ?” I said.

“Not exactly,” said Stetho, shaking his head. “It’s someone you might know: Paradox.”

Dread filled my very soul when I heard that name. My hands and knees trembled, which made it even harder for me to remain on my hands and knees. “You guys work for Paradox?”

“Yes,” said Stetho with a nod. “In fact, Digitus exists as a cult to worship Paradox. He is the one who has promised digital immorality to all of us. He will make us all gods of our own worlds. That is why we follow him.”

“In him is life never-ending and in him is eternity,” Eagle Eye said as if she was quoting some kind of ancient holy writ. “He and he alone is worthy of our worship.”

“You guys worship a glitch?” said Busker. He seemed to be forcing himself to speak, perhaps fighting against whatever paralyzing venom Eagle Eye used on him. “But you never mentioned that to me …”

“I’m sorry,” said Eagle Eye, and she sounded like she meant it. “Paradox’s existence is only revealed to the Inner Circle of Digitus. You weren’t high enough in the ranks to be told about his existence or the role he plays in our group.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw that we had less than eight minutes now before the Floating Fortress fell. “You mean this entire time, you were working for Paradox?”

“Yes.” Stetho closed his eyes and put a hand over his heart. “Praise be to Paradox, He chose me to serve him in this capacity. He does not forget his followers. He shows mercy and grace to those he loves and heaps judgment upon those he despises.”

Eagle Eye nodded, although she looked a lot less certain than Stetho. “Yes. Praise be to Paradox indeed.”

My DP was at 80% now, but even that was not as important to me as the revelations coming at me like a train. “But Paradox sent me here to die.”

“Exactly,” said Stetho. “Paradox assumed you would be destroyed by the Mist Wolves, but when you weren’t, he asked me to finish you off instead. But only after I tricked you into helping us rescue Eagle Eye. For that, I will thank you with your termination.”

“You …” I took a sharp breath. “Why?”

“I have already explained why,” said Stetho. “Paradox wished you killed. That is all that matters.”

Stetho put a hand on Eagle Eye’s shoulder. “And now, Eagle Eye and I shall reunite with our lord Paradox. You and Busker will remain here. It will be interesting to see what happens first: Will you run out of DP or will the Floating Fortress fall and take you with it?”

I glanced at the timer. Less than seven minutes before we fell. “You aren’t going to abandon us.”

“Oh, but I will,” said Stetho. He shook Eagle Eye. “We will. This was what the entire plan was leading up to, from the start. Once you perish here, neither you nor Busker will ever be able to interfere with Paradox’s plans again.”

The glee with which Stetho spoke sent a sharp spike of anger through my veins. I forced myself to rise, to stand up and punch him in the face, but all I could do was just kneel there on my hands and knees, feeling like the whole world was falling out underneath me. All I could do was feel anger, anger at Stetho for tricking us, anger at myself for not seeing through his lies more quickly.

“But why Eagle Eye?” I said. “Why did you need to save her?”

“Because Eagle Eye has a very important role to play in Paradox’s plans,” said Stetho. He patted her on the shoulder. “Without Eagle Eye’s talents, it will be much harder for Paradox to achieve what he seeks to do. Isn’t that right, Eagle?”

Eagle Eye nodded again, though without meeting Stetho’s eyes. “Yes. There’s a reason the Junkyard Corps held me prisoner and tortured me. It’s because of what I can do.”

Breathing hard, I said, “And what can you do?”

Stetho smiled. “Why, she can rewrite the code of Capes Online itself, of course.”

“H-How?” I said. “Hacking?”

“As if I am going to go and reveal all our secrets to you,” said Stetho. He leaned forward, a wolfish grin crossing his face. “But soon, you will see. Everyone will see. Paradox will soon take his place as the god of the new world. A new world you won’t live long enough to see.”

Stetho stood upright and held out his hand to the right. A portal opened up just a few feet away, prompting Stetho to say, “Come on, Eagle. It is time we left. Lord Paradox has waited long enough for us. We have no time to lose.”

Stetho and Eagle Eye took just a few steps toward the portal, however, before Busker shouted, “Eagle Eye!”

Startled, Stetho and Eagle Eye stopped and looked over their shoulders at Busker. Even I had to look at my brother, who I had almost forgotten about in the aftermath of the stunning revelations that had just been revealed to me.

Shockingly, Busker was slowly rising to his feet. He seemed to be fighting for every inch he rose to, his body shaking almost uncontrollably. His Health bar was depleting, perhaps a side effect of him somehow fighting against the paralyzing venom coursing through his veins. His body was radiating heat and light like the sun and his eyes blazed like mini supernovas, smoke rising from the tips of his fingers.

“How are you still standing?” said Stetho, looking at Busker in shock. He looked at Eagle Eye. “I thought you paralyzed him.”

“I did,” said Eagle Eye in a fearful voice, “but somehow he’s fighting against it.”

“Eagle Eye,” said Busker. “You … you betrayed me.”

“Busker,” said Eagle Eye in a tender voice laced with fear, “I know how you must feel, but you have to understand—”

“Understand what?” said Busker. “Understand that you kept your true self a secret from me? That you never loved me at all? That you were always planning to eliminate me and run off with that old coot?”

“No, Busker, I really loved you,” said Eagle Eye, “it’s just—”

“Shut up,” Busker snapped. “I don’t want to hear your excuses anymore. I didn’t risk my life a hundred times over just to hear you explain why you betrayed me.”

“What are you going to do?” Stetho asked with a smirk. “You might be able to stand, but somehow I don’t think that paralyzing poison will let you use your Powers.”

Busker’s hands balled into fists. “You’re right. This poison has negated my Powers. All of ‘em. But not my Ultimate Power.”

Without warning, Busker’s body began shining like the sun, becoming so bright that it threatened to permanently blind me, Stetho, and Eagle Eye. I closed my eyes and looked down, but the light was so bright that I could still see it even with my eyes firmly shut. I heard Stetho and Eagle Eye cry out in surprise, but I forgot about them as this notification appeared before me:

[Anti-Hero+ Busker Burn] is charging Supernova!

Supernova? Never heard of that Power before, but if it was an Ultimate Power like Busker said, then that meant we were all going to die.

“Eagle Eye!” said Stetho, raising his voice to be heard over the flames burning on Busker. “We must leave now before his attack goes off!”

I raised my head and opened my eyes, being careful to keep my attention away from Busker. Stetho was trying to drag Eagle Eye toward the portal, but Eagle Eye seemed stunned by Busker’s attack. She was staring at the shining, human-sized sun that had once been my younger brother, but whether it was out of disbelief from the sheer strength of his attack or whether it was because she was genuinely shocked by his decision to attack her, I didn’t know.

But I did know that I couldn’t let either of them escape. Despite how much pain I was in, I forced myself to rise to my feet. Inch by inch, it felt like I was fighting against gravity itself, but my anger and Willpower drove me to fight against the pain.

By the time I got to my feet, Stetho and Eagle Eye were just a few steps away from the portal. Meanwhile, Busker was growing brighter and hotter with each passing second, making sweat break out all over my body from the heat alone.

But I ignored even that as I ran—each movement taking more and more DP off my bar—and tackled Stetho to the ground even as a shocked Eagle Eye passed through the portal. The portal closed the second Eagle Eye passed through, leaving me, Stetho, and Busker stranded here in the Junkyard.

“No!” Stetho screamed. He shoved me off him and stood up, looking at the spot where the portal had been not even a second ago. “Eagle Eye, come back! Come back!”

Stetho thrust his hand out, clearly trying to open another portal, but just as clearly, no portal opened to save him. He kept thrusting his hand out over and over again, frustration as clear as day on his harsh features.

Despite my weakness, I cracked a smile. “Well, looks like your ‘god’ cares a lot less about you than you thought.”

Stetho whirled around and, grabbing me by the collar of my suit, lifted me off my feet. He glared at me with so much hatred that I could practically feel it radiating off of him in waves.

“This is your fault,” said Stetho with a snarl. “Because of you, I won’t get to see the new world Lord Paradox will create. Do you understand? Everything I have worked toward will be ruined.”

“That is kind of the point,” I said. “Don’t go crying to me about your ‘ruined’ life. Trust me, I know what it’s like to have your life ruined beyond repair.”

Stetho’s grip on my collar tightened. “If I can’t see this new world, then the least I can do is kill you myself. It will be my last act of piety toward Lord Paradox.”

Stetho raised his fist, but before he could finish me off, a notification appeared in my vision:

[Anti-Hero+ Busker Burn] uses Supernova!

Stetho must have seen the notification as well because he paused in fear, but now was my chance. I lashed out with a kick, hitting him in the jaw and making him let me go. I fell to the roof of the Floating Fortress just as Busker let out the loudest scream of his life and unleashed a blast of fire hotter than the sun itself.

In the brief instant between Busker’s cry and the fire’s explosion, I activated Ice Barrier. A large, thick ice dome quickly covered my whole body, muffling the roaring of the flames and the whipping wind outside. The ice was thick enough that I couldn’t even see Stetho. I just curled up into a fetal position, which was all I had time to do before Busker’s flames tore across the Floating Fortress like the winds of a tornado.

My Ice Barrier quickly melted under the heat and flame. It put up a good fight, but even my Ice Barrier couldn’t withstand the sheer heat coming from my younger brother’s body. I prepared myself to get completely incinerated by the flames, especially knowing that my Ice typing was weak to Busker’s Fire typing.

But to my surprise, when the flames washed over me, I didn’t die. I didn’t even get hurt. In fact, the exact opposite happened. My Health, Stamina, and DP were all restored to full. The pain and weakness in my body vanished and, rather than feel like I was in the middle of a fiery furnace, I felt instead like I had just taken a nice, hot shower after a long day working out in the cold.

Several notifications popped up in my view as the flames from Busker’s Supernova washed over me:

The flames of the Supernova revitalize and restore you! All Health, Stamina, and DP restored to 100% and all debuffs lifted!

Buff added: Fiery Passion. +50% increase to Health, Energy, Stamina, Strength, and Agility. Duration: 3 minutes.

[Anti-Hero Stetho] has died!

Whoa. I thought Supernova just killed everything, yet if these notifications were correct, then it seemed like it healed people as well. If I had to guess, Supernova killed anyone who was an enemy and healed anyone who was a friend. That was definitely what I would expect an Ultimate Power to do.

After several seconds of waiting, the flames soon went away, allowing me to see the results of Busker’s Ultimate Power.

Almost the entirety of the roof of the Floating Fortress was blackened. Smoke rose from the twisted, melted metal of the roof, while the general temperature had to be at least one hundred degrees Fahrenheit, if not higher. Sweat broke out across my body even worse than before, but it was easy to ignore now that I had the Fiery Passion buff.

As for Stetho, he was nowhere to be seen. As far as I could tell, he had been totally incinerated by Supernova. There was no sign that he had even existed at all.

That meant it was over. Stetho was dead. We had won.

And then I noticed that we had less than three minutes left on the Floating Fortress’ timer.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

 

The scene playing out around Cyclone and the others was like something straight out of a horror movie. Horrific Experiments, most of which looked like insults to nature itself, rose from within the test tubes that surrounded them on all sides. Bloodsucker had been positively normal-looking in comparison to some of the sheer monstrosities that emerged from the test tubes like chicks hatching from eggs.

“What the—?” said Sally, looking around in alarm. “Why are they all coming out of their tubes now after their creator is gone?”

“It must be some kind of last-minute security measure,” said Spiritus in a deathly weak voice. “If Brain Game died or was somehow incapacitated in his own lab, these Experiments must have been programmed to wake up and avenge him. Just look at their Levels.”

Spiritus was right. Cursory Scans of all of the Experiments showed Cyclone that the ones with the lowest Level were around 50, while some of the higher-leveled ones were 75, 100, even 110. Cyclone had never seen so many high-leveled monsters in one place before.

Brain Game must really want to be avenged, Cyclone thought.

“What do we do?” said Sally. “We can’t beat all these monsters ourselves.”

“And we can’t get out of here, either,” said Spiritus, glancing at the exit. “The doors are locked and even if they weren’t, we’d still have to fight our way through wave after wave of these monstrosities in order to get to them.”

Cyclone bit his lower lip. He looked over at the portal, which was still deactivated, and said, “We need to get up onto the portal’s platform. It’s our only shot.”

“But won’t they just be able to climb or fly up there?” asked Sally doubtfully. “And we still don’t know how to turn it back on.”

“We might be able to hold out long enough for … for …” Cyclone shook his head. “I don’t know, a miracle or something. Do you want to die here or not?”

Sally bit her lower lip, but then she said, “Okay, let’s get up there. Quickly, though, ‘cause those monsters are not going to just sit back and let us take our time forever.”

Cyclone nodded. He tossed the weak Spiritus over his shoulder and, wrapping his arm around Sally’s waist, activated Flight and shot into the air. The three of them landed on the portal’s platform just a second later. As Cyclone let go of Sally and put Spiritus on the platform, he looked around at their surroundings again.

Nearly all of the Experiments had climbed out of their test tubes now. Some of them walked on two or four feet, while others slithered like snakes, many crawled like insects, and a few half-formed monstrosities dragged themselves along the floor with their own claws. A handful flew, circling above the platform while making ungodly noises that made Cyclone’s skin crawl.

Aside from the flyers, none of the Experiments had made it to the platform yet, but Cyclone had no doubt in his mind that the Experiments would soon reach the platform. Once they did, they would be able to overwhelm Cyclone, Spiritus, and Sally very easily. Even if the Experiments didn’t have such ridiculous Levels, they would still be able to overwhelm Cyclone and his friends through sheer numbers alone.

“What do we do now?” said Sally, anxiously rubbing her hands together. “We’re surrounded. What’s the plan?”

Cyclone looked over his shoulder at her. “I dunno. I was hoping for a miracle, remember?”

“A miracle is not a plan,” said Sally in annoyance. “You mean you literally don’t have a plan at all?”

“Nothing,” said Cyclone, shaking his head. “I was hoping a brilliant idea would occur to me when we got up here, but so far … nothing. Nada.”

Sally sighed in frustration, but then realization dawned on her face and she said, “Wait a minute! The Teleportation Disk that the Ninja Guild gave us. Can you use that to get us out of here?”

“I totally forgot about that!” said Cyclone, slapping his forehead. “Let me dig that out real quick.”

Cyclone pulled the Teleportation Disk out of his item inventory and then held it up for all to see. “Ah ha! Here it is, our salvation! With this disk, we will be able to get out of here ali—”

Cyclone was interrupted when one of the Experiments—a weird combination between a butterfly and a hog—swooped down, snatched the Teleportation Disk from his hand, and flew away out of his reach.

Cyclone just stood there for a long moment, staring up at his now-empty hand, still not entirely sure what he was looking at.

Then Cyclone looked over his shoulder at Sally and Spiritus and smiled. “Guys, the thing that I just thought happened didn’t actually happen, right?”

“If you mean that one of the Experiments stole our only hope of getting out of here alive, then yes, it did happen,” said Sally in a deadpan voice.

Cyclone nodded. “Okay. I was just making sure that I wasn’t about to panic and lose my mind for no reason.”

Before Cyclone could proceed to panic, however, one of the Experiments—a weird lizard/monkey hybrid—jumped up onto the platform and tackled Cyclone to the ground. The Experiment desperately tried to slash open Cyclone’s throat, forcing Cyclone to hold it back as much as he could. It was difficult, however, because the Experiment’s claws were mere inches away from his throat and it took all of his Strength just to keep it at bay.

A scream from Sally made Cyclone glance around just long enough to see that more and more of the Experiments were climbing, crawling, or flying up onto the platform. The rational part of Cyclone’s mind—which was currently taking a back seat to his survival instincts—estimated that they had perhaps five seconds, maybe less, before all of the Experiments reached them and started tearing everyone apart.

I never imagined that this was the way I would die, Cyclone thought, straining his arms to keep the Experiment from ripping out his throat. I always thought I’d die of old age surrounded by dozens of beautiful young women. Oh, well. I had a good run, I guess.

That was when Cyclone heard an odd rumbling sound nearby. At first, he assumed that it was an earthquake of some sort, even though Adventure City never had natural, man-made earthquakes. He even thought that maybe the earthquake would cause the laboratory to cave in, thus killing not just him, Spiritus, and Sally, but also all of the Experiments. That seemed like something straight out of a Shakespearean tragedy to him, but at least it would be sort of a way to avenge their deaths.

But then he realized that the rumbling was not coming from underneath him. It was coming from the portal itself.

As soon as that realization hit Cyclone, the portal exploded open … and Winter stepped through, with Busker Burn just barely leaning against him for support.


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

 

A couple of minutes before the portal opened …

 

Whatever joy I might have felt at knowing that Stetho was dead left my mind as soon as I heard a loud groan nearby. Whipping my head to the side, I saw Busker lying on a blackened spot on the roof of the Flying Fortress.

Wisps of smoke rose from Busker’s burned clothing. His trademark red sunglasses lay a couple of feet away, half-burned and half-melted by the flames from his own attack. His Health bar was so low that it looked like it was almost empty, but a quick Scan showed me that he had about 1% of his Health left.

Dusting myself off, I rushed over to Busker and knelt beside him, putting a hand on his forehead but quickly pulling it away. His skin was hot. Literally. It felt almost like touching an active stovetop. It was so hot that I was surprised his skin wasn’t melting off his bones. It was definitely too hot for me to make physical contact with, although I could still touch his clothing without hurting myself, at least.

“Busker, can you hear me?” I said, raising my voice to be heard over the roaring winds. “Busker, are you there? Busker!”

Luckily, Busker’s eyes finally flickered open. They were still as red as always, but it was a more subdued red as if he had somehow emptied himself of his own eye color. He blinked several times before looking up at me with a tired expression on his face.

“Sorry, bro,” said Busker in a deadly weak voice. “I don’t have much time left … Supernova took a lot out of me … say goodbye to our parents for me, if you ever get to see them again …”

Tears began to well up in my eyes. “You didn’t have to do that …”

Busker chuckled weakly. “Sorry, bro. I had to. If I hadn’t, Stetho would have gotten away. It was for the best. I don’t regret it.”

The tears began running down my face faster than ever. “But you killed yourself.”

“Isn’t that what Heroes do?” said Busker. “You’re one to talk. I mean, you’re a police officer. Police officers give their lives for people every day, don’t they?”

“Yes, but—”

Busker coughed suddenly, interrupting me before I could finish my sentence. “Ugh. Looks like this is it for me, bro. Sorry.”

With that, Busker went limp on the roof of the Floating Fortress and his body rapidly grew cold to the touch.

The tears were running freely down my face. I slammed my fist against the ground and shouted into the sky, “Why? Why did he have to die? I should have been the one to die! Me! Not my younger brother! This isn’t—”

A muffled chuckle caused me to look down at Busker. Although Busker still had his eyes closed and wasn’t moving, I could actually hear him chuckling.

“Busker?” I said in disbelief, leaning forward slightly. “Are you still alive”

Busker’s eyes popped up and he cracked his usual cocky grin. “Yep!”

My jaw fell open. “But you died. I saw you die right before my eyes.”

Busker laughed, which quickly turned into a hacking fit, although he didn’t stop smiling even then. “It was just a prank, bro. I wanted to see how you would react if you thought I was dead. It was hilarious.”

I was at a total loss for words. I had thought for sure that I had lost my younger brother again for the second time. “You mean you were only pretending to be dead?”

“Yep!” said Busker again, this time with an even bigger grin on his face. “I’m a pretty good actor, aren’t I? At least, I fooled you. Those acting classes I took in high school really paid off.”

“But—”

“I mean, you should have known I was still alive by the fact that my Health is still at one percent,” said Busker, gesturing at his Health bar. “Plus, you didn’t get a notification informing you of my death, did you?”

I bit my lower lip. “Now that you mention it, no, I didn’t.”

“See?” said Busker. “You should pay more attention to your surroundings, bro. That’s a good way to get yourself killed one of these days.”

I was about to yell at Busker for playing with me like that when a small beeping noise made me glance at the countdown timer in the corner of my vision. A sense of dread came over me when I saw exactly how much time we have left.

“Well, unless a miracle happens, there’s a good chance your joke is going to become reality,” I said. “We have less than a minute left before the Floating Fortress fails.”

As if to prove my point, the Floating Fortress shook and dipped suddenly before righting itself, although I could tell that it had dropped at least a few feet. A loud whining noise, like an engine pushed to the breaking point, could also be heard. A loud boom below us sounded like one of the engines exploding, which caused the Floating Fortress to dip again, although it still somehow managed to remain airborne, although for not much longer.

Busker grimaced. “Yeah, I noticed that, too. Kind of makes my joke not so funny now that I think about it.”

My temper dropping, I sat back and sighed. “No, it’s fine. I was angry at first, but given how we’re both going to die soon anyway, a bit of joy never hurt. Not like we’re going to live long enough to listen to any better jokes.”

Busker nodded. He sat upright, although even that simple action seemed hard for him to do. “Good point. And once we die, that’s it. We’re dead. No respawns for us.”

I nodded in return. I looked up into the sky, thinking about Sally, Cyclone, and everyone else back in the main game. I knew that everyone was still working hard to bring us back, but given how I didn’t see any portals, it looked like Spiritus and Cyclone had failed. Can’t say I was surprised. It always seemed like a long shot to me that they would open a portal to the Junkyard. Not because Cyclone and Spiritus were losers or failures but because the Junkyard was never meant to be accessible from the main game except through glitches, glitches that were always being patched.

That meant I’d never see Sally again. She was going to be stuck in Capes Online all by herself. There would be no one to protect her. The Department of VR would be able to take her back, or even worse, Atmosfear or Paradox might come after her. They still wanted to use her for reasons I didn’t entirely understand. Nor did I understand why the Department wanted her or what the Infinity Program even was.

It was hard to say I accepted my impending death. I didn’t. Not really. I still had a lot of loose ends to tie up back home. Home? Yeah, I guess I thought of Capes Online like that now. Not like I could ever return to the real world, especially now.

But at the same time, there was nothing I could do. All I could do was sit here with Busker, silently watching the seconds on the timer tick by. In thirty seconds, the Floating Fortress’ engines would finally fail and then it would fall and take us with it. A terrible way to go, but I guess you couldn’t always choose the way you wanted to die.

Then Busker poked me in the shoulder. “Uh, bro? Do you see that?”

I looked at Busker in annoyance. “See what?”

Busker pointed ahead. “That.”

Annoyed by my brother’s vague choice of words, I nonetheless looked in the direction he was pointing in and my jaw fell open.

It was hard to describe what we were seeing. Reality itself seemed to be twisting and distorting a few feet ahead of us. It was like someone had taken the very texture of the universe and was swirling it around with a whisk. My first thought was that it was some kind of glitch, but it was so bizarre that even that explanation didn’t ring true to me.

Then, without warning, a portal opened up in the air in the spot where reality distorted itself. The portal was about the size and width of a normal doorway, but it was impossible to tell what was on the other side of the portal. The dazzling variety of textures and colors swirling together within was almost nauseating, but any nausea I experienced looking at the portal was swept away by a powerful sense of hope.

“Is that the portal home?” I said, glancing at Busker. “Did Spiritus send you a message about that?”

“No,” said Busker, shaking his head. “No new messages from Spiritus since earlier, but I don’t know who else could have opened the portal.”

“Well, it’s not like we have much time left,” I said, glancing at the timer and seeing we had twenty seconds left. “Come on. Even if the portal wasn’t opened by Cyclone and Spiritus, it has to lead to somewhere better than here.”

Standing up, I helped Busker to his feet and the two of us quickly crossed the distance to the portal in a few seconds. As we drew closer to the portal, I thought I caught a glimpse of someone’s outline within. The outline was too vague to identify, but the person seemed to have a rounded head and unusually large shoulders. There was something familiar about the outline as if I had seen it somewhere else once before, but then it vanished into the ether of the portal and I decided it was just a figment of my imagination.

Thus, Busker and I stepped through the portal at the last possible second. I could hear the Floating Fortress’ engines fail behind me, and even feel it fall out from underneath my left foot as I entered the portal.

That would have frightened me beyond belief had I not stepped through the portal. As it was, Busker and I entered the portal very easily and for a moment everything around us was pure darkness.

Then we emerged into a dark laboratory and I saw Cyclone, Spiritus, and Sally again … as well as a small army of hideous monstrosities surrounding us on all sides.


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

 

Cyclone couldn’t believe his eyes. Winter was really here. Busker was, too, but Cyclone was more happy about seeing Winter again. Winter looked pretty much exactly the same as he did the last time Cyclone saw him, only he now had a rather stylish parka on his head that fit well with the rest of his Costume. It even made Cyclone a little jealous, even though he had awesome ninja armor that made him look really cool, although still not as cool as Winter, in his opinion.

“Boss!” Cyclone shouted joyfully. “Welcome back! I can’t believe you’re alive again. When Paradox first deleted you I thought you were dead for good, but then Funky said there was a way to bring you back and—”

A swipe from the monkey/lizard hybrid that nearly gouged out Cyclone’s eyes interrupted him. It was a handy reminder that even with Winter here, they were still outnumbered a hundred to one against incredibly high-leveled monsters. And one such high-leveled monster was doing its hardest to turn his face into swiss cheese.

At least until Winter rushed up, froze the Experiment’s head with a simple touch from his index finger, and smashed the Experiment’s head into pieces with a swift punch from his other hand. The Experiment’s HP dropped to zero and it immediately stopped struggling against Cyclone, who tossed the dead monster off of himself and rose to his feet, taking Winter’s hand as he did so.

“Thanks, boss!” said Cyclone as he stood to his full height, dusting off his Ninjutsu Armor as he looked at Winter with a big smile on his face. “You sure know how to make big dramatic entrances like that!”

“No problem, Cy,” said Winter, “but I thought you guys opened the portal. Why would you be surprised that Busker and I walked through?”

“But we didn’t open the portal,” said Cyclone in surprise. “I thought you guys opened the portal from the Junkyard.”

“Of course not,” said Winter with a shake of his head. “But if you didn’t open the portal and we didn’t open the portal, then who did?”

Winter’s question lingered in the air for a moment, making Cyclone rather uncomfortable. He was still happy to see Winter again, but now he was wondering who had opened the portal and for what reason. Whoever had done it couldn’t have been an entirely bad person if they brought back Winter, right? At least, that was what Cyclone told himself.

Then Sally ran into Winter and hugged him tightly, saying, “Nyle! Oh, Nyle, I missed you so much. Never, ever do that to me again.”

Winter hugged Sally back without hesitation, kissing her on the forehead as he did so. “Oh, don’t you worry about that, Sally. I’ll never leave you again, even if that means tying us together. That’s a promise.”

“That’s romantic and all, bro, but I think we have a little problem here,” said Busker. He was sitting on the floor near Spiritus, looking just as worn out as she was, if not more so. With his Health at 1%, Cyclone wondered what Busker and Winter had been through that could have hurt Busker so much. “More like a big problem, actually. Like multiple big problems that want to kill us all.”

Busker was right. Although the opening of the portal appeared to have taken the Experiments by surprise, they were already starting to adapt to the situation. The Experiments started to advance on them again, growling, snapping, and snarling at Cyclone, Winter, and the others.

“There’s too many of them,” said Cyclone, drawing his Kunai and looking around everywhere. “We can’t possibly beat them all.”

Winter, however, didn’t look even remotely afraid of the Experiments. He just looked at Cyclone and said, with a triumphant grin on his face, “What do you mean? Of course we can take them all on. Remember our Combo Power?”

Cyclone’s jaw dropped. “Oh, right. I forgot about Blizzard. But do you think it will—”

“Of course it will work,” said Winter. “Come on!”

Winter thrust his hands into the air. Ice energy exploded out of the palms of his hands toward the ceiling. The cold radiating from Winter’s body made the Experiments hesitate, which gave Cyclone just enough time to thrust his hands at the ice energy and unleashed powerful winds, winds far more powerful than he ordinarily could summon.

Soon, Cyclone’s winds and Winter’s ice combined to create a howling blizzard of a snowstorm. But it was even more powerful than the last time they had used it. The winds whipped with hurricane-like speeds, while the snow grew thicker than fog, to the point where Cyclone could only see a huge wall of blank whiteness swirling around them like a tornado. The temperature in the lab dropped well below zero, making everyone except Winter and Busker shiver.

But they were luckier than the Experiments. At first, Cyclone could hear the roars and shrieks of the Experiments as they were battered with hundreds of pounds of snow and sharp, icy winds, but soon even the loudest Experiments went quiet or were drowned out by the winds of the blizzard itself, making the only noise that could be heard the howling winter winds themselves. The winds were so loud that Cyclone could barely even hear himself think.

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity of snow and wind, the blizzard began to die down. The winds became weaker and weaker until they stopped blowing entirely, while the snow grew thinner and thinner until soon it all lay peacefully on the floor around them. When the last of the snow stopped falling, Cyclone finally got a good look at the results.

It was amazing. Every last Experiment was frozen solid. They looked less like a mob of deadly and unnatural beasts and more like H.P. Lovecraft had discovered he had a talent for ice sculpting. Many of the Experiments were frozen in the pose that they had been when Winter used Blizzard, while others closer to the back had clearly tried to run away but were unable to escape the blizzard in the confines of the lab. Even most of the scientific equipment had been frozen over, such as the open test tubes, which now looked like giant popsicles, and the computers, which were all covered in thick layers of snow. The temperature had risen to a more tolerable temperature, but it was still very cold.

A notification appeared in front of Cyclone’s vision just then:

[Experiments] 50/50 were Frozen by Winter! -100% Agility and Evasion. Duration: 15 minutes.

“It worked!” said Cyclone, clapping his hands together excitedly. “I can’t believe it, but it worked!”

“It worked, all right,” said Busker, looking around the lab with wide eyes. “This is awesome. Bro, were you really keeping a Power this awesome a secret from me this entire time?”

“It’s a Combo Power,” said Winter, although he was smiling. He patted Cyclone on the shoulder. “I couldn’t use it in the Junkyard, not without Cy’s presence. I couldn’t have done it without his help.”

“Exactly!” said Cyclone. He wrapped his arms around Winter in a big hug. “Reunion hug!”

Winter then shoved Cyclone off him with a deadpan expression on his face. “While I appreciate the sentiment, hugs are reserved for Sally. And why the heck do you look like a ninja? Is that the Ninjutsu Armor that the Ninja Guild gave us a while ago?”

“Yep!” said Cyclone with a smile. He patted his chest armor with his Kunai. “And I’m not just LARPing as a ninja, but I actually am a Ninja now. I changed my Class to Ninja.”

“You changed your Class?” said Winter in confusion. “How did you do that?”

“It’s a long story,” said Cyclone, “but don’t worry. Now that you’re here, we’ll have all the time in the world to catch up. I can tell you all about how I changed my Class, killed Targetman, fought a giant bat thing, negotiated with a hacker, and did all sorts of other cool things, while you can tell me all about your awesome adventures in the Junkyard, especially how you met Busker and—”

Cyclone was interrupted by the sound of footsteps crunching in the snow. He looked over his shoulder but did not see anyone in the darkness of the laboratory other than the frozen Experiments all around them.

“Does anyone else hear those footsteps?” said Sally with a gulp. “Or is it just me?”

“No, Sally, I hear them as well,” said Winter. He summoned his Ice Daggers and stepped in front of Sally. “Stay behind me. Until we know who this is, I don’t want you putting yourself in danger.”

Sally clearly agreed with Winter, hiding herself behind him as much as she could. She looked around fearfully, her brown eyes wide with worry. She even held onto Winter’s waist, holding him tightly with both hands.

As for Cyclone, he was also looking around. He didn’t feel quite as scared as Sally did, but he was still wondering who it could possibly be. “Spiritus, I thought you banished Brain Game. How could he possibly be back?”

“He can’t,” said Spiritus. She was still lying on the floor in front of the portal where Cyclone had laid her down, her voice tinged with annoyance. “He’s going to remain Banished for two days. It has to be someone else.”

Cyclone gulped and looked at Winter. “Atmosfear? Or … Paradox?”

Winter bit his lower lip. “No idea. Could be anyone. Just be ready for anything.”

The footsteps were louder now and Cyclone could finally detect the direction they were coming from. They were coming from directly in front of the portal’s platform, but the owner of the footsteps was still completely unseen. Cyclone’s nerves were on edge, his eyes fixed on a point between a giraffe/gorilla hybrid Experiment and a zebra/cobra hybrid Experiment, the exact spot where he expected the figure to emerge.

Then two shiny black shoes stepped into the light, followed by blue slacks and then a blue business suit. The last thing to emerge from the shadows was the head, displaying the face of a Middle-Eastern man with a well-trimmed beard and dark sunglasses that hid his eyes. Above his head floated the nametag [DIRECTOR OMAR], a nametag that sent chills down Cyclone’s spine just from seeing it.

“Chuck,” said Winter in a voice that was far tenser than Cyclone expected. “Long time, no see.”

Director Charles Omar—the current Director of the Department of Virtual Reality—stopped a few feet away from the platform and removed his sunglasses. His dark eyes shone with happiness, although Cyclone felt like he was being watched by a cobra that was just about to strike its unwary prey.

“Winter,” said Director Omar in his usual polite voice, “it is so good to see you again. I knew you weren’t gone for good, though, even after Paradox deleted you.”

“Why are you here?” said Winter. “How did you even find us?”

Director Omar smiled, although it looked like a threatening smile to Cyclone. “To answer your second question, I received an alert that you had returned to Capes Online. After that, it was easy to track your exact location and teleport here with my replacement Avatar. I would have been here much sooner, but it takes a little longer for the game’s D.E.S. to create a new Avatar than it does for it to create a new player character.”

“Still haven’t answered my first question,” said Winter. “Why are you here?”

“As impatient as always,” said Director Omar with a chuckle. “I am here to thank you, Winter, and to thank your Sidekick, Cyclone, for how much help you’ve been to us recently.”

“Help?” said Cyclone with a frown. “What do you mean? We didn’t help you. At least, I didn’t. I didn’t even know you guys needed help.”

“My dear Cyclone, you helped us a great deal,” said Director Omar with another chuckle, this one far more threatening than the first. “More helpful in ways you can’t even begin to understand.”

“Um …” Cyclone looked at Winter. “Do you know what the heck he’s talking about?”

“I do,” said Winter with a nod, but his eyes were locked on Director Omar and he gripped his Ice Daggers so tightly that cracks began to form in the handles. “I wish I didn’t, but I do.”

“Let me put it plainly so that we are all on the same page,” said Director Omar. He pointed with his sunglasses at them. “I wanted to thank you, Winter, and you, Cyclone, for keeping the Test Subject—Sally DeLeon—safe for us. And now I have come to take her back into government custody where she rightfully belongs.”
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