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CHAPTER ONE

 

It seemed like I could never catch a break. Between getting deleted and figuring out how to get ‘undeleted,’ for want of a better word, I thought that I would be able to take at least a little time off to rest and relax. Capes Online might not have been the real world, but it felt real to me and right now I was running on fumes even with the Stats buff I got from my brother. It didn’t help that I just expended all of my Energy to take down an army of man-made monstrosities that looked like they had walked straight off the set of some old-fashioned B-movie horror flick.

Now, not even five minutes after I returned to the main game with my younger brother in tow, I found myself standing face to face with Director Charles Omar, the Director of the Department of Virtual Reality, and the only man in the game who could make my digital life a true living hell.

Good ol’ Chuck, as I called him, stood in the snow leftover from my Blizzard attack with his arms crossed in front of his chest, looking comfortable despite the freezing temperatures. His immaculately cut beard, perfectly pressed blue suit, and squeaky clean office shoes made him look like your average office worker drone, but looks were often deceiving in this game and they couldn’t be any more deceptive than they were with Department of VR agents.

As an Avatar, Chuck was effectively invincible to all normal attacks and weapons. If I tried to attack him, I wouldn’t even be able to touch him, much less land a blow on him. Even worse, Avatars could institute certain restrictions on player characters, such as locking our Level or restricting our movement to a particular geographical location. Or even worse, delete us, which I wouldn’t put past Chuck if he deemed it necessary.

My Sidekick, Cyclone, stood in front of me, wielding his Kunai. He looked very different from the last time I saw him, wearing a full suit of Ninjutsu Armor. A quick Scan also showed me that Cyclone’s Class had changed from Speedster to Ninja since the last time I saw him, plus he had gained a few levels and had much higher Stats than before. Even with all of these improvements to his character, however, he still stood no chance against Chuck in a fight.

Sally, my girlfriend and fiancee, hid behind me. She was even less useful in a fight than Chuck. She was basically just a Civilian. She did have some kind of Powers of her own, but she seemed unable to use them at will. Even if Sally could fight, I am not sure I would have let her. I couldn’t stand the thought of Sally getting hurt or even killed in a fight.

A quick glance over my shoulder showed me my brother, Busker Burn, and his Sidekick, Spiritus. But they weren’t in much of a position to fight, either. Both of them had used some of their most powerful Powers recently, which had the side effects of draining them of their Energy and lowering their Stats for a while. Even if they were at full strength, they probably wouldn’t have been able to do much against Chuck, if anything at all.

That basically left me and Cyclone as the only ones who could stand against Chuck in a fight. As I had already pointed out, however, the odds were against us. Frankly, I was surprised that Chuck hadn’t just decided to delete us all outright and take Sally himself. After all, he had the power to do it.

That was what this stand-off was all about. Sally had originally been in the custody of the Department of VR as their mysterious Test Subject in something called the Infinity Program. I had managed to free her, but we still didn’t know anything about the Program or how Sally even got involved with it. All I knew was that the Department wanted her back. I also knew that I wasn’t going to let them lay even one finger on her, not if I could help it.

“You have gone very quiet all of a sudden, Nyle,” said Chuck. He tilted his head to the side. “I take it you are considering my offer?”

“The answer is no, Chuck,” I said, holding my cracked Ice Daggers before me. “And if you try to take her, I will end you.”

Chuck tilted his head to the side, an unimpressed look on his face. “I understand your protectiveness of the Test Subject, but frankly I think you’ve forgotten exactly what us Avatars can do. Observe.”

Chuck snapped his fingers. My Ice Daggers shattered in my hands, making me grunt in surprise and Sally yelp in fear. The Ice Daggers didn’t hurt when they exploded, but it was surprising nonetheless.

“And that, as you know, is but the smallest application of the power I command,” said Chuck. “With a single thought, I could freeze all of you and take Sally myself. Or delete all of you outright. Given how you just recently escaped the Junkyard, I doubt you or your brother wish to return there again so soon. I take it you aren’t very popular with the Junkyard Corps.”

My hands balled into fists. “I am not going to give you back Sally. I don’t know what you did to her or what you plan on doing to her, but I am not going to give her to you. Ever.”

“Forgive me if my memory is incorrect, but I seem to recall you agreed to show me where Sally was after you finished your mission back in the Underworld,” said Chuck. “I understand if your promise slipped your mind given what happened afterward, but you always struck me as a man of your word, and yet here you are, telling me that you are going against your word. I hope you only forgot about it, because if you haven’t—”

“My memory is fine, Chuck,” I said. “It’s just that I’ve changed my mind. I can do that, right? America still has freedom of speech.”

Chuck put his sunglasses back over his eyes. “Be that as it may, Winter, that does not change the fact that the only reason I have yet to take Sally by force is because I respected our agreement. Unlike Director Johnson, I try to reason with you Project Second Life participants as much as possible. But if necessary, I am willing to enforce my will with less … reasonable methods, if you catch my drift.”

I understood what he was saying perfectly. Fact was that Chuck had probably been the friendliest and most reasonable Department agent I’d ever met or dealt with. He was basically my only ally within the Department. Under other circumstances, I would agree with him that I might have been treating him too harshly.

But this was Sally we were talking about. She was the love of my life. I had vowed not to lose her again. Even if that meant fighting against the entirety of the Department of VR, that would be fine by me. I was willing to go above and beyond what was necessary to keep Sally safe.

Still, I had to be smart about it. Chuck did have the power in this negotiation, after all. He could easily crush me without a second thought. It was time to practice my Negotiation Skill and hope that my Charisma was high enough to make him more likely to let us go, though given how low that particular Stat was, I couldn’t say I was very confident about it.

“I get it,” I said. “I understand why you want her back. But I can’t let you do that. You know why. You’re married, aren’t you? How would you feel if your wife was held hostage by the same government agency that supposedly protects you, without your knowledge? You would want to free her, right? And keep her free?”

Chuck stroked his beard in thought. “True, I would be very upset if my wife was held hostage by some impersonal government agency, especially if it was an agency I worked for. But you must understand that I don’t want Sally back merely to hold her hostage, as you seem to imply. This is a matter of national security. Otherwise, I would be content to let you and Sally spend the rest of your digital lives together. You deserve that much.”

“National security?” I said. “What do you mean by that?”

“The Infinity Program,” Chuck replied. “As I told you at our last meeting, the Infinity Program was beyond top-secret. Only Director Johnson understood exactly what it was about, but he left no records to help us understand the point and purpose of the Program. We only know that it was a Program put in place approximately four years ago at the request of President Renner, President Nelson’s predecessor.”

“President Renner?” said Sally behind me suddenly. She scowled. “Oh, you mean the guy who claimed he wouldn’t pass more gun control legislation but did anyway. Glad that idiot got voted out of office. He deserved it.”

Despite the tense situation, I couldn’t help but smile. Sally was a huge political junkie. I, myself, on the other hand, couldn’t care less about political crap. I had spent countless hours listening to Sally rant on about this or that politician or party or law back in the real world, rants that always struck me as unnecessary. Still, the fact that Sally said this was yet another confirmation that she was still the same Sally I knew and fell in love with.

“I will admit I didn’t care much for President Renner, either,” said Chuck, “but unlike other Presidents, he had always been very interested in VR technology and how its advancement will affect not just America, but the whole world. That is why I was not surprised to learn that he was the one who ordered the creation of the Infinity Program.”

“So why not go and ask him what it was about?” I said. “He’s still alive, right? What’s he doing now, playing golf like most ex-prezes do?”

“Probably shmoozing with his lobbyists in his private mansion trying to undermine the rights of American citizens from behind the scenes,” Sally grumbled under her breath. “Like the ‘patriot’ he is.”

“I would have asked President Renner about it, but unfortunately, that is no longer possible,” said Chuck. “At one o’clock this morning, President Renner was found dead in his private mansion in Rhode Island by one of his maids.”

I started. “He’s dead? How did he die?”

“The official story is that he committed suicide after a long period of struggling with mental illness,” said Chuck. Then he lowered his voice to a mere whisper. “The truth, however, is that he appears to have been assassinated, though by who and for what reason, we are still trying to determine. No one leaves the White House without making at least a few enemies and President Renner made more than his fair share of political enemies during his time in office.”

“He was one of the least popular presidents of all time, so of course he has enemies,” said Sally. But then she caught herself and said, in a voice that wasn’t entirely convincing to me, “But, er, sorry to hear about his death. It sounds very tragic.”

“Not only is it tragic and untimely, but it is also an obstacle to us understanding the truth behind the Infinity Program,” said Chuck with a sigh. “That is why I am asking you to hand over Sally. We believe that all of the relevant files about the Infinity Program are buried somewhere within her memory. If we can only gain access to those files, then we will finally be able to determine what the Infinity Program was.”

“I don’t like all this talk about ‘accessing’ memories,” said Cyclone with a gulp. He touched his forehead unconsciously. “You aren’t going to take, like, a big drill to her forehead and poke her with it, are you?”

“The exact methods we will use to extract that information from Sally is not important,” said Chuck. “What is important is getting her back. As I said, this is a matter of national security. I know how hard this must be for you, Winter, but as the newly-appointed Director of the Department of Virtual Reality, I have no choice but to ask you to return Sally to our custody. Now.”

I now understood why Chuck wanted Sally back. The matters he spoke of sounded very serious. I had to admit I was also curious about the Infinity Program and what role Sally played in it. If it had been started four years ago by President Renner, then Sally might not be the first or only Test Subject to have ever been used in it.

But at the same time, I still didn’t want to let Sally out of my sight. I wanted to keep her right where I could see her. Chuck had not mentioned what the Department would do with Sally after they extracted the information from her mind. Would they let her go? Or hold her prisoner? Something told me they would do the latter, no matter how much Chuck might reassure me that they wouldn’t mistreat her.

Yet if I said no, Chuck would take her anyway. He had the power to do so, after all. He could just freeze time, grab Sally, and run. And I wouldn’t even be able to find him again if he didn’t want to be found. I still had the ‘HELP’ button in the corner of my character screen that allowed me to summon him, but something told me that that button wouldn’t be very helpful in rescuing Sally again if I pressed it.

What made this situation even worse was the knowledge that there was nowhere for me to run to in Capes Online. The only place I could go to where the Department couldn’t follow was the Junkyard, but I had no intention of ever setting foot in that place ever again.

Once again, I found myself trapped between a rock and a hard place, a location I seemed to find myself often these days. It made me yearn for simpler times when the worst thing I had to worry about was going to work on Monday morning.

Still, I knew in my heart of hearts what my decision was going to be even before I did it. I stood upright, summoned another set of Ice Daggers, and said, “The answer is still no, Chuck. If you want Sally, come and take her yourself.”

Chuck sighed exasperatedly. “I can’t say your answer surprises me, but it does disappoint me somewhat. Very well. I will do my best to take her while inflicting as little pain on you as possible. Please don’t take what I am about to do personally. I am simply doing what is in the best interests of America. That is all.”


CHAPTER TWO

 

Time seemed to flow slower than usual as Chuck raised his hand. At the same time, I raised my Ice Daggers, while Cy held up his Kunai. Movement behind me told me that Busker had risen to his feet as well. I wanted to tell him to stay out of this because of how weakened he was from his Ultimate Power, but I didn’t bother. After all, Busker was probably going to get deleted just like me even if he didn’t fight. The least I could do was let him die standing on his own two feet, even if he couldn’t land a single blow on Chuck.

Before the fight could truly begin, a voice suddenly called out from the shadows, “Stop.”

The commanding, authoritative voice rang out in the lab. It made all of us pause. Even Chuck stopped, standing frozen in place like the Experiments around him. He glanced to the right to see if he could find the man who said that. I also looked to the right to see who had spoken and my jaw fell open when I saw the person standing there.

It was FunkyFresh94, or, as we called him, Funky, one of my Teammates and friends. He stood in front of one of the frozen computers, his arms folded in front of his chest. His pet dragon, Lennox, was curled around his neck and large shoulders, flicking its tongue contentedly, seemingly not bothered by the cold, though given the amount of heat the dragon naturally generated from its body, that wasn’t surprising. I hadn’t even heard Funky enter the lab. As a matter of fact, I had no idea how he even got here. It was almost like he just appeared there. Perhaps Funky had some kind of teleportation Powers. Funky seemed to have all sorts of awesome Powers at his disposal and Teleportation was probably one of them, even though he was a Beastmaster rather than a Warper.

“Funky?” I said, staring at him in disbelief. “What … how did you get here? Cy, did Funky help you here or—?”

Cy shook his head. “Nope. Funky said he would help us, but then he logged off for the day and said he would come back online later. I didn’t really think he would, though, but I’m glad he’s here anyway.”

“Sorry for the delay,” said Funky. “The issues I had to deal with in the real world turned out to be a lot more complicated and time-consuming than I thought. But it’s done for now, so I can spend some time helping you guys instead.”

Funky’s explanation made sense to me. Although Funky was one of my most mysterious friends and Teammates, I strongly suspected he was an SI Games developer who worked on Capes Online for his day job. It explained his bizarrely in-depth knowledge of the game and its mechanics, knowledge that often dwarfed even Cy’s knowledge, and why he was so busy and never seemed to have time for anything. Funky, of course, had never confirmed that theory of mine, but it was a theory I believed in and was the best explanation for his behavior, although it certainly didn’t explain everything about him, of course.

But even with Funky’s timely arrival, I didn’t see how he would be able to help us. Funky was still just an ordinary player character, after all. It wasn’t like he would be able to harm Chuck any easier than we could. Even if Lennox transformed into his full size and went on a city-destroying rampage, Chuck would probably just delete the dragon and take Sally anyway.

Which was why I found Chuck’s attitude odd. When he looked over and saw Funky, he became as still as a statue. He reminded me of a mouse that had spotted a huge snake curled up just a few feet away from it. It was like Chuck thought that Funky might not pay attention to him if he stayed very, very still, which I had never seen Chuck act like before. It was very strange and I wasn’t sure if it was a good thing or a bad thing.

“It looks like I was just in time, too,” said Funky. “Dillo and Recover told me where I might find you guys, but I didn’t expect to find the new Director of the Department of VR down here as well.”

“I just got here myself,” said Chuck in a much stiffer voice than usual. “This really isn’t any of your business, you know. I would recommend leaving this situation to me. Your presence here is … unnecessary.”

I wasn’t sure if that last sentence was a threat or a command. Based on the way Chuck acted, it could have been either way. Funky, to his credit, didn’t look very threatened, which was weird given who he was dealing with. Then again, it was weird how Chuck treated Funky like he was some kind of dangerous animal that needed to be handled with care when Funky was just a normal player like the rest of us.

But perhaps Funky wasn’t just an ordinary player like the rest of us. There was definitely a lot of evidence to suggest that there was more—a lot more—to Funky than meets the eye.

“No, I think I need to be here,” said Funky with a shake of his head. “Winter is my friend, after all. I hoped to save him myself, but seeing as he’s apparently safe already, it looks like I got here a little late. That is fine. As long as Winter is safe, I don’t care.”

“Very well,” said Chuck. “You can take Winter and the others if you want. But Sally belongs to the Department.”

Funky, however, shook his head. “Sorry, but I am going to have to decline your offer. Sally stays with Winter. Period.”

Chuck bit his lower lip. “I understand your point, but I don’t think you fully understand what you are asking for. The Test Subject, Sally DeLeon, is the property of the Department of VR. We need the information locked inside her brain for reasons of—”

“National security,” Funky finished for him. “Yeah, yeah, I know. But I still say she stays with Winter.”

Chuck’s eyes narrowed. “You might be powerful, Funky, but you are not my boss. SI Games might be one of the biggest and most powerful corporations in the world, but they are still subject to the same laws that every company must obey. It would be rather unwise to risk angering the head of one of the federal government’s most powerful agencies.”

Funky just smiled. “I understand a good deal more than you think I do, Director. And I am perfectly willing to discuss the matter of what to do with Sally DeLeon in the real world. How does that sound?”

“Discuss?” said Chuck in disbelief. “What is there to discuss? Sally DeLeon is under the jurisdiction of the Department. As you are well aware, all Project Second Life participants are under the jurisdiction of my Department and therefore we can do with them as we please, with or without your approval.”

“I am well aware of that, Chuck,” said Funky, “but as I recall, Sally isn’t one of the participants in Project Second Life, now is she?”

Chuck gulped. “Well, technically you’re right, but—”

“If so, then technically, you have no right to take her into your custody the way you might be able to take a Project Second Life participant like Winter or Atmosfear,” Funky continued. “Sally, therefore, is technically one of my players. And if you are dare try to harm her … well, my lawyers would be more than happy to sue the Department of VR for possible human right violations in court.”

My players? What was Funky talking about? He was acting like he owned Capes Online or something. If he was a developer, like I thought, then maybe he was just being really overprotective. Then again, what sort of developer threatened to sue a powerful government agency and mean it?

Chuck must have thought it was a valid threat because his face went pale and he gulped. “Now, there’s no reason for us to talk about taking this thing to court. We can certainly negotiate about what to do with Sally DeLeon in the real world, if you wish. That is entirely reasonable.”

My jaw dropped. Did Funky just make Chuck come to the bargaining table? I half-wondered if I was hallucinating all of this, but when I pinched myself and felt a little bit of pain, I realized this was very much reality. Or virtual reality, anyway, although I did wonder if it was even possible for digital beings like myself to see hallucinations.

Funky nodded, a satisfied smile on his face. “Glad you have chosen to see reason, Director Omar. I’ve always thought you were the most reasonable Department agent and I am pleased to see that my views about you were correct.”

“Yes, well, knowing how to negotiate is an important skill to learn if you work in government like I do,” said Chuck. “But I can’t just leave Sally DeLeon here by herself. She is still one of Paradox and Atmosfear’s targets.”

“I’ll keep her safe,” I said, lowering my Ice Daggers now that it was clear Chuck was not going to attack us. “If Atmosfear or Paradox or any of their friends come knocking, I’ll teach them a lesson they’ll never forget.”

Chuck looked at me doubtfully. “I know you will do everything in your power to keep Sally safe, but I would still feel better if you had someone else to help you protect her. I will assign another Department agent to your Team as a temporary bodyguard to ensure Sally’s safety. What do you think about that, Funky?”

“That sounds reasonable to me,” said Funky. “Of course, we can discuss that in more detail later on, right?”

“Of course,” said Chuck. “But don’t expect to see your new Teammate right away. I will first need to pick out a Department agent to assign to you, which I expect to do over the next couple of days. Until then, I will leave Winter and the others in your hands, Funky. I trust that you will keep them safe.”

“Certainly,” said Funky. “I’ll get them out of here and make sure that Sally, in particular, gets to somewhere safe.”

Chuck nodded, although he still looked far from pleased with how this had gone. “Very well. I will have my people contact your people very shortly.”

Then Chuck blinked out of existence, a clear sign that he had logged off. I would have felt relieved, but after hearing about how Chuck was going to assign someone to watch my Team, I wasn’t entirely sure that we were home-free just yet.

“Man, that was close,” said Cy, lowering his Kunai to his waist. “I thought for sure we were going to have to fight Chuck for a moment there. Glad we managed to avoid getting into a fight we couldn’t win.”

“I’ll say,” I said. “But I wouldn’t relax just yet if I were you. The Department of VR still wants Sally. And they might just get her if Funky can’t convince them to let her go.”

Sally held me more tightly than ever. “I don’t like the way everyone is talking about me like I’m some sort of object being passed around against my will. I’m a person, too, you know.”

“True, but you are a very valuable person,” said Funky as he walked across the snowy floor toward us, his feet crunching against the snow as he approached us. “And, unfortunately, you are dealing with forces much greater than you could possibly stop on your own. But I’ll accept your thanks for my help anyway, even though you didn’t actually thank me.”

As Funky jumped onto the stage, I looked over at him and frowned. “While I appreciate the help, Funky, I have to admit I’m curious about how you pulled it off. Why didn’t Chuck just delete you? Why did he defer to you and act like you’re some kind of big shot?”

“Yeah, I’m curious about that, too,” said Cy, scratching his chin in thought. “It was really badass and all, but also kind of confusing. Please explain.”

Funky stopped a few feet away from us. He reached up and scratched Lennox’s chin. He wore an expression that told me he didn’t want to have to explain anything, but it was obvious now that we had him boxed into a corner.

“All right,” said Funky, shaking his head. “I think you guys deserve to know who I really am, especially after everything you all have been through. I really don’t want to tell you, but I think you guys are smart enough to put two and two together. Frankly, I’m surprised you guys haven’t figured it out on your own already, especially you, Winter.”

“Oh, I know what you are,” I said with a smile. “You’re a Capes Online developer. That’s how you know so much about the game and how it works.”

But to my shock, Funky shook his head again. “Good guess—close guess—but not correct.”

“Then are you actually an alien from another dimension come to conquer all of reality?” said Cy.

Funky looked at Cy in bewilderment. “Where did you get that idea from?”

Cy shrugged. “I dunno. I just thought it would be really cool if you were an alien warlord from another dimension hellbent on conquering all of reality. Don’t you think so, too?”

Funky seemed to be at a genuine loss for words. Couldn’t blame him. Cy’s random ideas could easily take you by surprise, especially if you didn’t know him well. Hell, I knew Cy better than anyone else and his random observations and ideas still surprised me when I let my guard down. Guess it was good to know that one thing hadn’t changed since I was deleted, at least.

“Well, the truth is a bit more mundane than that,” said Funky. He looked at us all and seemed to be steeling himself for our reactions.

I waited eagerly, wondering what Funky’s true identity was, but when he finally said it, I couldn’t believe my ears:

“I am Homer Sitterson,” said Funky, “the founder of SI Games and the creator of Capes Online itself.”


CHAPTER THREE

 

“You’re Homer Sitterson?” said Dillo about half an hour later as we all sat in the living room of my Base. He was seated on the biggest sofa, with Hop sitting next to him, still engrossed in whatever she was looking at on her phone. Thanks to Dillo’s size, he took up the majority of the sofa, leaving Hop only a small amount of space, although she didn’t seem to notice or care. “The Homer Sitterson? The man who created Capes Online itself?”

Funky, who sat in one of the recliners with Lennox curled up on his lap like a cat, nodded wearily. “Yes. I’ve already explained that to Winter and the others. I decided you and Recover should know as well, seeing as you guys are my friends just as much as Winter is.”

The six of us—me, Sally, Funky, Recover, Dillo, and Busker—sat in a loose circle in my living room. As I noted before, Dillo was seated on the biggest sofa, while Funky sat in one of the recliners opposite him. Recover and Brawn sat on the love seat, while Sally and I shared the other recliner, with Sally sitting comfortably on my lap. Cyclone sat on the floor at our feet, juggling his throwing stars with amazing balance, while Busker leaned casually against the back of the kitchen with Spiritus floating quietly beside him.

After Funky dramatically revealed his true identity to us, we had had a ton of questions. But Funky insisted that Brain Game’s laboratory was not the place to answer these questions. He said it would be better for us if we went back to my Base and talked there. That would be safer thanks to my Base’s security systems, which would ensure that no one eavesdropped on our conversation.

Although Funky’s reasoning made sense, I had to admit it was hard to remain patient with all of the questions I had about Funky’s real identity until we got back to my Base. Of course, I didn’t have to wait long. After we picked up Recover and Dillo at the Super Cafe, which was apparently the rendezvous point that Cy and the others had set up with them, we went straight to my Base via a Teleportation Disk that Funky just happened to be carrying on him. When Funky first drew out the Disk, Cy had made a weird choking noise when he saw it, causing me to ask him what was wrong, but Cy just waved off my question and told me it was nothing. That seemed suspicious to me, but given how weird Cy usually behaved, I decided it wasn’t worth harassing him about it.

We did run into one problem, however, when we got back: The front door of the Base was gone. It was like it had been totally blown off its hinges by a bomb. When I asked Cy what happened, he muttered something about how Targetman did it, which made no sense to me. Regardless, I placed an order for a new door from Gerald’s Base Upgrades, which cost me a fair bit of credits. Luckily, my Base still refused entry to people who didn’t have my permission even without a door. I just felt safer with a door.

Speaking of Cy, he had made a big lunch of spaghetti and meatballs when we got back. And to my surprise, it was actually quite good, although that may have just been due to the fact that I hadn’t eaten in forever. Still, it was good to eat some actual food for once. I’d been subsisting on Health Drinks for the past couple of days and it was clear that, even in-game, Health Drinks weren’t meant to replace a well-cooked meal.

As a result, an aroma of cooked spaghetti and meatballs filled the air. It was a comforting smell because it reminded me of the spaghetti my Mom would make back home in the real world, although Cy’s spaghetti, as good as it was, still wasn’t anywhere nearly as good as Mom’s home cooking.

Dillo looked over at me and Sally. “Winter, don’t tell me you know who he was before we did.”

“I didn’t,” I admitted. “I assumed he was just a regular Capes Online developer. I didn’t expect him to be the creator of the game itself.”

“Does that basically mean you’re God?” said Cy to Funky. He stuffed a huge meatball into his mouth, chewed it noisily, and then swallowed loudly. “Because if you are, then you need your own religion so people can worship you. I could be your first high priest if you like.”

Funky shook his head. “No. I may have created this world, but I don’t want to be worshiped as some sort of god. I don’t even want people to know who I am. When I am FunkyFresh94, I am just another player like anyone else. That’s how I’d like to be treated, anyway.”

“God is supposed to be humble,” Cy pointed out. “At least, that’s what my Catholic grandmother always told me. Never been one for religion, so not sure, but—”

“Why would you hide your identity like that?” I said, interrupting Cy. “I don’t understand why you don’t want anyone to know who you really are.”

Funky sighed as he stroked behind Lennox’s ears. “Like I said, I don’t want to be treated special or different from anyone else. If everyone knew who I was, I would never be left alone. People would always want me to join their Teams or Leagues or give them secret bonuses and benefits to give them an edge over everyone else. People would probably start offering me their life savings for a custom-made piece of Equipment designed by me, while all of the nerds who get angry at every ‘useless’ update to the game would probably form a mob and lynch me. You know how passionate gamers can be.”

“So you’re just afraid of publicity?” I said.

“Not afraid, but … I just don’t want it,” said Funky with a shrug. “I might be the CEO and founder of one of the biggest international megacorporations in the whole world, but at heart, I am still a gamer just like the rest of you. There’s nothing I love more than getting to play my favorite video games and Capes Online is still my favorite, as egotistical as that may sound.”

“How do we know you’re really Homer Sitterson?” said Recover, leaning forward in her seat. “Not that I really doubt you or anything, but I just need some proof before I can actually believe you.”

Funky nodded. “I understand. I would be a bit skeptical myself if I were in your shoes. Let me show you my proof.”

Funky held up his right hand, palm out, and furrowed his brow like he was deep in concentration.

A slightly transparent screen appeared in the air above the coffee table. The screen showed what looked like a long list of options that was too long for me to read in its entirety, but I could see options like ‘TELEPORT’ and ‘DEACTIVATE BASE SECURITY FEATURES’ among others.

“What is that?” I said in awe, staring at the transparent blue screen with my mouth hanging slightly open.

“That is my special developers’ menu,” said Funky. He scrolled up and down briefly to give us an idea of how many options there were. “As the creator of Capes Online, I am the only player to have access to the full menu. This menu allows me to bypass most of the game’s Systems in order to do pretty much whatever I want.”

“So you’re basically playing God Mode all the time?” said Busker. “Sweet.”

Funky closed his hand and the menu disappeared. “Actually, I don’t. My current character is as limited as your characters are. It’s just that I can access this special menu should I ever need to, but I try to avoid using it as much as possible. It takes away the fun from the game if I can just open the developer menu anytime I want to delete an enemy or travel across vast distances in the blink of an eye. In fact, I’ve even set it to only work in the event of an emergency.”

“Geez,” I said, scratching the back of my head, “I can think of several instances in the past where such a menu would have been really helpful to have. Like against Dark Kosmos.”

Funky smiled sheepishly. “I know, but like I said, it only works in emergencies. The algorithm I use to encode it is hard to crack. Plus, sometimes I don’t have access to it, like during the Blackout. Somehow Dark Kosmos locked me out of it. Either him or whoever awakened him in the first place.”

I nodded in understanding, but at the same time, I couldn’t help but think about how easier it would have been before if we had known from the start that we had the creator of Capes Online himself in our party. But I guess what was past was past and there was nothing I could do about it.

“You said your current character is limited,” said Dillo, leaning forward with his hands on his knees. “Are you implying you’ve used multiple characters in the past?”

Funky again nodded. “Yes. I’ve had dozens of different characters over the years ever since Capes Online first started. I’ve played nearly every Class you can think of, plus a few you can’t. I’ve even been a Villain a couple of times, but generally, I prefer being a Hero or Anti-Hero at least.”

“So do you like to max out a character and then start over with a new character or something?” I said.

Funky scratched behind Lennox’s ears. “Basically. Although only a handful of my characters have ever reached the Level limit, I usually get bored with them before then. I like variety and challenge. After a while, a character stops being challenging to use, which then bores me. After that, I usually abandon the character and go and start a new one. Sometimes I’ll place certain restrictions on myself, too, just for the added challenge.”

Made sense. As the creator of Capes Online, I bet Funky could make as many player characters as he wanted. Normal players were limited to one character per GamePod, and if you wanted another, you either needed to buy another GamePod or delete your current character and start over. Given how expensive GamePods were and how most gamers were averse to deleting all their hard work, most players usually stayed with their current character. Of course, someone like me was stuck with whatever Class or character I got when I first started playing. Not that I was unhappy with who I was, but I did sometimes wonder what it would be like to start over again. What would it be like to be a Beastmaster or Powered Armor, for example?

I shook my head. No point in speculating that now. Besides, with Atmosfear and Paradox still out there somewhere, now would be the absolute worst time to delete my character and start over, assuming that was even possible for someone in my circumstances in the first place.

“So you’ve basically been multiple people at different points throughout history?” said Cyclone. He whistled. “That’s so cool. And also very god-like. Seriously, if you wanted to start your own religion—”

“I don’t,” said Funky shortly. “I just want to play this game like anyone else. That’s all.”

I nodded. Although Funky had to be incredibly rich if he was the founder of SI Games and the creator of Capes Online itself, he seemed to have his head on straight. Money and power seemed to have a corrupting influence on people, so it was nice to see someone with money and power who didn’t seem like a corrupt megalomaniac who thought he was better than everyone just because he had a big bank account.

Funky rubbed his forehead. “So that’s the truth about my identity. I thought you guys should know, but I also want you guys to keep this to yourselves.”

“Why?” said Dillo.

Funky looked at Dillo in disbelief. “I just explained why. I don’t want this to become public knowledge. I mean, if it did, I would just delete my character and start over again, but I would rather not delete FunkyFresh94 just yet. He’s one of my favorite characters I’ve played as. I trust all of you to keep this knowledge strictly among yourselves.”

We all nodded in understanding. Although I was still surprised by Funky’s revelation, I appreciated him being upfront with us about this. I was perfectly willing to keep his secrets for him. He was a friend, after all. He had stuck with me and the others through thick and thin. It wouldn’t be right of me to spill his secrets all over the Internet after he went to so much trouble to keep my own secrets.

“Well, thanks for letting us know,” I said. “I can tell this must have been a hard secret to share with us, but you can trust us to keep it safely among ourselves.”

“What about the rest of the Team?” said Recover, folding her arms in front of her chest and leaning back in the sofa she lay upon. “Should we tell them as well?”

Funky hesitated. “Not yet. I don’t know the others well enough to be sure about how they would react to finding this out. Except maybe Gears. I trust her.”

That was almost as surprising to hear as the fact that Funky was the creator of Capes Online. I was under the impression that Funky and Gears didn’t like each other all that much, but perhaps they got along better than I thought.

“I agree,” I said, nodding. “This information is too sensitive to let everyone else know just yet. We need to keep it among ourselves for now.”

“Thanks,” said Funky. “I know it can be hard to keep secrets sometimes, but this is absolutely necessary for my security. And if the time ever comes that I need to reveal who I really am to the rest of the Team, then I’ll do so on my own. It’s that simple.”

“Right,” I said. “And you are going to talk with Chuck about Sally, right?”

“Of course,” said Funky with another nod. “Once I log off for the day, I’ll go and talk to him. I’ll also still go to Busker’s funeral, which is … er …”

Funky said that while glancing at Busker uncertainly. Busker was leaning against the back of the kitchen, slurping on a big bowl of spaghetti rather noisily. Spiritus floated beside him, her arms hanging by her sides, a look of both relief that Busker was back and annoyance that Busker had rather bad table manners clear in her body language.

Busker finished chewed a large meatball, swallowed, and looked around at everyone. “Why’s everyone looking at me?”

“You died in the real world,” I pointed out. “There’s supposed to be a funeral for you sometime soon and Funky agreed to go to it.”

“Oh,” said Busker. “Right. Well, uh, I’m not sure what to do about that. Maybe I’ll try to go? I mean, going to my own funeral sounds kind of weird when you put it that way, but I’m not sure what else to do now that I’m here.”

Right. I had almost completely forgotten about my younger brother’s condition after Funky’s dramatic reveal earlier. Back in the Junkyard, my focus had been entirely on getting out of the Junkyard and back to the main game. It never occurred to me to think about what we should do with Busker after we got back, especially since it was public knowledge among Capes Online players that Busker was dead. And obviously, my parents were convinced that he was dead as well, which complicated matters a bit more.

“We’ll figure something out,” I said, waving off his concerns. “For now, you can stay here in my Base. In fact, why don’t you join my Team? That way we’ll be able to stay in contact more easily.”

I sent Busker a request to join Team Winter, a request that Busker accepted almost immediately. That now put Team Winter at 9 members, just one Teammate away from unlocking our first Team Power. I couldn’t wait to see what kind of Team Power we’d get, although I suppose that would have to wait until later after we sorted all of this crap out.

“So what do we do now?” said Cyclone, glancing around at everyone. He jumped to his feet. “Oh! I know. Anyone want to party? I said I wanted to throw a huge welcome back party for Winter when he got back from the Junkyard. I didn’t expect Busker to come back with him, but I can include him in the party plans, too, and—”

Dillo held up a hand. “Uh, Winter? Can I talk to you for a moment? In private?”

I frowned. Dillo’s tone was unusually serious. He also glanced at Funky and Sally with suspicious eyes, which didn’t make sense to me. Did he not trust them or something?

“Uh, sure, Dillo,” I said. “What do you want to talk about?”

“Something private,” said Dillo in a deadpan voice.

I almost slapped myself on the forehead at his obvious answer, but instead, I nodded and stood up. “Let’s go to my room. That’s about as private a place as possible in my Base. Cy, I am putting you in charge of everyone else here while I am away and if there are any emergencies, don’t be afraid to interrupt us.”

Cy gave me the thumbs up as Dillo and I walked over to the staircase to my room. Dillo said nothing as we walked, his lumbering form creaking on the steps of the staircase as we walked. I didn’t say anything, either, until we got to my room and entered.

Once I closed the door behind me, I turned to face Dillo. “Okay, Dillo, what’s the matter? You look a little upset.”

“Not upset, but …” Dillo shrugged. “I’m just worried.”

“Worried?” I said. “About what?”

Dillo looked me straight in the eyes. “I’ll be blunt: Sally and Funky. I don’t trust either of them. And I don’t think you should, either.”


CHAPTER FOUR

 

I smiled somewhat incredulously. “You think I shouldn’t trust my girlfriend? Or my best friend in the game?”

“I wouldn’t put it like that, but …” Dillo seemed to struggle to find words to express his thoughts. “But you’ve got to admit this is all pretty suspicious, ain’t it?”

I shook my head. “I’m not sure I follow.”

Dillo folded his massive arms in front of his chest and sighed. “Remember how back in the Underworld, I didn’t trust Sally?”

I remembered. Shortly after we escaped the government facility where Sally had been held prisoner, Dillo had pulled me and the other members of the Team aside to discuss the situation. I distinctly recalled the way he looked at Sally. He had looked at her like he wasn’t sure she could be trusted. At the time I didn’t give it much thought, but now that we had some time to slow down and think, I realized I didn’t entirely understand why Dillo apparently didn’t trust Sally.

“I remember,” I said, “but I don’t remember you telling me why you thought that way.”

“Because the circumstances we found her under were weird as hell,” said Dillo with a shake of his head. “And that’s putting it mildly. Hidden inside a canister inside a top-secret government facility that isn’t even on any of the game maps? Called a ‘Test Subject’? And Atmosfear was also trying to get her? It’s also weird how she doesn’t remember anything about how she got here.”

“I think the government wiped her memory,” I said, thinking back to what Atmosfear told me back there what seemed like a long time ago now. “They clearly didn’t want her to remember whatever they did to her.”

Dillo pointed a finger at me. “That’s just the point, Winter. What if Sally isn’t who you think she is? What if she’s a spy? Or even a weapon?”

My incredulous smile returned. “A weapon? Sally isn’t a weapon. She’s Sally. I mean, you really don’t want to see her when she’s angry, but she’s just a normal human being.”

“A ‘normal’ person wouldn’t have been able to undo your Level-Lock,” Dillo pointed out. “Plus, I heard from Funky about how she helped you and the others defeat Atmosfear in Underworld City with that weird power of hers. There’s just too much weirdness around her for me to pretend she’s just like everyone else.”

Although I didn’t like Dillo calling her a weapon or spy, I had to admit he had a point about the oddities surrounding her. Whatever the government did to Sally was more than just wiping her memories. They gave her unique Powers and abilities unlike anyone else I’d seen in the game so far. If I had to describe her in Capes Online terms, she seemed to be some kind of combination of a player character, an Avatar, and a digital being like Dark Kosmos or myself. Yet I suspected that she was far more than any of that, although I didn’t have the knowledge necessary to know exactly what she was.

“I’m not saying she’s a bad person or anything,” said Dillo with a shake of his head. “And I was willing to ignore this while I worked with her to bring you back. But frankly, given all of the weird stuff going on around here, I felt like I needed to discuss this with you now rather than later. That way, you at least know what I think.”

“I see,” I said. “And what about Funky? Why don’t you trust him?”

Dillo bit his lower lip. “It’s not that I distrust him, per se, but he’s still weird. I mean, what are the odds of the creator of Capes Online himself not only meeting us, but also joining our Team? Always knew there was something off about him, but this is even weirder than what I thought.”

“Don’t tell me you think he’s lying,” I said.

“I don’t,” said Dillo. “I think he’s telling the truth about who he is. But still … what a secret to keep from everyone, yeah? First you tell us you’re literally stuck inside Capes Online, next we find your girlfriend, and now Funky is apparently the god of Capes Online. What’s next? Are we going to find out that Lennox is secretly the Pope’s in-game character or something?”

I frowned. “You seem a little upset.”

“Upset? Me?” said Dillo with a snort. He shook his head. “Nah, I’m not upset. I just thought I was going to play a normal game when I got my GamePod. I didn’t expect to find myself in this bizarre web of government conspiracies, digital beings, and other crap straight out of a science fiction novel. For Pete’s sake I don’t even like science fiction.”

“I know it’s a lot to take in, but that’s no reason to treat Sally and Funky like they are untrustworthy,” I said, putting my hands on my waist. “There’s a lot of mystery surrounding both of them, especially Sally, but we’re all in this together. I trust them both.”

Dillo raised his hands palms out. “Not saying you shouldn’t or can’t, but … I grew up on the streets. I had a hard life back in the real world. I’ve developed a pretty good ‘sixth sense’ about people and situations. And frankly this situation sets off all of my alarms. Every last one of ‘em.”

I sighed. I tried to stay patient with Dillo, even if I didn’t always agree with him. Dillo was the very first player character I met when I first logged onto Capes Online what seemed like a lifetime ago. He was also one of the first members of Team Winter, one of its core members. The two of us didn’t always see eye to eye on everything, but I trusted him as much as anyone else.

And I had to admit I hadn’t really looked at things from his perspective. From my perspective, government conspiracies and all of the other crap I’d had to deal with were my ‘normal,’ so to speak. Heck, the only reason I was in Capes Online at all was because of some kind of conspiracy I still didn’t entirely understand.

Dillo, on the other hand, was just a normal player. He’d been a good ally and friend, true, but it wasn’t like he had been intending to get involved with any of this when he first started playing the game, like he said. Recover was also an ordinary player and I remembered well how she had left the Team the first time after learning about my true nature.

I couldn’t even imagine how stressful this must be for them. It was stressful for me as well, but I was used to dealing with stressful situations by now. Unlike them, I wasn’t playing Capes Online for fun. It was my life and, like life, had plenty of stresses for me to deal with every day.

Even so, I said to Dillo, “I see what you’re saying, but I have to disagree. Both Sally and Funky have proven themselves over and over again. Even if Sally, for example, has some kind of secret related to how she got put in the game, I doubt it will be anything dangerous. She’s just as curious about how she got here and why the government chose her as anyone else. She might even agree with you about how weird it all is.”

“Like I said, I’m not trying to make you distrust your own girlfriend or anything like that, but …” Dillo shook his head again. “God, I hate talking. I’m not good at communicating my thoughts. I just don’t like this situation. That’s all.”

I bit my lower lip. “I don’t think anyone does, Dillo, but it is what it is and all we can do is try to deal with it.”

Dillo sighed. “You can say that again. But still, I think you should keep an eye on Sally and Funky. I doubt either of them are going to do anything bad, but …”

“I know,” I said. “Personally, I think you don’t have anything worry about. Sally and Funky are just fine. You can trust them.”

“Maybe,” said Dillo. “I’m just trying to keep us all safe. Seems like there’s just a lot of stuff going on that none of us understand. I just want us all to be safe.”

“Same here,” I said. I patted Dillo on the shoulder. “Regardless, we still need to stop Atmosfear. And Paradox now, too. They’re the real threats out there. Not our own friends and Teammates. Both of those guys have caused us so much trouble, much more trouble than anything Funky or Sally might be able to do. If we can stop them, then maybe life can go back to normal for all of us.”

Dillo looked me in the eyes. “I know what’s normal for me, but what’s normal for you?”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, you’re stuck in the game,” said Dillo, waving his arms around as if to indicate the entire universe. “You can’t log off like the rest of us. Even if we defeat Paradox and Atmosfear, you will still have to live here afterward. What are you going to do then?”

I hadn’t given that much thought. I had been so focused on defeating Paradox and Atmosfear that I hadn’t really taken the time to think about what life would be like for me afterward. My immediate answer was that I would continue to defend Capes Online and the Civilians within from any and all threats, but somehow that didn’t sound satisfactory even to me. I liked keeping people safe and defending them from Villains, but I realized there was more to life than just fighting bad guys all the time, even in Capes Online.

“I am not sure,” I said. “I guess I’ll spend it with Sally, since she’s going to be here with me. We might even get married. Is it possible to get married in Capes Online?”

“Beats me,” said Dillo with a shrug. “I’ve heard about players getting ‘married’ to each other in-game, but I’m not sure how that translates to real life or if it does at all. The NPCs can get married to each other, but the whole relationship aspect of Capes Online is one of the less interesting parts to me, so don’t have a whole lot of experience with it.”

“Right,” I said. I glanced over my shoulder at the closed door. “Sally and I will probably never die, so I wouldn’t even have to worry about dying of old age together. We could be together literally forever, assuming one of us doesn’t get deleted or terminated, of course.”

“What about kids?” said Dillo.

I frowned and looked at Dillo. “What about them?”

“Can you even have kids in Capes Online?” said Dillo. He scratched his head. “Not something I’ve ever given thought to myself—don’t like kids, don’t want ‘em—but if you two do hitch up, well—”

“I’m not sure,” I said. “I’ve seen kids, but they seem to be the children of NPCs. I’ve never heard of two players having a child together, at least not in-game. I’m not even sure it’s possible for players to impregnate others or get pregnant.”

I was thinking of Maximilian when I said that. Max was a fellow Project Second Life participant, although the two of us didn’t exactly get along nowadays. But I remembered how he had a virtual harem of beautiful women who would do almost anything he asked them to. He mentioned something about how sleeping around in Capes Online didn’t have the same consequences as sleeping around in the real world did. I originally took that to mean he didn’t have to worry about STDs, but maybe he really meant he didn’t have to worry about getting any of his girlfriends pregnant. It might not even be possible for a player to get an NPC pregnant.

And even if it was possible for a player to get another player or NPC pregnant, what would that make the child? An NPC? Half-NPC, half-player? Would it be treated like an NPC or a player by the D.E.S.? Would such a child be human and therefore entitled to all of the same human rights as everyone else?

Questions like these were the main reason I’d remained celibate in Capes Online so far. I knew, of course, that other players definitely weren’t. Aside from Max, I’d spent a little time reading about the exploits of CO players in the Capes Online Forums where they discussed all of the, er, interesting things they could do with NPCs. It was how I learned that certain Powers were apparently great for increasing pleasure and how some Gadgeteers even specialized in making certain toys that people liked. Needless to say, I found myself wishing I had some brain bleach after reading some of the disgusting stuff the other players got up to. Whatever happened to keeping that stuff in the privacy of your own home?

“Well, I guess it’s your choice either way,” said Dillo with a shrug. “I don’t blame you for trusting Sally or Funky, especially Sally. But don’t let your guard down, all right? With all of the craziness going on around here, I feel like we can’t relax for even a second.”

“I know what you mean,” I said. “But I think that as long as we remain a Team, we should be all right. We’re stronger together than we are apart. And we shouldn’t distrust each other so much without reason. If there’s one thing I know about Teams or groups, it’s that suspicion is a good way to destroy them from within.”

Dillo nodded. “Yeah. Suppose you’re right. Maybe it’s time we went back to the others. I’m sure they’re wondering about what we’re talking about by now.”

I nodded and, opening the door to my room, stepped aside to let Dillo out. As Dillo walked out, I looked over my shoulder into my room one last time, thinking about his warnings.

I still didn’t agree with Dillo about Funky and Sally. As far as I was concerned, I could trust those two with my life.

At the same time, however, I recognized that he had a point about how crazy life was. It seemed like life had thrown me curve ball after curve ball recently, starting with my dying in a car crash and ending up in Capes Online. No telling what sort of nonsense was going to happen to me next.

But I couldn’t let myself get distracted by that. The last thing I needed was to distrust my own friends and Teammates. Right now things were calm and peaceful, but I knew it wouldn’t be long before Atmosfear or Paradox showed their ugly faces again. Even if those two didn’t, I still had to deal with the Department of VR trying to get Sally. I had enough on my plate to occupy my time and attention.


CHAPTER FIVE

 

When Dillo and I returned to the living room, we all sat around and chatted for a bit longer until Recover announced that she needed to log off for now. Dillo and Funky said the same thing, so I said goodbye to all of them when they logged off. I did make them promise to log back on soon so we could go on another Team Mission at some point. Team Winter currently had no Team Missions associated with it, but now that the Team was back together again, I knew it wouldn’t be long before we found another one. Plus, I wanted our Team to be as strong as possible and the best way to level up a Team was through completing Team Missions together.

When Dillo, Recover, and Funky logged off, that left just me, Sally, Cy, Busker, and Spiritus in my Base. Sally went to the bathroom almost immediately, claiming that she needed to take a shower after her very long day, while Cy managed to rope Busker and Spiritus into helping him with the dishes. As for myself, I went back to my room to get some much-needed rest. I did volunteer to help with the dishes, but Cy insisted that I needed to catch up on my sleep after all of the adventures I’d been on.

I really couldn’t argue with Cy. The last time I got a good night’s sleep was before the attack on the Facility. You could go without sleep longer in Capes Online than you could in the real world, but it was still unwise to go too long without sleep. You could start getting Stat debuffs and other consequences that could negatively affect your performance in-game. I was kind of surprised that I hadn’t already gotten the Sleepy debuff. Maybe the adrenaline coursing through my veins from all of the excitement over the last day or so fought it.

Regardless, I was pleased to lie down on my comfy bed, a bed I hadn’t realized I would miss so much. Unfortunately, even when I closed my eyes, I found it hard to sleep. A part of me wanted to remain up and active, just in case I needed to go somewhere and do something. That feeling of needing to go somewhere annoyed me until I realized the reason for it: I hadn’t distributed my Stat Points and Power Points yet.

Back in the Junkyard, I had leveled up twice after defeating a group of very powerful enemies. That had given me 8 SPs and 4 PPs. The only reason I didn’t distribute them right away back there was because things had moved too quickly for me to spend any time increasing my Stats. Now that I had the time, though, there was no reason for me to delay spreading my points around any longer.

Opening my eyes, I opened my character sheet and looked over my current Stat distribution:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 33

EXP: 2,348/40,360 (38,012 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 8

Available Power Points: 4

Available Ultimate Points: 4

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], Ice Barrier [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], Snow Parka [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

Here was the fun part: Figuring out exactly how to spread my points.

First off, my Stat Points. With 8 of those bad boys, I had a lot to play with. I could potentially dump all of them into one Stat, like Strength or Energy, and make myself far more powerful than I already was. Minmaxing was most definitely a viable strategy. There was a reason, after all, Strength and Energy were my highest Stats.

But at the same time, I liked having a bit more even distribution of Stats. It made me more versatile and better able to handle different challenges and enemies. So it was probably better to spread the SPs around rather than dump them all into one or two Stats. Plus, my Metal Gauntlets already gave my Strength a bit of a boost anyway, so it wasn’t like I was exactly hurting for Strength.

So I put 3 SPs in Energy, 2 in Charisma, 2 in Defense, and 1 in Agility, thus bringing up each Stat to 53, 17, 25, and 24, respectively. Nothing flashy, but I figured it would be helpful to have more Energy, Defense, and Agility in a fight. Plus, you never know when Charisma will come in handy. It was a Stat I had neglected for far too long, so I was hoping that increasing my Charisma at least a little will help later.

My Hero Stats were still too low, but there was nothing I could do about those. Hero Stats required doing Heroic things to increase them. I’d been so caught up in my own stuff recently to actually do things that would help increase my Hero Stats, which was another reason I was itching to do more Team Missions with everyone.

Next was Power Points. A quick glance at my current Powers showed that none of them were particularly close to leveling up again. Even if I dumped all of my PPs into one Power, they still wouldn’t level up. I was starting to get annoyed at how low level all of my Powers were, but sadly there wasn’t much I could do about it unless a whole bunch of PPs ended up in my lap at once.

But this time, I didn’t need to think too much. I dumped all of my PPs into Flight, which brought it halfway to Level 2 by itself. That was good. At its current Level, Flight couldn’t let me fly for very long or very high. Given how often I used Flight, it was important that I level it up as quickly as possible. Hopefully, it would let me fly even higher and longer at higher Levels.

Next up were my Ultimate Points. Because I still only had one Ultimate Power, I dumped all four of my UPs into Ice Giant, thus bringing it up to Level 2.

As soon as Ice Giant hit Level 2, I heard a soft chime somewhere in the back of my mind and this notification popped up in my view with trumpets blaring:

Congratulations! You have leveled up your first Ultimate Power. Ice Giant is now Level 2! Duration of Ice Giant increased from 1 minute to 1 minute and 30 seconds. Cooldown timer reset.

WARNING: Now that you have leveled up your first Ultimate Power, you cannot redistribute the Ultimate Points you spent to level it up. Any Ultimate Points above what is necessary to level it up remain free for redistribution.

Can’t say I was surprised to see that warning. I had been wondering how the whole redistributing UPs mechanic worked after you already leveled up an Ultimate Power. It made sense that you couldn’t redistribute the UPs you had already spent on leveling it up. Otherwise, you would be able to level up and down your Ultimate Powers at will, which seemed like a game-breaking power to me.

Regardless, I was pleased with this development. Ice Giant’s duration of one minute had always been its weakest point, so getting an extra 30 seconds was almost doubling it. I was also very pleased to see that its one-week cooldown timer had reset. It looked like the cooldown timer for Ultimate Powers reset upon being leveled up. Made sense. What would be the point in leveling up an Ultimate Power if you couldn’t try it out right away? It definitely encouraged me to level up Ice Giant again and see just how powerful it could get.

With all of my points distributed, I looked over my page one more time just to make sure everything was in order:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 33

EXP: 2,348/40,360 (38,012 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. Next Level: 6 PP], Slash [Level 1], Ice Barrier [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 2. Next Level: 1 UP]

Equipment: Ice Man Costume [Powers: 5/5], Snowshoes, Snow Cape [Powers: 1/1], Metal Gauntlets [1/1], Snow Parka [1/1]

Kids Mode: Disabled

Health: 46

Stamina: 27

Strength: 32 (+5 from Metal Gauntlets)

Defense: 25

Charisma: 17

Intelligence: 15

Agility: 24

Evasion: 17

Accuracy: 16

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 53

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 16

Justice: 11

Trust: 10

Fame: 511

Willpower: 19

Satisfied with my Stat distribution, I closed out my character sheet just as I heard a knock on the door and then Busker’s familiar laid-back voice say, “Hey, bro, are you still up? Hope I’m not bothering you or anything. Just want to talk.”

Despite how tired I was, I sat up and said, “Sure, you can come in and talk.”

A moment later, Busker sat in a chair by my bed. He had removed his sunglasses now, allowing me to see his fiery red eyes that gleamed softly under the light on the ceiling. His tall mohawk looked slightly depressed and he leaned forward in his chair with his elbows on his knees, occasionally twirling his sunglasses around by one of their arms.

“What’s the matter, Joe?” I said, looking at Busker curiously. “I thought Cy had you helping with the dishes. And where did you get another set of sunglasses?”

Busker shrugged. “Always carry extra shades on me. As for your other question, Cy said he and Spiritus didn’t need my help, but I think he just wanted an excuse to spend time alone with Spiritus, honestly. Think your Sidekick has developed a little crush on mine.”

“That’s weird,” I said. “Spiritus doesn’t seem like Cy’s type. And by type, I mean she isn’t very, ah, ‘curvy,’ if you know what I mean.”

“I dunno, man,” said Busker. “Spiritus isn’t the emotional type, so it’s hard to judge, but I think she might like him back. Dunno. She’s not really open about her emotions. Never has. But that’s one of the reasons I like her. She keeps it together even in the toughest situations.” He shrugged again. “Which, yeah, is because she’s just an NPC and all, but still.”

“I know what you mean,” I said, nodding. “The NPCs of Capes Online are incredibly real. And honestly, I think they are real people, or as real as you and me, which I guess isn’t saying much, depending on how you look at it.”

Busker shook his head and looked down at his hands. “Are we even real, bro? I mean, I still feel like me and I have all my memories, but it’s so weird actually being in the game now.”

“It does feel a little weird at first,” I agreed. “But you get used to it. I did, anyway, after the Blackout, when it became clear to me that this was my new life and my new world and I couldn’t return to the real world.”

Busker looked up at me with surprising pain in his eyes. “But don’t you ever miss it? The real world? Mom and Dad? Our friends?”

I shifted uncomfortably on my bed. “Of course I miss all of that sometimes, but we can’t get it back. The mind-to-game upload process is, as it currently stands, is a one-way trip. Once your mind is uploaded into Capes Online, that’s it. You’re stuck here. Forever.”

Busker actually shivered, despite the heat radiating from his body. “Man, when you put it that way, it’s really scary. I’m not sure digital immortality is as cool as I thought it was going to be.”

I shrugged. “I had no choice in the matter. Never even really thought about digital immortality prior to ending up in here, actually. So can’t say what I expected from it other than what I’ve already experienced.”

Busker looked up at me with pain in his eyes. “I guess I thought it would be worth it as long … as long as I had Eagle Eye.”

Oh, boy. I had almost forgotten about Eagle Eye, Busker’s girlfriend, in light of everything that had happened since we got back from the Junkyard. Eagle Eye, it turned out, was working for Paradox. She apparently played a key role in Paradox’s plans for Capes Online and had worked with Stetho, another disciple of Paradox, to try to kill us both back in the Junkyard. While we managed to kill Stetho, Eagle Eye had managed to escape. We still had no idea where she was, but I bet we were going to see her again sooner or later, probably working directly for Paradox.

I had not taken into account how betrayed Busker would feel, though. He and Eagle Eye had had a very close, intimate relationship. I myself never knew Eagle Eye and maybe spoke to her only for a few minutes, if that. So her betrayal didn’t really hit me the way it hit Busker. And I felt like an idiot for not seeing this coming.

“I’m sorry about Eagle Eye,” I said, reaching out and putting a hand on Busker’s shoulder. “I know how you must feel, but—”

Busker suddenly brushed my hand off his shoulder and scooted away on his chair. “No, bro, I don’t think you do. You still have Sally. She still loves you. She’ll never betray you no matter what. But I don’t have Eagle Eye anymore. I don’t have Mom and Dad anymore. I don’t have anyone anymore, except for you and Spiritus.”

It was a little surprising, I had to admit, to hear such serious words coming from Busker. He had always been the most laid back and carefree between the two of us. The way he spoke now reminded me somewhat of a divorced friend I knew back in the police academy, only much worse because of how permanent the situation was.

“Trust me, I know what it’s like to lose someone you love, seemingly forever,” I said. “Remember, for the longest time there I lost Sally and didn’t have access to her. I didn’t think I’d get to see anyone from the real world again. That’s how bad it was for me.”

Busker looked down at his sunglasses. “But this is different. Eagle Eye betrayed me. She chose Paradox over me. All those times we spent together … did any of it really mean anything? Were the signs there the entire time and I was just too much of an idiot to notice? I don’t know.”

“It’s not your fault,” I said. “Eagle Eye chose to do that. Not you. Don’t feel like you’re responsible for someone else’s decisions.”

“But why didn’t she tell me?” said Busker. “I feel like such an idiot. Never mentioned it. Never even brought it up. Came out of nowhere and hit me like a train.”

I said nothing to that. To me, it sounded like Busker and Eagle Eye’s relationship was perhaps not as good as he thought. But, while I might be insensitive at times, I had enough emotional sensitivity to know better than to say something like that to Busker.

So instead, I said, “I get it. It’s hard to take that kind of betrayal, but—”

Busker suddenly looked up at me again. His red eyes were blazing with anger now, to the point where I was almost afraid he might attack me for some reason. “But what, bro? There’s no but. My life is ruined. My streaming career is gone. My musical career is gone. Mom and Dad both think I’m dead. My girlfriend betrayed me. My whole world has fallen out from under my feet. I hate it, bro. Freaking hate it.”

It was hard to respond to that because frankly, Busker was reminding me heavily of myself when it first hit me just how different my life in Capes Online was going to be going forward. Seeing Busker on the verge of tears was like looking at my past self in a mirror. It was both sad and a little weird at the same time.

I folded my hands in my lap. “I know, Joe. I felt that same way when I first got here, but … well, I don’t really know what to say other than you’ll get used to it eventually.”

Busker shook his head. “I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to it, bro. You might be able to accept this, but I can’t. Maybe can’t ever.” He looked me straight in the eyes. “This game isn’t fun anymore, bro.”

With that, Busker rose from his chair suddenly and marched out the room, slamming the door behind him with enough force to make it rattle on its hinges.

I was left alone in my room, sitting on my bed, staring at the door and wondering if I had accidentally said the wrong thing when I tried to comfort Busker. All I knew for sure was that if I couldn’t sleep before, I definitely wasn’t going to be able to sleep now.


CHAPTER SIX

 

Despite that thought, I did manage to get some sleep that night. I suppose exhaustion finally won out over whatever emotional turmoil that I was experiencing. That was another way Capes Online was disturbingly realistic. It could even mimic how difficult sleep was when you were upset or worried about something.

And I was definitely worried about Busker. As I lay there in my bed, not getting up despite the fact that I was wide awake, I couldn’t get Busker’s pained eyes out of my head.

This was really out of character for Busker. Of the two of us, Busker was always the most carefree and least likely to stress out over anything. Back when we were kids and well into our teenage years that caused a lot of friction between the two of us because I always felt like Busker never took anything seriously while he always felt like I was too uptight. We came to a better understanding of each other as adults, but I had to admit Busker’s carefree attitude could still grate on me at times.

Now, however, I was almost missing it, although I suppose I couldn’t blame him for it. Busker had been betrayed by his own girlfriend. And he wasn’t really much more than a kid himself, honestly. Legally, he might have been an adult, but he was still really young and immature in a lot of ways. No wonder he was angsting so hard about Eagle Eye’s betrayal.

Still, I had to hope that Busker would not let us angst cause him to act out in stupid ways. I knew Busker well enough to know that his impulsive nature often got him into trouble more often than not. I was lucky Busker was part of my Team and would be sticking close to me for a while. I needed to keep an eye on him and try to make sure he didn’t start acting out in dangerous ways. I had no idea whether drug abuse was a thing in Capes Online, but I hoped to God he didn’t start turning to drugs to deal with his angst or something like that.

Yet I really couldn’t fault him for feeling the way that he did. He didn’t ask for this. Neither did I. Of the other digital beings I know in our situation, Max had been the only one who actually chose to have his mind digitized and uploaded here. Atmosfear hadn’t been given a choice in the matter, either, although unlike us, Atmosfear apparently had nothing in the real world to tether him there or make him feel bad about getting uploaded here. Of course, Atmosfear was also a total psychopath, so perhaps that explained his attitude.

But I didn’t like thinking about Atmosfear. He was a monster, pure and simple. A monster that needed to be stopped. I came very close to stopping him for good back there in the Underworld, but then Paradox showed up at the last minute and saved him. It was really annoying, but now that I was back in Capes Online, I made a vow to stop Atmosfear for good the next time I saw him. And I would see him again at some point. Our fates really did seem to be tied together.

For better or worse, Atmosfear was my enemy and I was his. Maybe even forever, like he once told me. The idea of fighting Atmosfear literally forever sounded like hell to me.

I had to end this permanently. I just had to. I just didn’t know how.

Without warning, a small ping echoed in my ears and I saw there was a message in the Team Chat. Opening up the Team Chat, I found a message from Cy:

Cyclone: Morning, everyone! There’s pancakes and waffles and bacon and eggs and all of that artery-clogging goodness in the kitchen for anyone who’s hungry. Better come quick, ‘cause I made the waffles using my grandma’s old family recipe. Hint: The secret ingredient is salt :) .

I sighed, but sat up and threw my legs over the side of the bed. Although I surprisingly got the Well-Rested buff (which was weird because I didn’t feel particularly well-rested), I was still hungry and wanted something to eat. Even Cyclone’s salt waffles sounded better than what I had eaten over the last day, which was to say, nothing at all.

I didn’t get very far, however, before I heard a soft thunk behind me. Looking over my shoulder, I didn’t see anyone else in my room other than me. At first, I assumed it was just my ears messing up, but then I heard another thunk and located the source immediately: My room’s only window, which was currently closed. Someone out on the street was throwing rocks at it, a theory confirmed when I saw a small pebble thunk against the window before falling back down to the street again.

I wasn’t entirely sure why, but seeing someone throw pebbles at my window caused my blood pressure to spike. Was this supposed to be some kind of stupid joke or prank or something? Because if so, I was not in the mood this morning to deal with some stupid kid tossing rocks at my bedroom window. If I had to shoot an Ice Beam at the kid to make ‘em stop, then so be it.

Marching over to my window, I opened it up and shouted, “Hey, kid! Stop throwing pebbles at my window or I’ll—”

I stopped speaking as soon as I saw that the street outside my Base was totally deserted. A glance to the left and to the right showed me that there was literally no one there. There weren’t even any hobos sleeping in the doorways of the abandoned buildings. That was weird. I thought for sure that I had heard and even seen someone throwing pebbles at my window. Had I just been imagining it? A weird thing to imagine for sure.

At least until a long, slimy tongue wrapped around my neck and yanked me out of my window bodily. With a gasp, I grabbed the tongue with both hands as this notification appeared in my view:

Debuff added: Hanged. You will die in five [5] seconds. Duration: 1 … 2 … 3 …

Without waiting for the timer, I activated Freezing Touch. Ice spread across the slimy tongue choking me, causing the creature holding me up to choke and let go of me. I fell to the street below and hit it at a roll, rolling to my feet and summoning my twin Ice Daggers as I turned around to face the creature that landed before me.

The creature resembled a large, humanoid frog. It was crouched like it was about to hop into the air, but its face was somewhere between a human’s face and a frog’s face, complete with the huge gaping mouth of a frog. It was patting its tongue desperately, trying to break the ice that had formed at the end of it. It wore a golden diving suit of some sort, although its hands and feet were totally open and free. It also smelled awful, like sewage water mixed with swamp gas.

Even weirder, though, was the nametag above its head that read [VILLAIN QINGWA], which was a weird name. Then again, he was clearly a very weird character. I almost thought he was a Dweller at first until I remembered that the Dwellers were more lizard-like in appearance and definitely didn’t have tongues long or strong enough to act as makeshift nooses.

Regardless, I didn’t give a damn about who he was. He was a Villain, and based on the fact that he just tried to kill me, he was probably one of Atmosfear’s friends. I wasn’t sure how the Hero Slayers could have known I had escaped the Junkyard already, but it didn’t matter. I would kill first and ask questions later. Yeah, I know that didn’t make sense, but I didn’t care.

I rushed toward Qingwa as fast as I could, yelling loudly. I brought my Ice Daggers down on his head, but Qingwa Dodged at the last minute with a backflip that allowed him to land on the wall of my Base behind him, causing my Ice Daggers to miss. Qingwa immediately said something in a language I didn’t understand but which sounded an awful lot like Chinese.

“I can’t speak Chinese, you idiot,” I growled, looking up at Qingwa with a glare. “Try speaking English next time!”

I dropped my Ice Daggers and fired twin Ice Beams at Qingwa, but the frog-like Villain leaped over my head, causing my Ice Beam to harmlessly hit the wall that he had been clinging to mere moments before. When Qingwa landed on the ground behind me, I whirled around to face him, but his tongue lashed out and knocked my feet out from underneath me.

As soon as I hit the ground, however, I activated Ice Barrier and a thick ice dome appeared around me just as Qingwa tried to jump on top of me. His bulky girth slammed into the Ice Barrier and even made it crack, but luckily it held up underneath his weight, and with a flick of my wrist, the Ice Barrier exploded and sent Qingwa flying.

He must have had amazing Agility, though, because he spun around in the air crazily for a moment before landing on his feet several feet away. He immediately reached out with his tongue and grabbed a trash can, which he then hurled at me with shocking speed.

But I blasted the trash can out of the air with a single Ice Beam and rushed forward, my hands gleaming with ice energy. Activating Ice Slide, ice exploded out of my hands, allowing me to slide toward Qingwa much faster than I normally could.

Qingwa, however, leaped high into the air, easily avoiding me as I slid underneath him. He landed on top of a dumpster before launching off and kicking me in the face with one of his long, powerful legs.

In real life, that attacked likely would have broken my neck. In-game, however, it just hurt really bad. I went spinning from the blow, seeing a solid 10% of Health drop from that attack alone. Staggering to the side, I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts, but then Qingwa’s tongue wrapped around me and tightened like a boa constrictor.

Idiot. I used Freezing Touch again and Qingwa’s tongue immediately let go of me, slapping back into Qingwa’s mouth as he moaned in pain from the ice. I fired another Ice Beam at him, striking Qingwa in the face and taking off about 15% of his Health in one blow. Guess Qingwa must have been weak to Ice or something.

Regardless, now was my chance. I rushed forward and tackled Qingwa to the ground. I wrapped my hands around his neck and squeezed, causing Qingwa to gasp in pain.

“Who are you?” I demanded. “Are you with Atmosfear? Do you work for Paradox? Talk!”

Of course, I was well aware Qingwa couldn’t talk with my hands wrapped around his windpipe, but I didn’t give a damn. He probably was with Atmosfear, anyway. If so, by killing Qingwa I would be sending Atmosfear a message not to send any more clowns after me if he didn’t want them to get brutally murdered in broad daylight. Maybe that was a bit extreme, but I just got back from the Junkyard and I was frankly not in the mood to play around with Qingwa or anyone else.

But then I heard a young girl shout, “Hey, get off Mr. Froggy!” and then felt a solid baseball bat smack into the back of my head.

The blow didn’t take more than maybe a couple of points off my overall Health, but it was so unexpected that I cringed and loosened my grip around Qingwa’s neck. This allowed Qingwa to quickly slap me in the face with his tongue and knock me off of him.

I fully expected Qingwa to jump on top of me and finish me off, but then he jumped away until he was well outside my reach. He crouched low, looking ready to strike, but for some reason I didn’t think he was going to try to jump on me anytime soon.

Regardless, I wondered who had hit me. Rubbing the back of my head, I looked over in time to see a small girl standing just a few feet away from me, holding a rather long metal baseball bat in her hands like a butterfly net.

She couldn’t have been older than six, wearing a frilly pink dress, her hair done in cute little pigtails. Despite the fact that she was just an ordinary girl with no special powers of her own, she looked perfectly at ease, even comfortable, standing between me and Qingwa. A really fat cat curled around her legs, glaring at me the way that cats always glared at people or things they didn’t like.

Although Qingwa was the bigger problem at the moment, I groaned when I saw the girl and her cat. And I didn’t need to read their nametags to know who they were.

“Hannah,” I said, looking at the little girl with dread. I looked down at the cat. “And Felix, who looks just as fat as ever.”

Hannah smiled a deceptively innocent smile. “Likewise, Mr. Winter. I think you’ve gotten a little fatter since the last time I saw you.”

Despite the fact that I knew Hannah was a troll, I glanced at my gut anyway. “I’m not that—”

“Anyway, I had to stop you from choking Mr. Frogger to death,” said Hannah, waving a finger at me like I was a naughty child. “It’s not nice to choke people to death on the street, you know.”

“It isn’t nice to try to hang people from their own Bases, either,” I said. I shook my head. “What are you doing here? This place isn’t safe for a kid like you. Get lost before Qingwa kills you.”

“Oh, Mr. Frogger isn’t going to kill me,” said Hannah brightly. “He’s my bodyguard.”

“Your bodyguard—?” I said, glancing at Qingwa incredulously. “You have a Villain for a bodyguard?”

“Yep,” said Hannah. “He likes money. Don’t you, Mr. Frogger?”

Qingwa said something in Chinese before giving us the thumbs up. Hannah returned the thumbs up with a smile on her face.

Still not entirely sure what was going on, I said, “If he’s your bodyguard, why did he attack me? And I still want to know why you are here.”

“I told Mr. Frogger to bring you to me,” said Hannah. She stroked her chin. “Maybe he could have been nicer. Anyway, to answer your other question, I’m looking for someone, someone I know you are also looking for.”

I frowned. “And who might that be?”

“One of the greatest Heroes of all time, of course,” said Hannah. Her smile grew wider. “Faded Flag. Who is also my real dad.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

“Oh, she is so adorable,” said Sally a few minutes later in my Base. She stood in front of Hannah, looking over the young girl standing there with big eyes. “Look at her, Nyle. Those pigtails, that dress … it’s too much. I wish she was mine.”

Hannah beamed in a way that was deliberately, calculatingly cute. “Are you Mr. Winter’s girlfriend? You’re really pretty.”

Sally put her hands on her cheeks. “Aw, that’s so sweet of you! You really are precious.”

“Yeah, you’re way too pretty for Mr. Winter,” said Hannah, folding her hands behind her back. “You remind me of my mommy.”

I glared at Hannah when she said that. Hannah quickly shot me a knowing smirk, but I guess Sally didn’t catch it, because she said, “Well, I think I am just pretty enough for Nyle, but thanks for the compliment anyway.”

Sally looked at me. “Nyle, I don’t see why you’re acting so standoffish toward Hannah, who is just so precious and cute. Even Cy is treating her like she’s got some kind of deadly disease.”

Sally was correct. While I stood next to Sally, my arms folded in front of my chest, Cy was standing almost on the other side of the warehouse. He wore a terrified expression on his face, his eyes locked on Felix the fat cat, who lay on the floor at Hannah’s feet, lazily licking himself. Maybe it was just my imagination, but I thought Felix occasionally shot Cy a death glare as if challenging him to come within reach of his claws.

Frankly, I couldn’t blame Cy. Hannah was one of the first Civilian NPCs I had run into when I started playing Capes Online. In fact, she was actually the very first Civilian I helped. Her cat Felix had gotten stuck up a tree and she needed my help to get him down. Of course, the mission wasn’t nearly as simple or easy as it seemed and it took several tries—plus hundreds of scratches from a skittish cat—before we got him down. Even then, I strongly suspected that Hannah deliberately targeted new Heroes like me by trolling us with saving a cat that didn’t actually want to be rescued.

But there was no way I could explain all of that to Sally and not sound like either a sore loser or paranoid, so I just said, “She’s not as innocent as she looks. I mean, her best friend is a Villain, for God’s sake.”

I said that while gesturing at Qingwa, who sat on the floor eating some leftover spaghetti from dinner. Against my better judgment, I decided to let Qingwa into my Base. I would have forced him to stay outside, but Hannah insisted that she wouldn’t go inside unless she had Qingwa with her. Evidently Qingwa was a bodyguard of some sort, but I was so interested in what Hannah had to tell me about Faded Flag that I decided to let him come inside. Besides, Busker and I could take care of Qingwa in case he tried anything, especially with the 10% decrease to all of his Stats across the board that he, a Villain, got while in my Base.

“Yeah, that is a bit weird, but at least her cat is cute,” said Sally. She knelt down lower and rubbed the back of Felix’s ears. “Who’s the cutest little kitty? Who’s the cutest little kitty? Yes, that’s you.”

Felix looked rather pleased with Sally scratching the back of his ears. And unless my eyes were mistaken, he shot me a smirk very similar to Hannah’s. Guess the two of them must have been partners in crime or something.

“That cat is rather cute,” said Spiritus, floating nearby out of nowhere all of a sudden. “Reminds me of my pet cat, Arnold, who passed away a few years ago, unfortunately.”

Hannah looked at Spiritus curiously. “Hi, who are you? I like your dress.”

“They’re robes,” said Spiritus somewhat awkwardly. “And you don’t find me scary at all?”

“Nope,” said Hannah brightly. “Daddy let me watch all of his scary movies. You’re just kind of weird-looking.”

“What sort of dad lets their six-year-old daughter watch horror movies?” I said.

“An awesome Dad, that’s who,” said Busker, stepping up beside me and slapping me on the shoulder. “Girl, it sounds like you’ve got a cool dad.”

Hannah looked up at Busker, one finger on her lip. “You have funny hair, but it would probably look funnier on your brother.”

I grimaced as Busker chuckled and said, “Thanks. But yeah, it would definitely look weird on my bro. It would probably also look weird on you.”

“It would,” Hannah agreed. She tugged her pigtails. “That’s why I like my pigtails, but Sally’s got pretty hair, too.”

Busker looked at me with a smile. “Not sure why you are looking at her like that. For a little girl, she seems pretty cool to me.”

Now Hannah was definitely up to something. Somehow she managed to get both Sally and Busker on her side. This girl had to have ridiculously high Charisma. Of course, I knew exactly what she was doing, but again I couldn’t really point it out right now without looking like an idiot.

“She’s not as cool as she looks,” I said. “Trust me on that.”

“Whatever you say, bro,” said Busker. He crouched down until he was eye level with Hannah. “Hey, want to learn how to play guitar? I can teach you if you want.”

Hannah positively beamed. “Sure! I like singing and making music. Daddy says I’m going to be a musician when I grow up someday. I would like that, but I would also like to be a princess, a chef, a superhero, and a high-powered business exec in charge of a multi-billion dollar corporation someday, too. So hard to decide what to do.”

“Maybe you can start with dropping the cutesy act,” I muttered under my breath, which Hannah must have heard because she shot me a glare when I said that.

Busker ruffled her hair. “Well, you can be anything you want to be. You just need to believe in yourself and work toward your dreams.”

“Oh, I know that,” said Hannah. “I’m already working toward them, but first things first: I need to find Faded Flag.”

I sighed. “Finally. I didn’t think we’d ever get to that.”

“Faded Flag?” said Sally, stroking her chin. “Who is that?”

“The greatest Hero ever,” said Hannah with a sigh. “At least, I think so. He saved lots of people and did lots of good things. He’s also my real daddy.”

Sally blinked, apparently not understanding what Hannah meant. “He’s your … real daddy?”

I sighed. “I know who she’s talking about because I’m looking for him, too, although it’s been a while since I got any updates on him. Let me show you.”

I pulled the Framed Picture item from my inventory and showed it to Sally. The Framed Picture—which I hadn’t looked at in a long time—showed a tall and strapping Hero, clad in a Costume that looked like the American flag except faded, standing with his arm around the shoulders of a pretty young African-American woman holding a swaddled baby in her arms. “This is Faded Flag. He was the last owner of my Base. I found this picture of him and his family in the Basement of my Base and even got a Secret Mission to find him and let the Dwellers know what happened to him.”

Both Sally and Busker leaned in to get a closer look at the Framed Picture, but then Hannah swiped the Framed Picture from my hand and looked at it even as I said, “Hey! Give that back.”

Hannah, of course, ignored me, looking over the picture with her bright, childish eyes as if she was reading the Bible itself. “Yeah, that’s definitely Faded Flag. Looks just like the other picture I got of him. But I don’t recognize the lady. She’s not Mommy. And that baby definitely isn’t me. I looked a lot cuter when I was a baby.”

Before I could say anything, a notification appeared in my view:

MISSION UPDATE: Find Faded Flag

By showing the Framed Picture to the right person, you are now one step closer to solving the mystery of the disappearance of Faded Flag. Talk to Hannah more to find out what she knows about Faded Flag. The information she knows may be just what you need to find this missing Hero.

Okay, that was a bit unexpected. I had no idea that Hannah knew anything at all about Faded Flag, but I guess it was a small world after all. Even so, I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was all some kind of big joke, though probably just because it was Hannah I was dealing with more than anything.

Hannah then held the Framed Picture back up to me. “Here you go. I don’t really need it anymore.”

“Geez, thanks,” I said as I took the Framed Picture back. “You are very kind to return one of my own possessions to me.”

“Daddy always taught me to return peoples’ things when I am done with them,” said Hannah in her usual falsely innocent tone. “Hope my fingerprints don’t look too bad. I tried to clean them off.”

Now that Hannah mentioned it, the Framed Picture did have a lot of fingerprints on it. It didn’t look like she had tried to clean them off at all, though. If anything, it looked like the opposite, which I wouldn’t put past her. Hannah seemed to take great joy in making my life harder than it needed to be.

“Right,” I said as I put the Framed Picture back into my inventory, “so we’ve messed around enough. Why don’t you start at the beginning and tell us exactly how you found out that Faded Flag is your dad and why you are looking for him.”

Hannah folded her hands behind her back and put on a thoughtful expression. “Well, a few weeks ago I was playing in Daddy’s attic with Felix. Felix likes to play hide and seek up there sometimes, you know. He’s really good at hiding, but I always find him in the end. Right, Felix?”

Felix just made a strange meowing sound that almost sounded like, Yes, but I don’t like it.

“Right, Felix,” said Hannah. “So anyway, Felix decided to hide up inside the attic this time. Now I’m not allowed in the attic. Daddy says it’s too dangerous. But because it was so dangerous, I had to go up and save Felix before he got hurt by whatever is up there. And that’s when I found this.”

Hannah pulled out a photograph from a pocket in her dress and held it out for me. I took the photo and looked it over as Busker and Sally peered over my shoulder to look at it as well.

It was another photo of Faded Flag. He was standing on the steps of what looked like the Adventure City Hall, holding a massive key. He stood next to a short, pudgy man who appeared to be the mayor of the city, along with a bunch of other official-looking men and women who were likely either Adventure City government officials or workers. Faded Flag was smiling the same brilliant smile from the picture I had, if a bit less happy for some reason.

“What is this?” I said, looking at Hannah. “It’s just another photo of Faded Flag.”

“Looks like the mayor is giving him the key to the city or something,” said Busker, scratching his chin. “Must have been a reward for completing a mission or something.”

“Look at the back,” Hannah insisted. “The picture itself isn’t important. What is written on the back is.”

Curious, I flipped the photo over and found a message written in black ink that read this:

I’LL ALWAYS LOVE YOU EVEN IF I CAN’T BE THERE FOR YOU, HANNAH.

-F.F.

I glanced at Hannah. “Can you read yet or—?”

“Of course I can read,” said Hannah without missing a beat. She brushed back her hair in a rather haughty way. “Daddy says I’m smart, so I learned how to read early. That’s why I wanted to show you the message.”

I frowned. “I’m not sure how this message proves that Faded Flag is your real dad. I mean, the message could be for anyone, right?”

“No,” Hannah insisted. “Why would Daddy have that photo up in our attic if it didn’t mean that Faded Flag was my real dad?”

My frown deepened. I forced myself to remain calm. I knew young children were not always very rational beings and could sometimes jump to unwarranted conclusions based on little evidence, but this seemed like a stretch even for a girl her age. “I guess it does use your name but—”

“See?” said Hannah. “That’s all the proof I need. Why else would he say that if I wasn’t his real daughter? It’s just basic logic.”

“Does your, er, ‘daddy’ know you’re looking for him?” I said, deciding that arguing with a young child was not how I was going to spend my day. “Have you even brought this up with him yet?”

“Nope,” said Hannah, shaking her head. “Daddy is too busy to talk to me. And Mommy died when I was born, so I can’t ask her about it, either. But I know that you’re looking for Faded Flag, so I thought you might be willing to help me.”

“How did you know I was looking for Faded Flag?” I asked suspiciously. “I haven’t even told my girlfriend about that mission yet.”

Hannah gestured at empty air in front of her eyes. “I got a notification telling me to take that photo to you. Said it could help me find out what I’m looking for, so I got Mr. Froggy here and went directly to you.”

I nodded. NPCs could get notification alerts just like players, so Hannah probably wasn’t lying. But it still seemed weird to me that such a young girl would be getting mission notifications already. I guess I always assumed that completing missions was for adults only. Hannah had clearly proved me wrong in that area. I was still learning more and more about how Capes Online worked every day, it seemed.

“So I need you to use this photo to find Faded Flag,” Hannah finished. “If you could do that for me, I’ll make sure you get properly rewarded for it.”

As soon as Hannah said that, a new notification appeared in my vision:

MISSION: Find Faded Flag II

Hannah has tasked you with finding the current whereabouts of Faded Flag, who is supposedly her ‘real’ daddy. You aren’t quite convinced about that, but seeing as you were already planning to look for Faded Flag anyway, you might as well do it.

Using the photo, you can determine that Faded Flag must have known the mayor of Adventure City. You may want to speak to the mayor of Adventure City as your next lead. He might be able to help you find out what happened to Faded Flag.

ALIGNMENT: Hero

DIFFICULTY: Intense

RARITY: Unique

SUCCESS: Speak to the mayor of Adventure City about Faded Flag

FAILURE: Do not speak to the mayor of Adventure City about Faded Flag

REWARDS: To be determined by Hannah upon completion of the mission

ACCEPT? Y/N

So finding Faded Flag wasn’t just a mission, but an actual mission chain. That was both interesting and yet slightly scary. Mission chains often provided superior rewards to single missions, but they also tended to be harder. Plus, I wasn’t entirely sure what sort of reward Hannah would give me for completing this mission. She was just a little girl, after all. I doubted she had any money or unique and powerful Equipment on her. Granted, she did have a giant frog … thing as a bodyguard, but that didn’t tell me much about how much money she had.

At the same time, however, I’d already made a decision to look for Faded Flag before. I still wasn’t entirely sure about the significance of Faded Flag or why I needed to find him, but my instincts told me that searching for Faded Flag was probably a lot more important than it seemed at first glance. Perhaps Faded Flag would even be able to help us against Paradox. It was worth a shot, anyway.

So I hit ‘Y’ and the mission notification disappeared from before me. “Fine. I’ll accept your mission.”

“Thanks!” said Hannah in her usual falsely sweet voice. “Well, I guess that’s all for now. Mr. Froggy, Felix, and I need to get going before Daddy gets home. Don’t want Daddy to get worried!”

With that, Hannah turned and bounced away on her feet, humming a tune under her breath. Felix and Qingwa followed, with Qingwa waving back at us as they left.

As Hannah, Felix, and Qingwa left my Base, I found myself wondering if I was going to regret accepting this mission. I hoped not.


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

The next morning found me and Cy standing in front of the Adventure City Courthouse. It was a huge building, not too different from any of the other skyscrapers that made up Adventure City, although it was slightly smaller than the others. Even if I didn’t have the location marked on my map of the City, I would still have been able to find it easily thanks to the marble sign standing in front of it that read ‘ADVENTURE CITY COURTHOUSE & GOVERNMENT OFFICES.’

It was a busy morning already. Civilians dressed in nice suits and clothing exited and entered the building in waves. Brief Scans revealed that these were mostly [Government Workers] or, occasionally, [Elected Officials], though I noticed very few politicians among the crowds of workers going in and out of the building. Additionally, I spotted several other Heroes and their Sidekicks also walking in and out of the Courthouse, most likely on missions of their own. Oddly enough, no one seemed to pay either of us much attention, but then again, with all of the people present, we probably didn’t stand out too much.

“This is it,” I said, glancing at my map. “The Adventure City Courthouse. I’ve never been here before.”

“I have,” said Cy. He was balanced on top of a trash can with perfect precision, his eyes locked on the building before us. “Of course, the last time I was here was when Huntsman was trying to assassinate a government official, but I remember the lobby had really nice flowers.”

I looked at Cy with a deadpan expression. “Any reason you’re standing on that trash can instead of standing on the street like a normal person?”

“I’m a Ninja now, boss,” said Cy. He spread his arms out wide like an eagle about to fly into the sky. “I need to practice my Ninjutsu skills at all times if I’m going to be the next King of the Ninja.”

“King of the Ninja?” I said. “That’s a thing?”

“It is in one of my favorite anime,” said Cy. He frowned. “Or was it King of the Pirates? No, I’m pretty sure it was King of the Ninja. It might not be an official title yet, but I’m sure I can convince Yama-sama to make it one after I woo Aimi-chan and make her my wife.”

“You’re still obsessed with Aimi?” I said. “You do realize she’s totally out of your league, right?”

“I would agree with you if I was still a Speedster,” said Cy, “but now that I’m a Ninja, my chances with Aimi have increased by at least fifty percent.”

“Fifty percent of zero is still zero,” I muttered under my breath.

Cy apparently did not hear me say that, because he then said, “So this is where Mayor Williams is supposed to be, correct?”

I nodded and glanced at the Courthouse. “According to the Capes Online Wiki, the Mayor’s Office is located at the Adventure City Courthouse. Because this is the middle of his work day, he should be in his office at this very moment.”

“Cool,” said Cy. “I don’t know much about Mayor Williams, to be honest. Politics has never been my thing. I just know that he’s really popular among the Civilians and he won the last election in a landslide against the opposition.”

I nodded again. My own research of Mayor Williams had shown me similar information. He had apparently run on a platform of reducing corruption and decreasing taxes in Adventure City. He was also well-known for being friendly to Heroes, regularly inviting famous Heroes to his Mansion and even giving police orders to work with us to deal with the City’s crime. As far as politicians go, he seemed like one of the better ones, although I wouldn’t be surprised if he probably had more than a few skeletons in his own closet.

“Do you think we should have brought Busker with us?” said Cy, glancing over his shoulder. “Not that I expect us to get into any trouble, but it would be nice to have your brother along. He’s really powerful.”

“No, I think leaving him with Sally was the right choice,” I said. “Remember, Busker is supposed to be dead. He’s even more famous than you or me, so if people see him walking around Adventure City, that could cause us a lot of problems. Plus, someone needs to keep Sally safe and he’s the best person for the job.”

“I dunno,” said Cy, “I think Sally would be perfectly safe by herself in the Base where no one can enter without our permission.”

“We know from experience that people can still get into my Base even if they don’t have my permission,” I pointed out. “The Ninja Guild certainly knows how to do it, at least.”

“Good point,” said Cy. “Still, I would like to have some back-up. I’ve got a bad feeling about this meeting with the Mayor for some reason.”

“It will be fine,” I insisted. “And if it’s not, we can definitely take care of ourselves. Now come on. Let’s go inside and talk to Mayor Williams already.”

I walked up the front steps of the Courthouse. Cy hopped off the garbage can and followed me inside.

The Courthouse lobby was a lot nicer than I expected. It was wide-open and spacious, with more than enough room for over two hundred people, if not more. Hundreds of people walked around the place. Some of them were Civilians who went into and out of the various government offices, while others were Government Workers going around working. Some were players who, based on the ways they scurried about, were clearly completing missions.

The floor was solid marble, while a large statue stood in the middle of the Courthouse. It was a statue of a very muscular Hero with a long cape flowing down his back. He looked kind of like Superman except with night vision goggles covering his eyes. He stood proud with his chest out and his arms crossed before him as if daring evildoers to challenge him to a fight.

Curious, I Scanned the statue and got this information:

Statue of Caped Punisher

Material: Metal

Rarity: Unique

A statue of Caped Punisher, one of the First Heroes. Well-known for his zeal for justice and hatred of criminals, Caped Punisher is said to have arrested over 1,000 Villains and Criminals over the course of his superhero career. Though his harsh methods were considered controversial in his day, nowadays he is considered one of the most popular Heroes to come from Adventure City and he is honored in many public spaces with statues dedicated to his legacy.

“Huh,” I said, looking at the statue of Caped Punisher. “I’ve never even heard of this guy, but apparently he’s really famous and well-known.”

“Yeah, Caped Punisher is pretty cool,” said Cy, “but personally I’ve always been more of a fan of Miss Magnificent. And not just because she’s really hot, either.”

“Right,” I said. I looked at my map. “So we need to go to the Mayoral Office, which should be somewhere on the first floor here … ah, there it is.”

Putting a marker on my map, Cy and I made out way through the crowds of people until we found the Mayoral Office, which was located on the opposite side of the lobby between the Tax Office and the Property Office. Unlike those two Offices—which were overflowing to the brim with people—this one was surprisingly sparse.

Upon entering the Mayoral Office, I noticed that we were literally the only people in here. It was a fairly small Office, all things considered. A long desk separated the space where the Workers worked from the other side of the Office. A handful of wooden chairs stood off to the left, probably where you waited in case there was a line, although currently all of the chairs were empty. Ahead of us, I saw four Government Workers sitting at their desks typing away at holographic keyboards or talking on the phone to people about what sounded like political matters to me. It was odd how no one seemed to be in here other than us, but I couldn’t complain because it meant we didn’t have to wait in line to talk to the Mayor.

Walking up to the front desk, I stopped and said, “Hello. Can I speak with the Mayor?”

I said that to the woman sitting on the other side of the front desk. She was a short, middle-aged woman with dark hair that practically shone under the lights on the ceiling. She looked up at me from behind thick spectacles, her tiny, thin hands hovering above a holographic keyboard. Above her head floated the nametag [GOVERNMENT WORKER FRANCINE], although that specific title didn’t tell me much about her or what her job was. She reminded me of my Aunt Kelly, who was also a government secretary back in the real world.

“You want to speak with the Mayor?” asked Francine. Her voice was tinged with a soft Southern accent, which immediately made me feel a bit more at home.

“Yes, that’s what I said,” I said. “It’s urgent. We’re on an important mission and we believe Mayor Williams is the key to helping us solve it.”

“Mm-hmm,” said Francine in a tone that told me she wasn’t entirely convinced that my mission was really as important as I made it out to be. “Do you have an appointment with Mayor Williams?”

“Uh, no,” I said. “Do I need one?”

“Yes,” said Francine. She adjusted her glasses, looking at me sternly. “Anyone who wishes to speak with the Mayor needs to first schedule an appointment in advance. Mayor Williams is a very busy man, you see, and he doesn’t have time to talk to random Heroes who come up to his office without an appointment.”

Ah. It made sense, but at the same time, we didn’t have time to schedule an appointment. I wanted to complete this mission as soon as possible. Perhaps I would be able to jump to the head of the line if I used some of my newly-increased Charisma. Charisma was supposed to make NPCs more amenable to your preferences, after all.

Leaning on the desk, I said, “I understand, but maybe you don’t know recognize me. I’m Winter.”

Francine stared at me for a long time with a blank face. “I can read your nametag, sir.”

I frowned. “You mean you don’t recognize my name?”

“Why should I?” said Francine in the voice I always associated with obstructive government bureaucrats. “You’re not the only Ice-themed Hero I’ve met.”

“Because I’m the guy who defeated Dark Kosmos and saved the world during the Blackout,” I said. “Ring a bell?”

“Nope,” said Francine bluntly. “Not a clue.”

My mouth fell open. What the hell? I thought my Fame Stat was supposed to make everyone know who I was. Either Francine was lying to my face because she didn’t like me or else there was some kind of glitch messing with my Fame. Then again, it could be another example of Capes Online’s hyper-realism. Real life bureaucrats could often be just as obstructive and dense as Francine was being here. Still, I wish that someone had warned me that Fame didn’t always work out in your favor in-game.

“But he’s Winter,” said Cy, stepping up to my side. “Everyone knows who Winter is.”

“I am not everyone,” said Francine with a huff. “And even if you are as famous and heroic as you say you are, the rules are the rules. If you wish to speak with Mayor Williams, you must first schedule an appointment.”

With a sigh, I nodded. “Okay, fine. When can I see him?”

Francine turned her attention to the holographic monitor she used and began scrolling through page after page with almost dazzling speed. “I can schedule you for a meeting with Mayor Williams at ten forty-five on Tuesday, June first, two thousand and forty-four.”

“Two thousand and forty-four?” I repeated incredulously. “But that’s over a year from today!”

Francine looked over her glasses at me with a very judgmental stare. “Of course. What, did you think you are the only person who wants to see Mayor Williams? He is a very busy man, as I’ve already said, with a totally full schedule.”

My hands balled into fists. Damn it. This wasn’t going to work. While I didn’t have a deadline by which I needed to complete this mission, I still wanted to get it done as quickly as possible. There was no way I was going to wait an entire year for my meeting with Mayor Williams. There had to be a way to meet him sooner than that.

“What if I said it was an emergency?” I said.

“What kind of emergency?” Francine shot back. “You don’t seem very urgent to me.”

I bit my lower lip. “I guess it’s not an emergency, but—”

“Then you will simply have to wait your turn,” said Francine simply. “Just like everyone else.”

Francine’s smug attitude grated on me, but unfortunately, I didn’t think that punching out an annoying bureaucrat who had done nothing worse than act like a bureaucrat would help my Hero Alignment. I would just have to find some other way to meet Mayor Williams.

“Never mind, then,” I said, pushing myself off the desk. “Thanks for your help, but I’m afraid I won’t need to schedule an appointment with the Mayor.”

“Very well,” said Francine. “Perhaps next time you wish to meet with Mayor Williams, you schedule an appointment ahead of time. Then you wouldn’t have wasted either your time or mine.”

I tried not to glare at Francine when she said that. I turned around and walked out of the Mayoral Office with Cy close behind.

“What should we do now, boss?” said Cy, glancing over his shoulder as we stepped into the crowded hallways of the Courthouse. “How are we going to meet Mayor Williams now?”

“I don’t know,” I said, stepping out of the way to allow a harried-looking [Businessman] talking on his phone to walk past us. “I suppose we could try going directly to the Mayor’s Mansion and seeing if he will let us inside. He might be willing to talk to me if he knows who I am.”

“Are you sure about that, boss?” said Cy. “They might consider that trespassing, which would get us into serious trouble. The government has Heroes of their own, after all.”

“True, but I don’t know how else we’re supposed to meet him,” I said, putting my hands on my hips as I thought this over. “Maybe we should go back to the Base and talk to the others. Busker might be able to help us. He’s been playing Capes Online longer than me, so—”

“Winter!” came a loud, cheerful voice across the hallway. “Fancy meeting you here!”

Startled, I looked down the hallway and saw two figures approaching us. One was a very young-looking female Hero wearing a bright yellow spandex Costume with a sunflower-type collar and glowing yellow gauntlets on both of her hands. She looked to be about Cy’s age, maybe slightly older, and her golden blonde hair trailed out behind her like ocean waves. She looked incredibly familiar, but I wasn’t sure where I might have seen her before.

Beside her strode a stern-looking old man with gray hair, thick goggles, and a very steampunk-inspired getup with gears and pistons everywhere. He had a weird-looking gun holstered at his side, a gun that reminded me of a mixture between a pipe and an actual gun. He also had obvious muscle poking out from underneath his armor, though his muscles were not quite as big as mine.

Their nametags were [HERO SUNSHINE] and [SIDEKICK PISTON PUNCHER], respectively, although I wasn’t sure who either of them was at first.

“Uh, hello?” I said to Sunshine and Piston Puncher as they approached me. “Do I know either of you?”

Sunshine smiled shyly and brushed back her long blonde hair. “We met during the Blackout, remember? You saved me from Dark Kosmos.”

My eyes widened and I looked her over again. Now I remembered why she seemed so familiar. During the Blackout, Dark Kosmos had taken many players prisoner, torturing them over and over again as ‘punishment’ for how players treated NPCs. One such player had been a young woman called Sunshine. She had also been the only player prisoner to thank me after I defeated Dark Kosmos and freed the other prisoners. It had been a long time since I last saw her, but she looked very similar to how she did back then, if in much better shape now that she wasn’t being tortured to death.

“Sunshine?” I said. “Is that you?”

Sunshine nodded, again somewhat shyly. “Yep. If I look a little bit different, it’s because I’ve gotten some new Equipment and have leveled up a lot since I last saw you.”

“Wow,” I said, looking her up and down. “I was wondering why you looked so different.”

“Yes,” said Sunshine. “After the Blackout, I decided I wanted to get stronger. I even changed my Class. I know I’m still not the strongest, but I’ve come a long way since then.”

I nodded and looked at Piston Puncher. “And is this your Sidekick?”

“Yes,” said Sunshine. She patted Piston Puncher on the shoulder. “This is Piston Puncher. He’s also leveled up a lot and gotten stronger since the Blackout.”

“Indeed I have,” said Piston Puncher who, unlike Sunshine, had a distinct British accent. “Your name is Winter, isn’t it? This is the first time I’ve met you. Pleased to meet you.”

“Same here,” I said. “But what are you two doing here at the Courthouse? Are you trying to complete a mission or something?”

Sunshine began playing with a loose strand of hair. “Actually, I’m here to talk to Mayor Williams about something important. In fact, Piston and I were just on our way up to Mayor Williams’ office when we saw you and thought we’d say hello.”

Interested, I leaned forward and said, “You mean you have access to Mayor Williams?”

Sunshine nodded. “Yes. I saved his life on a mission recently, so we’re kind of friends now. I can talk to him pretty much anytime I want.”

Cy snapped his fingers. “So that was you who saved Mayor Williams in that news article I read recently! I thought I recognized your name, but wasn’t sure.”

“It was covered by the press, yes,” said Sunshine, “but I saved him because it was the right thing to do. That’s all. Don’t really care for the attention and accolades from other people.”

Doing my best not to seem too excited, I said, “Do you mind if Cy and I come along with you two? We’re also trying to meet Mayor Williams, but the people at the Mayoral Office won’t let us see him unless we schedule a meeting in advance.”

“And by ‘in advance,’ they mean by like a year,” said Cy. “It’s crazy.”

“Really?” said Sunshine. “What an odd coincidence that we’d both be here at the Courthouse looking for Mayor Williams at the same time. Piston, what are the odds of that?”

“Very low, young miss,” said Piston Puncher. “Almost zero, given the amount of Heroes and missions in Capes Online.”

“Can we come with you two?” I said, putting my hands together pleadingly. “I promise we’ll behave. We just want to talk with Mayor Williams about one thing, really. We won’t stay any longer than we have to.”

To my surprise, Sunshine nodded. “Of course you can come with us. I’m sure Mayor Williams won’t mind. He loves Heroes of all kinds and always loves meeting new ones. I’ll be happy to introduce you to him.”

“Thanks!” I said in relief. “You have no idea just how much you helped us.”

Sunshine smiled shyly again. “No problem. Now follow me and I’ll show you where Mayor Williams’ office is.”


CHAPTER NINE

 

As it turned out, Mayor Williams’ personal office was on the top floor of the Courthouse. You had to take a very fancy and posh elevator to get up there, an elevator that you could only use if you either had proper identification or were a guest of someone who did have the proper identification. Luckily for us, Sunshine was able to show the guards at the elevator the proper identification to get us inside. And that was great for us because the guards were both in the mid 100s in terms of Level and had muscles that looked big enough to crush rocks.

Standing in the elevator, I waited as Sunshine hit the ‘1’ button and then the elevator doors closed. A second later, the elevator itself began to ascend, although given how tall the Courthouse was, it would be another minute or two before we reached Mayor Williams’ office.

As the elevator went up, I looked at Sunshine. She seemed a good deal less shy than the last time I saw her, but I noticed she still kept her gaze to the floor. She shifted her weight from foot to foot, occasionally glancing at her watch as if trying to check the time. Piston Puncher seemed less shy, although he leaned against the wall with his arms in front of his chest while Cy sat on the floor of the elevator, juggling his Throwing Stars like bowling pins.

“So,” said Sunshine suddenly, looking at me as the elevator went up, “how have you been, Winter?”

“Doing all right, I guess,” I said somewhat awkwardly. “How about you?”

“Okay,” said Sunshine. “I mean, the Blackout was pretty scary, but I didn’t stay logged off too long. I think I logged back onto Capes Online about a week after the Blackout.”

I nodded. I was well aware of how the Blackout had caused millions of players to stop playing Capes Online. The exact number and percentage of active players who stopped playing the game wasn’t known, but I’d seen estimates as low as 10% to as high as 30%, depending on the country in question. The numbers had rebounded a good deal since then, but the overall number of active Capes Online players was still lower than it had been pre-Blackout and analysts did not expect it to recover anytime soon.

Can’t say I blamed them. Sometimes I wanted to log off Capes Online if I could, but of course I couldn’t. Unlike everyone else, I was stuck here and just had to deal with it like real life.

“I honestly thought you had deleted your account,” I said. “What brought you back here?”

Sunshine looked away from me again, folding her hands behind her back. “Well, I managed to convince my dad that Capes Online wasn’t as dangerous as he thought and that I could take care of myself. Plus, I just like playing the game a lot. I’ve always wanted to be a superhero and Capes Online is as close to becoming a real superhero as I’m likely to get.”

I frowned. Maybe I was looking too deeply into her words, but I thought she was not being entirely honest with me about her reasons for coming back to Capes Online, although I wasn’t sure I should accuse her of anything just yet. “You still live with your dad?”

“Yeah, but I’m going to move out when I go to college this fall,” said Sunshine. “I’m eighteen, by the way.”

“Okay,” I said, looking at Sunshine in confusion, not sure why she told me that.

Sunshine herself must have realized how awkward it was, because she quickly said, “Well, I mean, people think I’m younger than I really am all the time, so I always have to tell other players that I actually am an adult and that I’m not playing Kids Mode or anything like—”

Sunshine was interrupted when the elevator came to a stop and the doors opened with a soft ping. Sunshine and Piston Puncher walked out first, followed by me and Cy. I could tell Sunshine was relieved to get out of that awkward situation, and frankly I couldn’t blame her, but I also didn’t really understand what happened back there. Maybe Sunshine was just shy or socially awkward? If she was eighteen, I guess that made sense. I was hardly a socially graceful person when I was her age, after all.

But my questions about Sunshine quickly left my mind when we stepped up in front of the door to Mayor William’s office. A single security guard stood in front of the door, but when he saw Sunshine, he waved her inside without even looking at her credentials. He did look at me and Cy with a questioning gaze before Sunshine told him that we were with her. After that, the guard did not try to stop us from going inside, although I could feel his eyes on the back of my head as if he was trying to keep an eye on us in case we tried anything funny.

Mayor Williams’ office was decently large. Tall windows in the back afforded an excellent view of Adventure City, allowing me to see Heroes in the distance flying from rooftop to rooftop. The floor was tiled and covered with red carpet in some places, while the lights on the ceiling above provided excellent illumination. Bookshelves lined the walls to either side, while a holo-TV hung in the center of the room. On some of the shelves hung framed photographs of Mayor Williams with a variety of famous people, including the President of the United States and six Heroes I didn’t recognize, although given how they stood in front of the Hall of Justice, I assumed those were the six leaders of Justice United I’d heard so much about, the biggest and most famous Hero League in the game.

Mayor Williams himself sat behind a desk. He was a short and pudgy middle-aged man who was clearly balding and just as clearly wasn’t even trying to hide it. He wore a bright red business suit with a black tie, leaning back in his chair with his polished shoes on the table as he spoke to someone on the phone.

“No, Mary, tell Councilman Jones I’m not available for lunch today,” said Mayor Williams in a slightly irritated voice. “And I’m not taking any interview requests right now, either, so send all of those CON reporters away no matter how insistent they are. And please put the cancer fundraising dinner on my calendar for June. I promised Mr. O’Hara that I would be there and I can’t miss it, not unless I don’t want to get reelected. Thanks.”

I hesitated, wondering if we had picked a bad moment to try to talk to Mayor Williams, but Sunshine apparently didn’t think so, because she walked up to his desk and said, “Hi, Mayor. Sorry I’m a little late for our meeting. Ran into an old friend of mine down in the lobby who I talked to.”

Mayor Williams looked up from his phone in surprise before a smile crossed his face. “Sunshine! So good to see you, young lady. Let me hang up and then we can get started on our meeting.”

Turning his attention back to his phone, Mayor Williams snapped, “And remember, under no circumstances are any of the janitors allowed in my personal bathroom. I absolutely forbid it, especially after what happened last time. Now I’ve got a meeting with Sunshine, so I won’t be available to call for at least an hour. Bye.”

Mayor Williams ended the call and, taking his feet off his desk, sat up straight and said, “My apologies for that. My assistant, Mary, was just trying to coordinate a few last minute things with me before our meeting. I didn’t realize what time it was until you walked in just now.”

“It’s not a problem,” said Sunshine in a sweet tone. “I was also kind of late because I ran into a couple of friends out in the lobby.”

“Friends?” Mayor Williams looked around Sunshine and his eyes fell on me and Cy. “Who are they?”

“Winter and his Sidekick Cyclone,” said Sunshine, gesturing for us to come closer to the desk. “You know, the guy who defeated Dark Kosmos?”

Mayor William’s eyes widened in surprise. “Wait, you meant this is the Winter? The man who saved all of Adventure City?”

“Well, technically speaking, I saved the whole world, but yeah, I saved Adventure City,” I said as Cy and I walked up to the Mayor’s desk. I held out a hand. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Mayor.”

Mayor Williams took my hand and shook it. He had a surprisingly strong grip for such a short, pudgy man. “And it is an honor to meet you, Winter. I’ve been paying careful attention to all of your adventures since the Blackout. More than once I’ve considered contacting you for a meeting, but my schedule has been so booked up recently that I barely have time to see my daughter, much less meet with Heroes as famous as yourself.”

Despite my general distrust of overly friendly strangers—especially overly friendly politicians—I had to admit I was taking a liking to the guy already. Maybe it was his mention of his daughter or maybe it was the way he warmly greeted me as if I was an old friend. Regardless, maybe this meeting would be more productive than I thought.

“Please have a seat,” said Mayor Williams, gesturing at the armchairs standing in front of his desk. “It’s much easier to talk when we’re all comfortable, isn’t it?”

Sunshine and I took seats in the chairs Mayor Williams indicated, while Cy and Piston stood up behind us. Mayor Williams himself sat back down in his chair, his smile never leaving his face.

“Where should we start?” said Mayor Williams. He looked at Sunshine. “I suppose we’ll start with you, seeing as I originally schedule this meeting with you, after all.”

“That’s okay, Mayor,” said Sunshine. She gestured at me. “You can talk to Winter first. We can talk about my stuff after.”

“If you insist,” said Mayor Williams. He looked at me. “So what brings you to my office, Winter? Hopefully nothing too serious.”

“I’m not sure how serious it is,” I said as I dug through my inventory and pulled out the picture of Faded Flag that Hannah gave me earlier, “but I was wondering if you might be able to tell me about Faded Flag.”

As soon as I said Faded Flag’s name, the smile on Mayor Williams’ face vanished. It was replaced by an expression of worry and even fear. He leaned forward across his desk and said, “Did you say Faded Flag?”

“I did,” I said, leaning back slightly due to the fact that Mayor Williams had entered my personal space. I held out the photo for him to look at. “According to this photo, you apparently knew him way back when.”

Mayor Williams took the photo from my hand without another word and stood up. He walked over to the windows on the other side of the room, examining the picture in the light coming from outside. He was muttering rapidly under his breath, muttering so low that I couldn’t hear anything he said. But I could hear his tone and it sounded very worried. Sunshine glanced at me in confusion, but I just shrugged because Mayor Williams’ reaction was as puzzling to me as it was to her.

Finally, Mayor Williams looked over his shoulder at me, his face twisted into an expression of absolute fear and terror. “Where did you get this?”

For some reason, I didn’t like the tone Mayor Williams used when he asked that question, so I said, “Someone gave it to me. I take it you knew Faded Flag?”

Mayor Williams chuckled nervously. “Knew him? I didn’t just know Faded Flag. He and I were—”

I never got to hear what Mayor Williams was going to say because at that moment the windows behind him were shattered by gunfire.


CHAPTER TEN

 

Bullets smashed through the windows, totally destroying the windows and hitting into the walls, floor, and ceiling. Quite a few bullets struck Mayor Williams in the chest, sending him falling to the floor and dropping the photograph, which fluttered in the wind that now blew in from the outside.

Without hesitation, I summoned Ice Barrier, forming a thick dome made of ice around me, Cy, Sunshine, and Piston. Cracks appeared along the face of the barrier where bullets struck, but luckily my Ice Barrier somehow held up under the onslaught. Even so, the thick barrier made it almost impossible to see who was shooting at us, and when the shooting died down, I formed a small hole in the barrier and peered out.

A large black helicopter was hovering in front of the now-smashed windows, aiming its guns directly at us. The black helicopter was unmarked, making it impossible to tell who was flying it, especially with the tinted windows that were almost as black as the helicopter itself. I Scanned the helicopter to see what I could find out about it:

Black Helicopter

Materials: Metal

Rarity: Uncommon

A generic black helicopter with no identifying information. Based on the guns attached to the underside, it would appear that this helicopter may have been designed for military use, although that is unconfirmed.

Weird. Usually Scan provided a far more accurate and confident description of whatever I Scanned. It was almost like Scan knew just as much as we did about the helicopter, which was to say, almost nothing other than it was big, black, and deadly.

Mayor Williams himself lay flat on his back on the floor, his body bloody and riddled with bullet holes. To my shock, I could see that he still had a small amount of Health left, just a tiny sliver on his Health bar. How he survived getting shot up by a helicopter like that, I had no idea, but with all of the bullet holes in his body, he had to be suffering from a whole bunch of awful debuffs that would probably finish him off very quickly if we didn’t get him to a Healer soon.

“What happened?” said Cy in shock. “Where did that helicopter come from? What is going on here?”

“Not sure,” I said, “but we need to save Mayor Williams. If we can get him to a Healer in time, we might be able to save his life.”

Sunshine put a hand on my arm, causing me to look at her. She was looking at me with fearful, pleading eyes. “I-I’m not so sure that would be a good idea. If we run out there, we’ll just get shot and probably killed.”

“Sure, but if we stay here, Mayor Williams will die and whoever is in the helicopter will get away with freaking murder,” I said. “No way am I going to let that happen.”

I looked over my shoulder at Cy. “Cy, I’m going to need you to provide cover while I try to save Mayor Williams. If the helicopter tries to shoot at me, hit it with Gust or Tornado, okay?”

“Sure thing, boss,” said Cy, giving me the thumbs up. Then he frowned. “Who is that?”

Puzzled, I looked back through the hole in the Ice Barrier to see that the helicopter had lowered its guns and had flown a little bit closer to the window. A man hanging off of a rope ladder hanging from the helicopter swung back and forth before launching himself into the office, hitting the ground with a roll before coming to his feet and dusting off his Costume.

The man looked like a soldier straight out of a space opera, complete with white power armor with orange lights glowing along his arms and legs. He carried a large blaster in his hands and moved with definite steps toward the unconscious and nearly dead Mayor Williams. Above his head, the nametag [VILLAIN TECHNOSOLDIER] hovered over his head, although given how I had never seen him before, that name didn’t help me figure out who he was one bit.

“Who is that?” said Cy in confusion.

“Not sure,” I said, “but he looks dangerous.”

Sunshine gulped. “That’s because he is.”

I looked at Sunshine in surprise. “You know that guy?”

“Yes,” said Sunshine, shrinking in her chair like she was trying to make herself as small as possible, “but I don’t know what he’s doing here, of all places.”

I was about to ask Sunshine exactly how she knew that guy when Piston suddenly pointed and said, “He’s kidnapping the Mayor!”

Piston was right. Technosoldier had finally reached Mayor Williams and was busily tying some kind of cable to the Mayor’s prone body. It was hard to tell exactly what he was doing from here, but if Technosoldier was a Villain, then it couldn’t have been any good.

Knowing we didn’t have much time, I smashed through the Ice Barrier and flew toward Technosoldier. Technosoldier looked up just in time to see my fist coming at his face. My fist smashed into Technosoldier’s mask and sent him flying. But despite how hard I hit him, Technosoldier twisted in midair and landed on the floor several feet away from me. He immediately aimed his blaster at me and fired a large blast of orange Energy, which I easily Dodged and fired back an Ice Beam at him.

But Technosoldier raised his hand and a tall black energy barrier erupted in front of him. My Ice Beam smashed harmlessly into the barrier, making ice fly everywhere. Technosoldier didn’t lower the barrier, however. He just looked at me carefully, his face hidden underneath a chrome-plated helmet, the visor glowing softly in the dim light of the exposed office.

“Gotta admit you’ve got a flair for the dramatic,” I said, raising my fists and taking up a fighting stance, “but it’s going to take more than dramatic entrances to get rid of me.”

Technosoldier tilted his head to the side. “So you’re the Winter I’ve heard so much about. You’re much smaller in person than on TV.”

“You recognize me, eh?” I said. “Then you can thank me for saving your life and everyone else’s life during the Blackout by leaving Mayor Williams alone. Or else.”

Technosoldier chuckled. “Sorry, Winter, but you’re not the boss of me. My actual boss would be very upset if I didn’t return with Mayor Williams in tow. So why don’t you run away and go play the Hero somewhere else?”

I smiled. “Your boss, eh? So I guess you’re not a free agent.”

Technosoldier shook his head. “Nope. I used to be, but then when I met my current boss … well, I saw an opportunity to better myself. To ascend, you might say.”

My smile vanished, replaced by a questioning frown. “Ascend, huh? Odd choice of words for a paid mercenary.”

“Only if you don’t know what I’ve been offered,” said Technosoldier. “Or who I am working for. Does the name Atmosfear ring a bell?”

I tensed. I forgot about everything else around me and focused exclusively on Technosoldier. “You’re working for Atmosfear?”

“Bingo,” said Technosoldier. “And through him, Paradox, although I’ve never actually met Paradox myself. I just talk to him through Atmosfear.”

“So you’re one of the Slayers, then,” I said. My eyes narrowed. “You might not realize it, but you just made this a whole lot more personal.”

“Oh, I know all about your history with Atmosfear,” said Technosoldier. “I thought you might let yourself get distracted if I mentioned that to you. Looks like I was right.”

“Distracted?” I said with a start. “Distracted from what?”

“The death that is about to come down on you,” said Technosoldier.

Before I could ask him what he meant, the roar of helicopter blades could be heard and I looked over at the broken windows to see the helicopter was aiming its guns at me again. Immediately, the helicopter fired its guns, the bullets coming hard and fast.

Without thinking, I summoned Ice Barrier, forming another thick barrier of ice around me and Mayor Williams. This time, the Ice Barrier received multiple cracks from the bullets, but still managed to hold, at least until the helicopter’s gunfire stopped. But then Technosoldier himself smashed through the weakened Ice Barrier with his shoulder and drew a laser sword—or something close to it—from his belt and slashed at me.

I Dodged out of the way at the last second, narrowly avoiding getting my head taken off by his burning energy sword. Technosoldier raised his laser sword again, but then Cy appeared behind him all of a sudden and slashed his back. Technosoldier cried out in pain as Cy’s Kunai cut into his back, causing a good chunk of his Health to drop from that attack alone. He even dropped his energy sword, staggering forward as blood leaked out of his back.

I gave Cy the thumbs up. “Good job, Cy! I think we’ve got him on the ropes!”

I summoned my Ice Daggers and slashed them at Technosoldier at the same time that Cy slashed at Technosoldier with his Kunai again.

But then Technosoldier raised his arms and caught our weapons on the greaves in his armor. With a grunt, he thrust his arms outward, sending both of us staggering. He then grabbed his energy sword off the ground and pulled out another one from his belt. With a click of the buttons on their hilts, twin beams of orange energy exploded from the swords.

Without hesitation, Technosoldier slashed at me. I raised my Ice Daggers defensively, but his energy swords easily cut through my Ice Daggers like they were nothing, forcing me to Dodge at the last minute to avoid getting my head taken off my shoulders. Cy tried to Backstab him again, but Technosoldier whirled around and slashed the Kunai out of Cy’s hands before kicking Cy in the face and sending him staggering.

Before Technosoldier could resume his attack on Cy, I rushed at him and slashed at Technosoldier with my Metal Gauntlets. But Technosoldier Dodged to the left, neatly avoiding my right claw, and then brought his right energy sword down on my wrist.

I screamed in pain as Technosoldier’s energy sword cut cleanly through my wrist. My hand, along with the Metal Gauntlet attached to it, fell to the ground. The wound was instantly cauterized thanks to the heat from Technosoldier’s energy sword, but the pain was still some of the worst pain I’d ever felt in Capes Online, causing me to fall to my knees and grasp my cauterized stump.

As soon as I fell, this notification appeared in my vision:

Debuff added: Decapitated Hand [Right]. -50% Dexterity. Duration: Permanent (or until hand reattached by Healer).

Weird how I wasn’t losing any Health, but maybe my wound getting cauterized prevented me from bleeding to death. In any case, I had no time to ponder the choosy realism of Capes Online. The pain from my stump was so awful that I couldn’t think about anything else other than how much pain I was in.

Technosoldier’s boot came out of nowhere and slammed into my chin, sending me falling back onto the floor. The Dazed debuff briefly flashed in my vision before one of Technosoldier’s laser blades slammed into my stomach, causing me to scream again as a good third of my Health dropped in that single attack.

Raising his other laser blade above his head, Technosoldier looked down at me and said, “You put up a decent fight, Winter, but frankly I’m not impressed. Game over, pal.”

Before Technosoldier could bring his laser blade down on my head, a female voice suddenly shouted, “Russell!”

Technosoldier froze. He looked up, seemingly forgetting about me to look at whoever had just screamed. Despite the awful pain I was in, I had to look as well, craning my neck to see who had shouted that name.

It was Sunshine. She and Piston had finally left the ice dome I made, standing about twenty feet away from us. Sunshine was trembling. She was normally a small and thin girl, but she looked absolutely tiny and terrified against the rather fearsome Technosoldier. Despite that, she stood her ground, meeting Technosoldier’s gaze with her own. Piston had drawn his steam-powered gun, but for some reason he wasn’t shooting at Technosoldier yet.

“Laura?” said Technosoldier. His voice cracked audibly under the voice filter used to make it sound deeper than it was. “What … what are you doing here?”

“I am here to see Mayor Williams,” said Sunshine. She was clearly trying to sound brave, but her voice kept cracking with fear. “And I’m not going to let you kill either him or Winter, Russell.”

Russell? Was that Technosoldier’s real name? And Laura, I guess, must have been Sunshine’s real name, though I wasn’t able to think too much thanks to the freaking laser sword stuck in my stomach.

“Sorry, but Winter got in the way,” said Technosoldier in a cold voice. “You should leave now, Laura, before I’m forced to kill you, too.”

“Kill me?” said Sunshine. She stepped forward, her eyes watering, looking close to tears. “What the hell happened to you, Russell? Are you even listening to yourself when you speak or are you really that brainwashed?”

“I’m not brainwashed and I know exactly what I said,” said Technosoldier. “You don’t understand what Paradox has promised me. If you did, you would understand why I am doing what I am doing.”

“Do you honestly believe that?” said Sunshine. Tears started streaming freely down her face, tears she didn’t bother to wipe away. “Look at you, Russell. Look at yourself. You’ve become the very Villain you said you didn’t want to be. Paradox is messing with you. He’s lying.”

“No, he’s not,” said Technosoldier, although I thought I caught a hint of doubt in his voice. “Paradox has shown me truth. He is truth. I just wish you could see that.”

If I wasn’t in so much pain, I would have been wondering just what the heck happened between these two that caused such an emotional reunion. Maybe if I survived this, I would ask Sunshine about it later.

“He hasn’t shown you anything except lies,” said Sunshine. She reached out a hand. “I know that the real Russell is still somewhere in there. The real Russell is a gentle guy who wouldn’t try to assassinate public officials or murder Heroes who tried to stop him. I’m still willing to give you a chance to come back. Just one chance. Please.”

For a moment, Technosoldier actually hesitated. His eyes were locked on Sunshine and he couldn’t seem to decide whether to finish me off or accept her offer of redemption. I wished he wasn’t wearing that mask because I wanted to see exactly what his expression looked like as he considered Sunshine’s offer.

That was when tornado-force winds slammed into Technosoldier and sent him flying across the office. He slammed into the bookshelf so hard that he sent dozens of thick, heavy law books crashing down on top of him until he was completely covered underneath a huge pile of books.

“There!” said Cy, appearing out of nowhere with his hands held out like he had just fired a hadoken blast. “That’s what you get for hurting my boss!”

“Thanks for the save, Cy, but the energy sword is still stuck in my gut,” I said in a weak voice, gesturing at the energy sword standing upright. “And it hurts. A lot.”

“Don’t worry boss!” said Cy brightly. “I’ll remove it for you!”

Cy grabbed the hilt of the laser blade and yanked it out. A wave of pain washed over me, causing me to scream in pain for a moment before it went away, although the pain from both my stomach and my stump made it hard to think straight or even move. Every movement I made seemed to make the pain in my body flare up like fire.

“Wow, this is so cool,” said Cy as he waved the energy sword back and forth. “I feel like a real Jedi with this! Don’t you think so, boss?”

Before I could berate Cy for playing around with the enemy’s weapons, Technosoldier exploded out from underneath the pile of books that he had been buried under. Standing on top of the books, Technosoldier looked at us all with his glowing yellow visor, his second laser blade still active. His Health bar was down by about 10% now, but he still looked like he was ready to kick ass.

“Russell,” said Sunshine, her voice as emotional as ever. “Please. Come back to me. There’s still hope for you. You don’t have to do this.”

I expected Technosoldier to jump out and resume his fight against us, but then he turned off his laser blade and stepped back. “No. I do have to do this. Soon, you will see. All of you will see. And then you’ll wish you had stood by me when you had the chance.”

Technosoldier suddenly tapped a button on the side of his helmet and said, “Target secured! We’re leaving.”

I had no idea what Technosoldier meant until I heard a dragging sound nearby. I looked over and saw Mayor William’s unconscious body—now strapped to a thick harness—being dragged by the helicopter outside toward the broken open windows.

“Cy!” I shouted. “Save the mayor! Quickly!”

Cy didn’t waste any time. He rushed toward Mayor Williams with amazing speed, only to get blasted by Technosoldier’s lasers, which knocked him flat off his feet. Technosoldier then rushed past Cy and, reaching the windows before Mayor Williams, scooped up the unconscious politician over his shoulder and looked over his shoulder at us one last time.

“Russell …” said Sunshine in a low voice. “No …”

And then, before any of us could react, Technosoldier turned away and jumped out of the window with Mayor Williams in tow. A second later, the helicopter came back into view, flying away between the skyscrapers of Adventure City, with Technosoldier dangling from the ladder underneath, until it disappeared in the jungle of skyscrapers dotting the city skyline in the distance.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

“Ow. That hurts.” I winced. “Can you be a little bit more gentle, please?”

Recover, who sat on a chair by my bed, looked at me with disbelief. “You’re a really bad patient, you know that? For being such a tough, manly Hero, you sure don’t know how to handle pain very well.”

I gritted my teeth. “I’m sorry. I forgot that people lose their hands all the time and knowing how to gracefully handle losing one of your freaking hands is something everyone is taught how to do growing up.”

“It’s more common than you think,” said Recover with a shake of her head. “Especially in Capes Online. But never mind that. I’m almost done. Just lie back and try to think of puppies or something to take your mind off the pain.”

I bit my lower lip, but said nothing as Recover deftly finished sewing my severed hand back onto my arm. Although Recover was a skilled surgeon who obviously knew what she was doing, I never liked having surgery performed on me. I thought that in-game surgery might be different from real life surgery, but it was just as uncomfortable, just as painful, and just as annoying as it was in real life. Granted, in-game surgery was quicker and required far less recovery time than real life surgery thanks to Capes Online’s selective realism, but it was still not an experience I wanted to go through again.

“There,” said Recover, cutting off the string she used to stitch me up. “And now, time to heal.”

Recover put one hand on my reattached wrist and closed her eyes. A golden aura appeared around my wrist before quickly vanishing, reveal that my right hand had been successfully reattached to my wrist and arm. It was so clean that it looked like it hadn’t been severed at all. It didn’t even hurt anymore. The following notification I received afterward seem entirely unnecessary in light of what I could see:

[Hero Recover] used Reattach! Your Right Hand has been successfully reattached to your body and all debuffs associated with your severed limb have been lifted.

Raising my right arm, I flexed my fingers and twisted my wrist, each movement as fluid as ever. “Thanks. That really wasn’t as bad as I thought it was going to be, despite the pain.”

“See? I told you so,” said Recover with a playful smirk. “There’s a reason I’m known as the greatest Healer in Capes Online. Or soon will be, anyway, once my genius becomes more widely known.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle when she said that. “Frankly, after what you did here, I can’t say I disagree with your personal assessment. I didn’t even know it was possible to reattach limbs in this game.”

“Reattach is a fairly rare and difficult-to-acquire Power for Healers,” said Recover matter-of-factly. “I had to complete a Secret Mission to get the piece of Equipment I needed in order to get it. Even then, I had to level it up to Level Five before it would work consistently.”

I frowned. “You mean it doesn’t always work?”

“Reattach has a fifty percent failure rate at Level One,” Recover informed me. “The fail rate goes down by five percent with every Level. So at Level Five, it has a twenty-five percent failure rate. If I can get it to Level Ten, then it will have a one percent chance of failure.”

I grimaced and looked at my hand. “And what would have happened if you had failed to reattach my hand to my wrist?”

Recover flashed a smile at me. “Oh, your wound would have become Infected and you would have probably died in a few minutes. Either that, or I would have accidentally cut off the rest of your arm instead. Regardless, it wouldn’t have been a lot of fun for you.”

“Understatement of the year,” I muttered. I sat up and flexed my fingers again just to make sure they worked. “Well, I’m glad it succeeded. I’m not sure what I would have done if you weren’t willing to log back in and reattach my hand to my wrist.”

“You probably would have died and be forced to respawn in your Base,” said Recover, pushing her chair away from my bed. “One of the benefits of respawn is that you come back with all your body parts intact. I once knew this guy who got literally torn apart by a death machine in a Villain’s Hideout on one mission, only for him to respawn whole in his Base. Of course, he was so traumatized by the experience that he stopped playing Capes Online entirely after that, but the point is you had options.”

“’Options,’ yeah,” I said. “Killing myself and forcing myself to respawn in my Base and lose all of my EXP and half of my credits is definitely an option for amputees, sure.”

“I didn’t say it was a good option,” said Recover with a shrug. “Just a quick home remedy technique in case you don’t have a Healer on hand. Although even if you do have a Healer on hand, you might still have to do it. Not all Healers have Reattach and of those who do, not all of them know how to use it well, so you lucked out in having me as a friend.”

Rubbing my wrist, I said, “Definitely. Regardless, I think it’s time to go back and rejoin the others. I want to talk to Sunshine and find out how she’s doing.”

Throwing my legs over the side of my bed, I stood up and walked over to the door of my room. Opening it, I let Recover go out first and then I followed second, closing the door behind me and following Recover down the steps to the bottom. On our way down, I glanced over at the entrance, pleased to see the new metal front door that Gerald had delivered and installed earlier this morning. According to Gerald, this door was supposedly stronger than the original. Scan didn’t tell me much about it, but I still liked the new door, if only for my peace of mind.

We made our way over to the living room area, where Cy, Sally, Busker, Spiritus, Sunshine, and Piston were all gathered. Cy was animatedly talking to Sunshine and Piston, asking them both loads of questions, while Sally, Busker, and Spiritus occasionally interjected with questions of their own. Poor Sunshine looked almost overwhelmed by their constant questions, making me feel sorry for her, as I understood just how easy it was to get overwhelmed by Cy’s machine gun-like speech.

“What’s your favorite color?” said Cy as Recover and I approached.

“Uh, yellow,” said Sunshine, shifting awkwardly in her seat on the couch.

“Yellow, huh?” said Cy, stroking his chin. “Personally, I’m a fan of green, as you might have been able to tell, but yellow is almost as good. The two colors are actually kind of similar and they look really good together. I’ve considered dying my hair blond to see how it would look, but hair dye is so expensive and the last time I tried dying my hair, I almost burned down my roommate’s priceless family heirloom before the fire department showed up and—”

“Cy,” I said, interrupting Cy before he could finish his irrelevant tale. “Maybe you want to slow down a bit. I think you’re scaring Sunshine.”

“Oh, hey, boss,” said Cy, looking at me without missing a beat. “I was just trying to make Sunshine feel welcomed here. I asked her what her favorite color is (it’s yellow, in case you didn’t know), where she’s from (Washington, D.C., which is pretty fancy if you ask me), and what kind of animal she would be if she died and was going to be reincarnated (she’s a Christian, so she doesn’t believe in reincarnation, but if she did, she would choose to be a pony). I don’t think I’m making her uncomfortable at all, am I, Sunshine?”

Poor Sunshine looked like a wilting sunflower now. She just nodded slightly and said, in a slightly trembling voice, “Y-Yeah. I’m not uncomfortable at all.”

I sighed and rubbed my forehead in exasperation. “Well, thanks for keeping her company, I guess. You and the others.”

“Actually, Cy did all the work, bro,” said Busker. He sat on one of the armchairs with his hands folded behind his head and his feet kicked up on the footrest. “He’s like the living embodiment of the word motormouth.”

“I don’t mind talking,” said Cy quickly. “Talking’s fun. Talking’s great. Of course, I’m still trying to work on using fewer words, but it’s an uphill struggle because it goes against my naturally talkative nature.”

“They say brevity is the soul of wit,” said Piston dryly.

“Exactly,” said Cy. “Oh, and I love your British accent, by the way. Very posh. I wish I had a British—”

I held up a hand. “Thanks, Cy, but you can be quiet now. It’s time we let Sunshine talk now.”

Thankfully, Cy did shut his mouth, although I could tell he still had a million and one things he wanted to say. He just sat down on one of the stools and folded his hands in his lap with a falsely innocent look on his face.

Shaking my head, I looked at Sunshine and said, “Sorry about that. How are you doing?”

Sunshine—who held a cup of tea in her hands—nodded. “I’m doing better. What about you? Your hand—”

I raised my right hand and twisted it. “Good as new thanks to Recover’s help. It was a close one, though.”

“I’m glad,” said Sally suddenly. “When you came into the Base with your missing hand, I thought I was going to have a heart attack. I mean, I know this is just a game and all, but that doesn’t make seeing you lose a hand any less scary.”

“Well, I’m healed and that’s what matters,” I said. I frowned. “Although I guess Mayor Williams probably isn’t so well off at the moment, now is he?”

Sunshine looked down into her teacup when I said that, tears forming in her eyes again. “I’m sorry. It’s my fault the mayor got kidnapped. I feel like such an idiot.”

“It’s not your fault,” I said, shaking my head. “Technosoldier got the best of all of us. None of us expected him to show up like that. Took us all by surprise.”

“Yeah, Sunshine,” said Cy. “Don’t blame yourself. Blame that Halo wannabee guy.”

Sunshine looked up at all of us, tears welling in her eyes. “You don’t understand. I knew Rus—I mean, Technosoldier. I could have stopped him, but I was too weak. That’s why it’s all my fault.”

Taking a seat in one of the open recliners opposite Sunshine, I put my hands on my knees and said, “Why don’t you start from the beginning? Starting with how you know Technosoldier, or, as you call him, Russell. Is that his real name?”

Sunshine nodded. She took a handkerchief helpfully offered by Piston and wiped her eyes with it. “Yes. Russell Barnes. We’re friends in the real world. Or were friends, anyway, before … before he met Paradox.”

I nodded. “I figured as much. How long did you two know each other?”

Sunshine sniffled. “We met on Capes Online originally, actually. He was a Villain on a mission I was trying to complete. Despite our opposing Alignments, we got along so well that we agreed to meet in real life. It was great. I don’t have a whole lot of friends, especially in real life, so having him was amazing. He was so sweet and kind, not even remotely villainous like he was in the game. We had so much fun together going to movies, restaurants, parks … even just hanging out at home together doing nothing much.”

It was blindly clear to me that Sunshine and Technosoldier had been a bit more than just friends. Cy must have realized it as well because he now looked at Sunshine slightly disappointed. He’d probably been thinking about asking her out. Typical Cy, though I couldn’t blame him. Sunshine seemed like a real sweet girl to me. I had Sally, but I could see why someone would like Sunshine for sure.

“But then the Blackout happened,” said Sunshine. She shuddered. “Both of us got affected by it. I logged off Capes Online almost as soon as I could, but Russell kept playing. We didn’t talk for a full week after the Blackout, aside from a quick phone call to make sure we were both okay. I told Russell I needed some time off from Capes Online and he agreed. He said he’d be waiting for me when I logged back on, which was fine by me, but looking back, I realize I should have seen the warning signs. They were there right from the start.”

Sunshine took a deep, shuddering gasp. I wasn’t sure if she was going to keep speaking until she finally said, with another sniffle, “When I got back online the following week and met up with Russell, he’d … changed. He talked about seeing the ‘light,’ about someone showing him the ‘truth’ about Capes Online.”

“Truth?” I said. “Light? What did he mean by that?”

“I don’t know,” said Sunshine with a sniff. “And I still don’t, honestly. He started talking about living forever, about uploading his mind to Capes Online and becoming a god. He said he was promised digital immortality by someone named Paradox. When I said I didn’t think that was possible, he accused me of distrusting him and called me all sorts of bad names. Hurtful names too.”

When Sunshine mentioned Paradox, I shared a quick glance with my friends. It sounded like Paradox had somehow managed to brainwash Technosoldier, which was not good news, if true.

“We broke up after that,” said Sunshine. She shook her head. “I still don’t understand why he said all those things to me. He seemed like a completely different person from the Russell I knew. He didn’t even want to meet in the real world anymore. He just claimed that he was going to make Capes Online his new home and that he hoped I could join him. And I just … I just can’t.”

The pain in Sunshine’s voice bothered me greatly. “So he broke up with you because you wouldn’t humor his crazy ideas?”

“Basically,” said Sunshine. She sniffled again and wiped away more tears. “I still don’t understand what happened or why. It was just so sudden.”

“Did you tell anyone about what Russell said to you?” I said.

Sunshine shook her head. “No. I was just so confused and afraid. I didn’t know anything about Paradox or Digitus, so I wasn’t sure if it was really a bad thing or not. I just opted to forget about him and hope that maybe he would see reason and come back to me himself at some point.”

“Well, that clearly didn’t work,” said Spiritus in a low voice only I could hear.

Ignoring Spiritus’ rather insensitive comment, I said to Sunshine, “Is there any reason you can think of why Paradox or Russell would want to kidnap Mayor Williams?”

“I’m not sure,” said Sunshine with a shake of her head. “But it might have been related to what I came to talk with Mayor Williams about.”

“And what, exactly, were you coming to Mayor Williams to discuss?” I said. “I notice you didn’t tell us earlier.”

Sunshine hesitated for a moment. She exchanged quick looks with Piston, who nodded encouragingly. That didn’t seem like a good sign. What was Sunshine so worried about sharing that she felt like she needed encouragement first before she could share it?

Finally, Sunshine looked back at the rest of us and said, “I came to talk with Mayor Williams about a string of murders in Adventure City.”

“A string of murders?” I said. “Is there a serial killer running around the City or something?”

I wasn’t very surprised to hear that, if it was true. After all, Adventure City was home to all sorts of Villains and criminals. It wouldn’t surprise me if Sunshine was investigating a serial killer Villain of some sort.

“There is a serial killer, but …” Sunshine bit her lower lip. “I’m not sure how to put this in a way that won’t offend you.”

I smiled in a bemused way. “Offend me? I’m not offended if you identify a serial killer. If anything, I’d like to help you apprehend this serial killer, if you want. It sounds like something straight up my alley.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t be so quick to make such statements if I were you, Winter,” said Piston dryly. “Miss Sunshine is not finished speaking.”

“What Piston said,” said Sunshine. She sipped her tea, but still looked like her stomach was upset. “Although I’m still investigating the issue, I think I know the identity of the serial killer.”

She looked me in the eyes. “It’s you.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

I stared uncomprehendingly at Sunshine, wondering if this was some kind of a joke. “Did you just say that I’m the serial killer?”

Sunshine nodded. She looked extremely flustered but didn’t look away from me. “Yes. Sort of. I mean—”

“That’s a weird thing to say,” said Cy, tossing a throwing star from hand to hand. “Winter isn’t a serial killer. Even if he was, when would he have had the time to do it? He’s been a little too busy over the last couple of days to pull off something like that.”

“And I wouldn’t do it,” I said. “I’m not Atmosfear or any of his friends. I’m a Hero. Even before I became a Hero, I was a cop. You’ve got the wrong guy.”

“Please let me explain,” said Sunshine pleadingly. “I know how it sounds, but if you listen to me, I can explain what I mean by that.”

Still a little skeptical, I nonetheless nodded and said, “All right, then. We’re listening.”

Sunshine looked down at her tea for a moment, as if steadying herself, before looking back up again. “Recently, there has been a string of murders in Adventure City. It started about two weeks ago with the death of Councilman Yang. He was one of the oldest and most respected members of the Adventure City Council and was found dead in his home in Rich Heights two weeks ago.”

“Are you sure it wasn’t suicide?” I said. “Or something like that?”

“Positive,” said Sunshine. She sat up straighter and looked far more confident than she had just a moment ago. “He was found with his lungs frozen from the inside out. I am pretty sure there are easier ways to kill yourself than that.”

“Right,” I said. “Why was he murdered?”

“I don’t know why,” said Sunshine. “After him was a string of other victims who all died in a similar manner over the next couple of weeks. Six victims in all, all found with frozen lungs. They were a pretty diverse group, ranging from powerful businessmen all the way to nearly homeless poor people. The police aren’t sure what binds the victims of the Freezer together, so it might just be a psycho going around killing people.”

“But didn’t you say it was me?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “And are they really calling this guy the Freezer? Can’t they come up with a more original name?”

Sunshine shrugged. “Don’t look at me. The police are the ones who named him. But yes, I did say it was you. Or someone who looks like you, anyway. Piston, can you show them the security footage?”

Piston held up a phone and tapped the screen. A holographic projection appeared in the air before us, showing security footage of what looked like a dark alleyway somewhere in Adventure City.

“This is security footage from behind Mario’s Pizzeria in downtown Adventure City approximately one week ago,” said Sunshine, reciting the facts like she had memorized them for a school test. “One of the victims of the Freezer was the pizzeria’s owner, Mario, who was later found by the police dead in the kitchen of his own restaurant. Police believe Mario was killed after the restaurant closed down for the night and all of the employees were sent home. Watch.”

At first, the footage showed us nothing other than a dim, dark alleyway. A cat was clawing through a trash can that was surrounded by discarded pizza boxes, but other than that, the alleyway behind Mario’s Pizzeria was empty and quiet.

Until the back door suddenly exploded open and smashed into the wall on the other side of the alleyway. The cat immediately raced out of the trash can, disappearing from sight just as an extremely familiar figure emerged from within the pizzeria.

It was me. Sort of. Although the Costume was the same—even having my missing Energy Cannon that I had given to Gears for repair—the colors were inverted. My Costume’s normal coloration emphasized the white while blue played a smaller role, but for this guy, the blue was the main color while white was the smaller one. Aside from that, however, he looked almost completely like me. It was like I was watching a video of myself, only I was absolutely sure I had not been murdering Italian pizza makers in the middle of the night one week ago.

The Freezer looked up and down the alley for a moment as if to make sure no one was around before pulling out a phone from his inventory and speaking into it for a moment. The security camera that caught this incident apparently didn’t record audio because it was impossible to tell what he was saying or who he was talking to. After a moment, he nodded his head and then walked off down the alleyway. Even stranger, each one of his footsteps left behind a patch of ice, as if his Powers were always active, which seemed odd to me because I wasn’t sure that was even possible.

Before the Freezer left the alley entirely, he stopped and glanced over his shoulder one last time. His eyes fell on the security camera watching him, but instead of destroying it, he just smiled and waved mockingly before turning on his heels and walking out of sight.

Piston tapped the phone again and the holographic footage returned to his phone, though the scene itself—especially the last part where the Freezer looked into the camera and smiled—was burned in my memory.

“What was that?” I said, looking at Sunshine.

“That was you,” said Sunshine. She gulped. “Er, well, someone who looks like you, anyway, walking away after successfully murdering an innocent man for no reason.”

“That guy did look an awful lot like boss,” said Cy, stroking his chin thoughtfully. “But that can’t be him. Boss wasn’t there a week ago. Boss isn’t a murderer.”

“Agreed,” said Sally. She walked up to me and wrapped an arm around my waist, holding me close. “And if you think he is, then you don’t know Nyle the way I do.”

“I didn’t say he was,” said Sunshine hastily, “only that this guy looks like him. Sorry if I said that. I sometimes say dumb things without thinking. Sorry.”

I waved a hand. “No need to apologize. I know what you mean. That guy did look just like me. Could he simply be another player wearing an Ice Man Costume? This Costume isn’t very rare or unique.”

“Possibly, but no one knows for sure,” said Sunshine with a shrug. “The police are still investigating. It’s such a puzzling case that even the Mayor got interested in it, although I think that Councilman Yang’s death was what got him interested originally, since the two were close friends. I ended up getting involved almost by accident because I stumbled upon one of the victims and Mayor Williams offered me a Secret Mission to help him solve this crime.”

“That’s interesting,” I said.

“Plus, I really like mysteries and crime stories,” said Sunshine with a slightly sheepish smile. “So this is like getting to be a detective in my own right. Like Sherlock Holmes, although I’m not as smart as he is.”

“It’s definitely weird,” I said. “Can you think of any reason why Technosoldier would kidnap Mayor Williams?”

“No,” said Sunshine with another shake of her head. “I have no idea why. I mean, Mayor Williams is a pretty important and influential politician in the City, but most people try to assassinate him, not kidnap him.”

“Is the Freezer case somehow related to his kidnapping?” said Recover, folding her arms across her chest in thought. “Maybe Paradox doesn’t want Mayor Williams to find out that this Freezer guy is somehow connected to the Slayers, so he had him kidnapped to interfere with the case?”

“That’s possible, I guess,” said Sunshine, “but at the same time, they might not be related. Like I said, Mayor Williams is an important politician. There are all sorts of people who want him out of the way. It’s so confusing.” Then she smiled slightly. “Just like a real mystery novel.”

I nodded and considered the evidence. I agreed with Recover’s hypothesis that Freezer and Mayor Williams’ kidnapping were likely related. I wouldn’t put it past Paradox to do something like this, though I wasn’t entirely sure of his motives for doing so. Was he trying to ruin my reputation by having a lookalike of me killing people randomly? Was he trying to get my attention for some reason? Or was there something deeper going on here than any of us realized?

Regardless, Mayor Williams’ kidnapping was a problem even if Paradox had nothing to do with it. If I was going to find Faded Flag, then I needed to speak with Mayor Williams. But with Mayor Williams’ disappearance, then I wasn’t sure where or how to go forward next. It wasn’t like I had a whole bunch of clues to point me in the right direction, after all. The only clues I had were a couple of pictures that had been taken a long time ago. Well, there was also Faded Flag’s pocket watch, but since it just had the date ‘4/5/42’ engraved on the back, I wasn’t sure how useful that actually was.

Cy must have been thinking the same thing as me because he said, “With Mayor Williams kidnapped, what are we supposed to do now? We’re on a mission ourselves and can’t complete it without his help.”

“We’re looking for a Hero named Faded Flag,” I explained to a puzzled-looking Sunshine and Piston. “Does that name ring a bell?”

“No,” said Sunshine. “I’ve never heard of him until today. Didn’t Mayor Williams say he knew him?”

“Yeah,” I said. My shoulders slumped. “But with Mayor Williams gone, it looks like we’re back to square one.”

“What about that pocket watch Faded Flag owned?” said Cy, looking at me curiously. “Do you think that might be able to help us find him?”

Frowning, I pulled the Pocket Watch out of my inventory and glanced at it. “Not really. It doesn’t have any identifying information or clues on it other than this date on the back.”

“Hold on, there,” said Piston suddenly, leaning forward with an interested look on his face. “Unless my eyes are mistaken, is that a Cullen Clair pocket watch?”

Puzzled, I looked up at Piston. “A what?”

“Cullen Clair,” Piston repeated. “He’s one of the most brilliant and famous watchmakers in the entire world. His company produces hundreds of different types of watches, from digital to analog and everything in between, plus clocks and other time-keeping devices. But what he’s really famous for is his special line of Cullen Created Original pocket watches, which are old-fashioned pocket watches personally designed by the man himself.”

“Interesting,” I said. “And how do you know this?”

“I’m a big Cullen Clair fan,” said Piston without missing a beat. He held his right wrist which had a fancy-looking golden watch wrapped around it. “I own a Cullen Created Original pocket watch that my departed wife gave me on our fiftieth anniversary as a present. I’m something of a watch fan, you see, so I know all of the big designers, manufacturers, and companies.”

“Are Cullen Created Original watches really rare or something?” I said, glancing at the pocket watch in my hands. “Because this doesn’t look very fancy to me.”

“They are some of the rarest types of watches around,” said Piston. “Due to their rarity and high craftsmanship, Cullen Created Original watches often start at one million credits on the market, although I’ve heard of some Cullen Created Original watches selling for as much as one hundred million credits.”

Busker whistled. “One hundred million credits? I’m in the wrong business.”

“They’re something of a status symbol among the Adventure City elite,” said Piston. “Of course, one of the problems is that there are tons of counterfeits out there. It can be hard to distinguish between genuine watches and fakes made to scam rich people out of their money sometimes.”

Turning the pocket watch over, I said, “How do you tell a real from a fake?”

“A real Cull Created pocket watch should have his signature carved somewhere on the chain,” said Piston. “Due to Cullen Clair’s unique signature, it’s incredibly hard to forge even for master forgers. See if you can find it on the chain.”

I lifted up the Pocket Watch by the chain, carefully eying the chain with a frown on my face. “I don’t see—”

“There,” said Sally suddenly, pointing at a particular link in the chain that had completely escaped my notice. “I see something engraved on that link.”

Curious, I pulled the link closer and squinted my eyes to see it. There was definitely something engraved in the link, a signature of sorts, but … “How do I know this is Cullen Clair’s signature?”

Piston leaned forward and locked his eyes on the engraving. “That’s definitely his signature. I’ve seen it before, both in pictures and in real life. But this is the first time I’ve ever seen a Cullen Created Original pocket watch. You’ve got yourself a very rare item indeed.”

Nodding, I lowered the Pocket Watch’s chain and glanced at the small time-keeping device with a puzzled expression on my face. “If what you say is true, then this little watch is definitely worth a lot of money. But I wonder how Faded Flag got a hold of it.”

“This belonged to Faded Flag?” said Piston. “Interesting. You mentioned a date on the back. I’ve heard rumors that Cullen Clair would often carve the date he gave his personal creations to his friends on the backs of watches he would make for them as a way to verify that they were really his personal creations.”

“Does that mean that Faded Flag knew Cullen Clair on a personal level?” I said, looking at Piston questioningly.

“Most likely,” said Piston. “If so, then maybe that is where you should start looking. Perhaps Cullen Clair can help you find Faded Flag, which might in turn help us find Mayor Williams.”

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

MISSION UPDATE: After talking with Piston, you have determined that Faded Flag’s Pocket Watch is a Cullen Created Original most likely designed by the famous watchmaker Cullen Clair himself. It’s possible it might have even been a personal gift from Cullen Clair to Faded Flag.

Either way, you’ve determined that you need to speak with Cullen Clair and see if he has any clues about Faded Flag’s disappearance. He might even be able to shed light on Mayor Williams’ kidnapping, which appears to be connected in some way to Faded Flag himself.

I hadn’t actually decided that we needed to speak with Cullen Clair, but I couldn’t disagree with the notification. It seemed likely to me that Cullen Clair did indeed known Faded Flag. I couldn’t ask Mayor Williams about it, but perhaps I could speak with Cullen Clair.

“All right,” I said. I dismissed the notification and looked at Sunshine and Piston. “I want to speak with Cullen Clair. Where is he?”

“Most likely at Cullen Tower here in Adventure City,” said Piston. “I’ve never been, but I know where it is and can show you the way there if you like.”

“I would definitely like that,” I said. “In fact, why don’t you two come along with us? There’s a chance that the Freezer case and the Faded Flag case are connected. We could definitely use the help.”

“Sure,” said Sunshine quickly. “I was going to ask if we could come along anyway, so this works out for us.”

“Great,” I said. “Then we’ll leave after lunch. Until then, I suggest we all get ready because we have no idea what we’ll run into at Cullen Tower.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Cullen Tower was unique even among the skyscrapers of Adventure City. While it was definitely a skyscraper, complete with towering height and windows, what made it stand out were the huge clockwork gears on the roof. They looked like they belonged more inside a gigantic watch than on top of a tall skyscraper, complete with loud ticking sound that was obvious even from a distance. It definitely stood out, making it easy to spot even from the ground.

“Wow,” said Cy, looking up at the towering building with his mouth open. “I dunno what I was expecting. Maybe a clock tower or something?”

“It’s definitely interesting,” said Piston, his hands on his hips. “The Cullen Tower was built twenty years ago. The clockwork gears on top were personally designed by Cullen Clair himself. They’re a one-of-a-kind item, the biggest Cullen Created Original gears in the world.”

“Do the gears actually do anything or are they just there for decoration?” I said, looking up at the gears questioningly.

“I’m not sure,” said Piston, scratching his chin. “Lots of rumors surround those gears. Some people say that the gears are just for decoration, while others believe that they power the Cullen Tower itself in some way, perhaps as a back-up source of energy in the event of a citywide blackout. I’ve even heard some say that Cullen Tower can turn into a giant clockwork robot and that the gears become its internal mechanism when activated, although don’t quote me on that because I’ve never seen proof of it myself.”

Cy’s eyes widened in wonder and he looked up at the gears again. “Giant clockwork robot? That’s badass. Do you think we’ll be able to convince Cullen Clair to turn his building into a robot for us?”

“We didn’t come here to inquire about giant clockwork mecha,” I said. I held up the Pocket Watch. “We came here to talk to Cullen Clair. Remember that.”

“Yeah, yeah, I remember,” said Cy, “but a guy can dream, can’t he?”

I rolled my eyes and looked at Piston. “All right, Piston, do you know how we can see Cullen Clair?”

“I am not sure,” said Piston. “He’s a very busy and important man, but I’ve always heard from others that he always has time for customers who bring in a Cullen Created Original. It’s possible that if you show him your Pocket Watch that he might be willing to see us right away, assuming he is here and not currently out of town for whatever reason.”

I nodded. “Sounds simple enough. Hopefully Cullen Clair will be easier to see than the Mayor.”

“I just hope he doesn’t get kidnapped as well,” said Sunshine, who stood next to me on the busy street corner facing Cullen Tower. She had her arms wrapped around her body, even though it wasn’t very cold out today. “That would be a really weird coincidence.”

“Maybe Cullen Tower has better security than the Courthouse,” I said. “Which would be either ironic or appropriate, depending on your point of view. Regardless, let’s go in. The sooner we can talk to Cullen, the sooner we’ll be able to find out where Faded Flag and the Mayor are.”

Straightening my shoulders, I marched across the busy street toward the entrance to Cullen Tower, with Cy, Recover, Brawn, Sunshine, and Piston following closely behind. As usual, I had left Busker and Spiritus back at the Base, both for their own safety and for Sally’s safety. I knew how frustrated Busker was at not getting to go out with me, but until I knew for certain what the Department of VR was going to do to him and to us, I felt like it was wiser for him to stay where he was. Plus, I didn’t think we’d need his firepower, while Sally did, especially if the Slayers tried to kidnap her again while I was away.

The entrance to Cullen Tower was shaped very much like a giant watch face. The doors resembled the arms of a watch, with the reflective glass allowing me to see a cozy-looking lobby on the inside. A man wearing a stuffy-looking red uniform stood at a podium in front of the door, a bored look on his face. He seemed to be a middle-aged man with a slight paunch, his dark hair already going gray. He was reading what looked like a physical edition of the Adventure City Journal, the City’s local newspaper, occasionally flipping through the pages in a very mechanical way. The nametag [DOORMAN STEVE] hung over his head, which was how I knew he was the guy we needed to talk to if we wanted to get inside.

“Hi, there,” I said as my friends and I stopped in front of the door. “My name is Winter. My friends and I here would like to enter Cullen Tower. We would like to meet Cullen Clair, if he’s here.”

Steve’s dark eyes glanced up at me in an uninterested way. “Do you have an appointment with Mr. Clair?”

I gritted my teeth, trying not to shout at Steve. The way he asked the question reminded me heavily of Francine. This guy didn’t work for the government, but it sure seemed like I was talking with government bureaucrats all day today. “No, I don’t. In fact, I’ve never even met Cullen Clair.”

“Then scam,” said Steve, turning his attention back to the newspaper. “My crossword puzzle won’t solve itself.”

Trying not to let my temper get the best of me, I pulled out the Pocket Watch from my inventory and held it up for Steve to see. “While I might not have a formal appointment with Mr. Clair, I do have this Clair Created Original pocket watch.”

Steve suddenly looked up at me full in the face. His eyes locked on the pocket watch as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. “That’s a Clair Created Original?”

I nodded. “Yes. It’s—”

Steve swiped the Pocket Watch from my hands all of a sudden and immediately began examining it. He turned it over and over, checking the Pocket Watch from different angles. He even bit on it once and another time shook it vigorously next to his ear. Then he pulled out what looked like a grocery store scanner from nowhere and ran the scanner over the Pocket Watch. He took at least a minute to analyze the results of the scanner, his brows furrowed as he looked from the Pocket Watch to the scanner’s results with a thoughtful expression on his face.

“Well, well, well,” said Steve finally. He shook the Pocket Watch next to his head. “Looks like this is a genuine Clair Created Original. Either that or a brilliant forgery, but since it didn’t explode, I think it’s safe to assume that it’s the real deal.”

Without warning, Steve tossed the Pocket Watch back to me, which I just barely caught. Holding the Pocket Watch tightly in my hands, I said, “So does that mean we can meet with Mr. Clair, then?”

“Sure,” said Steve with a smile. “Mr. Clair is never too busy to talk to an owner of one of his Originals. Let me send you on your way.”

Steve pulled a lever sticking out from his podium, and without warning, the ground gave out underneath us and all six of us went plummeting into the darkness below, screaming loudly as we did so.

“Tell him Steve sent ya!” Steve yelled down the hole as we fell. “And watch out for the Autos! They’re nasty!”

I would have asked Steve what an ‘Auto’ was, but I was a little too busy screaming my lungs out as we fell to our doom to care. The hole above us closed, plunging us into total darkness as we fell deeper and deeper down what felt like a bottomless pit. I even thought that we had gotten tricked and that we were going to end up dying horrible deaths down here, either from hitting the bottom or else from getting killed by the monsters that no doubt lurked in the shadows down here.

That is, until the tunnel suddenly began to curve and we found ourselves sliding down an extremely slick tunnel at impossibly fast speeds. I tried to slow myself down, but the tunnel was too slick for me to get any traction. The slide twisted and turned, making me feel like I was tubing down a whitewater river, only a lot less fun and a lot more sickening.

After a few more twists and turns that made me nearly throw up my lunch, a light appeared at the end of the tunnel, rapidly growing in size until we passed straight through it and landed on a big, soft bouncy pad. We all crashed into each other and for a moment our whole group was a tangle of arms and legs until we managed to extricate ourselves from each other.

Sitting upright, I rubbed my head and said, “Ugh. What was that all about?”

“That was fun!” said Cy. He was lying on his back near me, his eyes slightly crossed from dizziness. “Let’s do it again!”

“No,” said Sunshine. She was lying next to Recover, but then sat up and shook her head. Her face was a light tinge of green. “Let’s not. Please.”

“That was certainly unusual,” said Brawn as he also sat up. He looked up the tunnel. “Doesn’t look like we’ll be able to get out the way we came.”

“Do you think this is a trap?” I said, my hands balling into fists as I looked around. “I don’t see a way out of here. If someone wanted to trap us down here, this would be a great way to do it.”

Even as I said that, I observed our new surroundings. We had emerged into what looked like a giant workshop. The walls were covered with hundreds of different kinds of watches, ranging from old-fashioned eighteenth-century pocket watches to modern smartwatches and beyond. Work tables covered in clockwork gears, hands, and faces, among other parts, were scattered everywhere. The ceiling was fairly high and the room itself was lit up thanks to the lights on the walls. It smelled of metal and oil, although there was also a hint of strawberries for some reason.

“Where are we?” said Sunshine, looking around with a fearful look on her face. “This place is kind of weird. And maybe a little scary.”

“Why, I think we’re in Cullen Clair’s workshop,” said Piston, looking around in awe. “I’ve heard many rumors about the workshop beneath Cullen Tower, how it is supposed to be a place of amazing watches. This definitely looks like the place. At least, it fits the rumors I’ve heard, anyway.”

“If this is Cullen Tower, then where is Cullen Clair himself?” I said.

Before anyone could answer, the sound of mechanical gears clicking filled the air, followed by what sounded like metallic feet beating against the floor. Sitting upright more than usual, I tried to find out where the footsteps were coming from, but I didn’t see anyone or anything else here other than ourselves.

“Do you guys hear that?” I said, looking at my friends. “It sounds like an army is marching somewhere.”

“I do hear it, but I’m not sure where—” said Recover before she was interrupted by a loud scream somewhere up ahead, followed by a British voice shouting, “Help! Someone help me! Please!”

The cry for help was followed just as quickly by the clinking of metallic armor and what sounded like a gun being fired.

“Uh oh,” I said. “Sounds like someone is in trouble.” I jumped off of the bouncy floor we landed on. “Come on, guys! Let’s go see who needs our help. We have no time to lose!”

With that, we all ran down the workshop in the direction of the screams, hoping against hope that we were not too late to save whoever was in danger.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Finding the source of the screams was a lot harder than you might think. The workshop, as it turned out, was not just one room. Multiple hallways branched off from the main one we were on, not even counting the various doors running along the walls of each hall. The screams echoing off the concrete walls didn’t help matters, making it hard to tell whether we were going in the right direction at all, but I sensed that the screams were coming from the end of the main hall, so we just kept running forward until we burst through a couple of oak doors and found ourselves in a brand new room.

This room was a good deal bigger than the room we had ended up in. The ceiling was covered in massive ticking, mechanical gears, while the walls were covered in even more pocket watches of different styles and colors. In the center of the room was a single worktable covered in piles of watch parts and tools, but the table itself wasn’t nearly as important as the scene around the table.

An elderly-looking man with the nametag [CIVILIAN CULLEN CLAIR] stood on the table, wielding nothing but a small wrench in his hands, with which he used to swipe at the clockwork robots surrounding him on all sides. The clockwork robots were definitely unique. I’d never seen anything like them in Capes Online. They were about the size of the average man and were all identical in appearance with copper armor plating and simple faces consisting of nothing more than two glowing eyes and a vent that appeared to act as a mouth. Their joints made creaking sounds with every movement, but their movements were nearly as fluid as humans.

Puzzled, I Scanned the clockwork robots and got this information:

Clockwork Automatons

LEVELS: 20-35

ALIGNMENT: Unaligned

CLASS: Robot

TYPE: Metal

WEAK POINT: Joints

WEAKNESS: Fire

RARITY: Unique

One of Cullen Clair’s personal creations, Clockwork Automatons are robots that run on clockwork (or like clockwork, depending on your point of view). Although not the strongest or deadliest Robots, Clockwork Automatons make excellent bodyguards. Their reliance on clockwork rather than digital means they are immune to the sort of hacking that most modern Robots are liable to become victims of, although their copper bodies also make them more fragile than their modern counterparts.

Now that was weird. If Cullen had built these Clockwork Automatons himself, then why were they attacking their own creator? Something wasn’t right here, but I wasn’t sure what.

Then Cullen Clair looked over at us and waved his hands in the air. “Heroes! Oh, what a fortuitous miracle! Please save me from my own creations! I’m barely able to hold them off as is and—”

One of the Clockwork Automatons grabbed Cullen’s ankle, but Cullen swiftly slammed his wrench on its hand, causing it to let go. But the other Automatons were still closing in on him, clearly unafraid of the old man’s rather small wrench.

Without hesitation, I fired twin Ice Beams at the Automatons. My attacks were a direct hit, striking two Automatons each, which must have been enough to draw aggro, because the Automatons forgot about Cullen and turned to face me and my Team. The Automatons seemed slightly taken aback by our presence but then rushed toward us with clear intent to kill.

Without hesitation, my Team and I rushed up to meet them and then our two Teams collided in the middle.

I found myself fighting a couple of Automatons at once. The first Automaton threw a punch at my head, which I easily Dodged, only for the second one to try to stab me with its sword arm. Summoning my Ice Daggers, I caught the second Automaton’s sword arm on my Ice Dagger blades and shoved it backward, sending the Automaton staggering away before I slashed across its chest. My Ice Daggers tore through the Automaton’s copper chest plate with little resistance, taking off more than a quarter of its Health before it stepped away outside of my reach.

Before I could go after the second Automaton to finish the job, the first Automaton drew a pistol from its side and fired several rounds at me. I Dodged the bullets easily enough before noticing that it wasn’t shooting bullets at me at all, but rather tiny gears. Odd choice of ammunition, but given how the tiny gears embedded themselves quite deeply in the concrete floor where I was standing mere moments ago, perhaps it was a superior choice of ammunition than I first thought.

Regardless, I hurled one of my Ice Daggers at the first Automaton, knocking the gun out of its hands. The first Automaton immediately reached for another gun holster at its side, but I moved in quickly and slashed its head off with one swipe of my remaining Ice Dagger. The first Automaton’s head went flying away and landed on the ground a few feet away, nearly causing Cy to trip due to not paying attention to his surroundings as he dueled an Automaton wielding a Kunai like his.

I expected that to finish off the first Automaton, but then I noticed that its Health bar was still half full and its headless body was still standing. Before I could react to that, the headless Automaton reached out and wrapped its strong metallic hands around my neck, tightening its grip on my throat with a steel-like grip. I choked and gasped for air, earning me this notification:

Debuff: Strangulation. -1 HP/2 seconds.

Without hesitation, I grabbed the headless Automaton’s arms and activated Freezing Touch. Ice exploded from my hands and formed a thick layer on the headless Automaton’s arms. With a grunt, I smashed the arms clean in half with my fists, causing the headless Automaton’s grip to loosen enough for me to rip the hands off my neck and toss them to the side. A notification in the corner of my eye informed me that I was no longer suffering from strangulation, but I ignored that in order to focus on the headless and armless Automaton, which staggered backward from getting its arms cut off.

With a roar, I ran forward and smashed my fist straight through the Automaton’s chest. The Automaton’s remaining Health instantly dropped to zero, so I ripped my fist out of its chest and stepped back just as the Automaton collapsed onto the floor with a soft clunk, causing this notification to appear in my vision:

You killed [Clockwork Automaton #3]! +2,000 EXP!

I didn’t get time to celebrate my victory, however, before the second Automaton slashed at me with its sword. I Dodged out of the way at the last minute and slashed it across the chest again, taking off another quarter of its HP, but the second Automaton followed up its last attack with another slash. This time I raised my arm defensively and the sword slashed across my forearm, causing me to lose some HP and sending pain through my body.

But the second Automaton’s second slash left it wide open, so I jumped forward and stabbed my Ice Daggers into its chest, causing its HP to drop to less than 10%. I then ripped my Ice Daggers out of its chest and beheaded it with a double slash, causing its HP to drop to a nice round zero and making it collapse onto the floor in a way similar to its comrade.

As soon as the second Automaton hit the floor, a couple of notifications popped up in my view:

You killed [Clockwork Automaton #5]! +2,100 EXP!

Level Up! You are now Level 34. +4 SPs, +2 PPs, and +2 UPs! EXP to next level: 39,205.

Skill Level Up: Dual-Wielding [Level 3]. You can now dual wield weapons the length of the average sword 10% better! Level up this Skill further in order to wield even longer weapons!

Cool. I hadn’t been intending to level up Dual-Wielding, but it never hurt to level up a Skill.

But the fight wasn’t over yet. My Teammates were still fighting against the remaining Automatons. Piston was trading blows with an Automaton that had unusually large fists, while Sunshine was firing some kind of strange light energy blasts at another one coming after her. Cy was taking on three Automatons at once, appearing and disappearing at will as he struck them when they weren’t looking. Brawn had picked up one of the Automatons by the legs and was currently using it to batter other Automatons that got too close for comfort. Recover, meanwhile, was staying out of the fight, casting Full Heals on anyone who got too injured or wounded. She even cast a Full Heal on me, healing the open wound on my arm, which prompted me to give her a quick thumbs up to show my appreciation.

So far, it looked like our side was winning. Although the Automatons were clearly deadly enemies, they seemed to lack the needed coordination to fight against us effectively. Soon the fight would be over, but that didn’t mean I could kick back and relax just yet.

Raising my Ice Daggers, I was about to jump back into the battle when Cullen Clair suddenly yelled, “Wait! What are you doing?”

Coming to a stop, I looked over my shoulder at Cullen. He was still standing on the table that the Automatons had trapped him on, holding his tiny wrench in his hands like a knife. He seemed incredibly frail and weak up close, which made me wonder how he had been able to survive against these guys by himself for so long.

“What is it?” I said. I gestured with my Ice Daggers at the battle raging before us. “My Teammates need me. You just stand back and let us deal with these losers.”

“Those ‘losers’ are my babies,” said Cullen in an indignant voice. That was when I noticed he had a British accent for the first time. “Please don’t destroy all of them. They are my greatest works of art yet.”

I looked at Cullen in disbelief. “Are you serious? Those things were trying to lynch you in your own workshop. Why the hell should we spare them?”

“Because they’re still my creations,” Cullen insisted. “That’s why.”

I shook my head and turned away from Cullen. “Whatever, man. Look, you just stay right where you are. We can talk further after all of your creations are scrap.”

“But you don’t understand,” said Cullen desperately. “The Clockwork Automatons are not the only enemy you have to worry about.”

Stopping once again, I looked over my shoulder at Cullen once more. “What do you mean? Don’t tell me there are other bad guys here.”

“Not a bad guy exactly, but—” Cullen glanced at the ceiling and started. “Look up!”

Startled, I looked up just in time to see a thick golden web fall down on me. The web clung to my back and arms, yanking me off the floor and causing me to go flying into the air even as Cullen screamed at me to be careful.

Confused, I looked up to see that the webbing had come from what looked like a full-sized clockwork spider automaton. It was about the size and length of a car, with eight powerful-looking legs somehow allowing it to adhere to the ceiling. It made strange clicking and grinding noises as it brought me closer and closer to its mandibles, which looked sharper than a razor. The nametag [CLOCKWORK SPIDER] hovered over its head, though knowing its name was hardly helpful.

I quickly Scanned the Clockwork Spider to see if I could find out more about it:

Clockwork Spider

LEVEL: 40

ALIGNMENT: Unaligned

CLASS: Robot

TYPE: Metal

WEAK POINT: Joints

WEAKNESS: Fire

RARITY: Rare

One of Cullen Clair’s most powerful clockwork creations, the Clockwork Spider is a deadly automaton based off of a monstrous tarantula. Like a real tarantula, Clockwork Spiders are capable of spinning huge webs with which they can ensnare prey. Unlike real tarantulas, however, Clockwork Spiders don’t eat their prey, but merely crush them together between their powerful mandibles or with their equally powerful legs.

Crap. This thing was basically a boss. And I was going to end up with a crushed skull if I couldn’t think of a way to stop it fast.

I aimed up and fired my Ice Beams at the Clockwork Spider. The Ice Beams hit the Clockwork Spider head on, taking off a small portion of its overall Health, but that did nothing to slow down the Clockwork Spider’s webbing. If anything, it seemed to increase the speed at which it was drawing me in, the clicking noises from its mandibles growing louder and louder with every passing second.

Desperate, I grabbed the webbing and activated Freezing Touch. Ice flowed from my hands and covered the entirety of the webbing which the Clockwork Spider was using to hold me up. I then shattered it with a simple shrug of my shoulders and went plummeting to the ground below, but I activated Flight halfway down and was able to land without too much trouble.

The Clockwork Spider dropped from the ceiling and landed on the floor with an earsplitting crack, which was actually the concrete floor buckling underneath its weight. The Clockwork Spider clicked its mandibles together as its glowing red eyes glared at me.

“That was what I was trying to warn you about!” Cullen cried out, putting his hands on his cheeks. “All of my Automatons have gone rogue, including the Clockwork Spider. That thing will kill you all even if you manage to kill all of the other Automatons.”

The Clockwork Spider definitely looked like a powerful enemy to me, probably a boss like I observed earlier. Still, no enemy was invincible or impossible to defeat. I would just have to target the Clockwork Spider’s Weak Points, which just happened to be its joints. It would be like how I defeated the Skull Mechas by targeting the most vulnerable parts of their bodies. I could do this.

The Clockwork Spider fired off another stream of webbing, but I flew into the air over the webbing and landed on the Clockwork Spider’s back with a soft thump. I raised my hand, ready to use Freezing Touch, but then the Clockwork Spider suddenly bucked and threw me off its back.

I landed on the floor hard and rolled to the side just in time to avoid getting my skull crushed underneath one of its large legs. As I rolled to my feet, I shouted at Cullen, “Can’t you turn this thing off?”

“No can do!” Cullen shouted back in despair. “I’ve lost control over my Automatons. There’s no way to shut them off, at least manually. Sorry.”

I scowled in frustration, but then I heard a spitting sound and looked in time to see the Clockwork Spider’s golden webbing flying at me. The webbing slammed into me and pinned me to the wall. I struggled to break through the webbing, but it was too thick for me to fight against.

Then I heard the clicking and grinding noises and looked up in time to see the Clockwork Spider rushing toward me. Its mandibles clicking excitedly, the Clockwork Spider reached me in an instant and raised one of its thick limbs above its head, ready to crush me to death under the weight of its powerful mechanical limbs.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Right before the Clockwork Spider could finish me off, its Health suddenly dropped by 10% and it stumbled backward. The Clockwork Spider made odd clicking and grinding noises, turning its head to look at one of its back legs, which now flopped uselessly at its side. It looked to me like someone had managed to disable one of its legs, but how—?

“Boss!” said Cy, appearing out of nowhere with his Kunai in hand. “Sorry I didn’t help sooner. Got so distracted dealing with those Automatons that I almost forgot about you.”

“Thanks, Cy, but we can talk later,” I said. I gestured at the webbing pinning me to the wall. “Mind cutting me out of this webbing?”

Cy flipped his Kunai in his hand. “Sure thing!”

Without hesitation, Cy slashed through the webbing as easily as scissors cutting through paper. I stepped out of the webbing, dusting myself off as the Clockwork Spider continued to look at its disabled leg, clearly displeased by one of its limbs being rendered useless.

“You okay, boss?” said Cy, looking at me with concern as I dusted myself off. “You scared me for a moment there.”

“I’m fine thanks to you,” I said. “But how did you disable one of the Spider’s limbs?”

“Oh, I just aimed for the joints,” said Cy, pointing with his Kunai at one of the Clockwork Spider’s joints. “Its joints are its Weak Points. Therefore, if we want to beat this thing, we need to target its joints.”

“You’re finally starting to make sense,” I said with a smile. “Glad to see you’re getting better at fighting.”

Cy gave me the thumbs up. “What can I say? I learned from the best.”

Our triumphant moment was interrupted, unfortunately, by this notification suddenly appearing in my vision:

[Clockwork Spider] uses Auto-Repair! [Leg #6] restored to full functionality!

Puzzled, I looked over at the Clockwork Spider just in time to see its floppy back leg suddenly become stiff as wood for a moment. Then lights glowed all along the sides of the leg and, a few clicking noises later, the leg was good as new. The Clockwork Spider tested its newly-repaired leg out for a moment, twisting and bending it in a variety of different directions to make sure it was fully and properly healed.

“What the—?” I said. “Did that thing just fix itself?”

“I forgot to mention that the Clockwork Spider has the Power known as Auto-Repair!” Cullen called out. “Auto-Repair lets its repair any damaged or destroyed part of its body. It also restores a small amount of its Health as well!”

As Cullen said that, the Clockwork Spider’s Health bar went up by 10%, thus erasing what little damage that Cy had managed to inflict on it.

I groaned. “Would have been nice if you had told us that before we tried to take out its limbs!”

Cullen didn’t get a chance to respond to my words, however, because at that moment the Clockwork Spider turned its attention back to me and Cy. It raised one of its massive limbs and brought it down on us, forcing Cy and me to separate in order to avoid getting crushed to death. Landing on the other side of the Clockwork Spider, I knew we needed to come up with another strategy fast if we were going to take this thing out.

My immediate thought was to use Blizzard, which would almost assuredly be strong enough to not only take out the Clockwork Spider but also the Automatons that the others were fighting. But then I remembered that Blizzard might also harm Cullen, who, due to not being a Hero or a member of the Team, might not be strong enough to handle a full-force Blizzard.

Another option was Ice Giant, but even as I considered that idea, I had to reject it. Although Ice Giant might allow me to take out the Clockwork Spider, I didn’t want to waste my only Ultimate Power on an enemy who I didn’t think required Ice Giant to beat. Yet how else were we supposed to beat an enemy that could heal itself?

The Clockwork Spider raised its limb and glanced to the left and to the right as if trying to decide whether to go after me or Cy first. It eventually settled on me and charged with surprising speed, its heavy limbs thumping hard against the floor and leaving deep impressions wherever it walked.

I jumped into the air, using Flight to give me an extra boost as I soared over the charging Clockwork Spider and landed behind it. But the Clockwork Spider came to an abrupt halt and lashed out with one of its back legs, striking me in the chest and sending me flying backward. I crashed into the floor and went rolling for a few feet until I stopped at Cy’s feet, dazed and hurting from the blow.

“Boss, you okay?” said Cy, looking down at me worriedly. “That attack looked like it hurt a lot.”

Groaning, I sat up and glanced at my Health, which was now down by about 20%. “That attack did hurt. A lot. And it’s going to hurt a whole lot worse unless we can take it out fast.”

“But how?” said Cy, glancing at the Clockwork Spider, which was busily turning around to face us. “It’s so fast. It won’t stay still long enough for either of us to get any good hits in on it.”

I was about to thank him for pointing out the obvious when it suddenly hurt me like lightning. The Clockwork Spider was not staying still long enough for us to hit it … its joints were its Weak Points … it could heal any limb as long as it had time to do so …

A strategy quickly developed in my mind. Like many of my plans, it was risky, but if we could pull it off, then it might just be what we need to win.

“Cy,” I said. “I need you to distract the Spider.”

“Distract?” said Cy, looking at me. “Why?”

I rose to my feet, dusting myself off as I eyed the Spider carefully. “Because I’ve got a plan and the only way the plan will work is if the Clockwork Spider doesn’t notice what I’m doing until it’s too late to stop me.”

“And what exactly are you going to be doing?” said Cy. “You’re not going to attack it, are you?”

“You’ll see,” I said. “Now get on it before the Clockwork Spider notices us and tries to attack us again.”

Cy looked a little skeptical, but he nodded nonetheless and shot into the air. Cy fired twin Gusts at the Clockwork Spider, yelling, “Hey, ugly, look at me! I bet I look like a tasty fly or anything like that!”

It worked. The Clockwork Spider turned its attention to Cy, spitting out wad after wad of golden webbing at him. Cy expertly Dodged the webbing while still getting in a few good hits on the Clockwork Spider itself, which served only to make the Clockwork Spider focus even more on trying to shoot him out of the sky.

Which was fine by me. Because as long as the Clockwork Spider was focused on Cy, it wouldn’t notice the real threat—namely, me—until it was too late.

I ran toward the Clockwork Spider as fast as I could. It still didn’t notice me as I approached and, at the last minute, I slid underneath the Clockwork Spider’s body, taking advantage of a gap between its legs. I now found myself underneath the Clockwork Spider’s large body, the clicking and grinding noises louder than ever, but I paid them no attention. Instead, I slammed both of my hands on the floor and activated Freezing Touch.

Ice quickly spread out from my hands in a wide wave. A thick sheet of ice soon covered the entire radius underneath the Clockwork Spider, but it didn’t just stop there. Freezing Touch also froze the Clockwork Spider to the floor, getting all eight of its powerful legs in one smooth motion.

The Clockwork Spider must have finally noticed that something was up now. It stopped shooting wads of webbing at Cy and was now trying to break its limbs free of the ice that froze them to the floor. Luckily, the Clockwork Spider was not strong enough to free its limbs, although I did hear cracking noises coming from the ice as the Clockwork Spider worked hard to free itself.

Without hesitation, I slid out from underneath the Clockwork Spider and shouted, “Now, Cy! While it’s distracted!”

Cy immediately landed on the other side of the Clockwork Spider. Drawing his Kunai, Cy went to town on it left limbs, cutting through their tendons and joints and disabling leg after leg with surgical precision. I joined in, using my newly-summoned Ice Daggers to cut through its right limbs.

In seconds, Cy and I successfully disabled all eight of the Clockwork Spider’s legs, thus dropping its Health to less than 10% in an instant. The Clockwork Spider still stood thanks to the fact that its frozen legs continued to stand, but the clicking and grinding noises it made were much weaker and looser-sounding than before. It made odd creaking noises as it looked around, trying to look at all of its legs at once.

But I wasn’t going to give that thing a chance to Auto-Repair anything. I slammed both of my Ice Daggers into the Clockwork Spider’s optics, jamming my Ice Daggers as deeply into its head as I could. The Clockwork Spider made strange hissing and crackling noises as my Ice Daggers tore through its head until finally its Health hit zero and its head went limp.

Ripping my Ice Daggers out of the Clockwork Spider’s face, I stepped back just in time to see this notification:

You killed [Clockwork Spider]! +10,000 EXP!

As I read that notification, the Clockwork Spider made a few groaning noises and then collapsed without warning into a heap of scrap and copper. I backed away as quickly as I could, even though the collapse of the Clockwork’s Spider’s body didn’t actually harm me in any way.

“Wow!” said Cy, standing beside me with a big goofy grin on his face. “That was cool! Was that your plan all along, boss?”

“It was,” I said, nodding. “I figured if we could take out all of its limbs at once, Auto-Repair wouldn’t be able to activate in time to save it. Wasn’t sure it would actually work, though.”

“It’s still awesome,” said Cy. “Man, I wish I was that smart. Then again, it probably wouldn’t have done me any good given how I don’t have any Ice-based Powers. Still a cool idea, though.”

Before I could respond to Cy’s comment, a voice suddenly rang out in the workshop crying, “No! My babies!”

Startled, I looked to the center of the workshop, where the voice had come from, and saw Cullen Clair sitting on the table on top of his piles of books and papers. He looked incredibly distraught, his eyes fixed on the frozen remains of the Clockwork Spider. He also occasionally glanced around at all of the other destroyed Automatons. He looked like someone who had just seen his entire family slaughtered before him, which seemed a little bit dramatic to me. On the bright side, I saw that Recover, Brawn, Sunshine, and Piston were all still alive and were the only ones left standing. All of the Automatons they’d been fighting were destroyed.

“Hey, it’s not so bad,” said Cy to Cullen, lowering his Kunai to his side, an encouraging smile on his face. “I mean, we just saved your life. And you can just build more anyway if you want.”

Cy’s comments actually made a lot of sense, which was why I was so surprised when Cullen glared at us and snapped, “Just build more? What an insensitive, nay, scandalous thing to tell an artiste such as myself.”

Cullen scrambled off his workshop and stopped before the decapitated heads of one of the Automatons. He picked up the Automaton’s decapitated head and looked it over, a heartbroken expression on his face.

“Oh, George, my boy,” said Cullen in a voice that made him sound like he was about to cry, “you died so young and so full of promise, promise that you will never see fulfilled. It’s almost Shakespearean, really, how tragic your death was.”

Then Cullen looked over at me with a harsh glare. “All because you murdered him. You killed him in cold blood, destroyed one of my life’s finest creations. And for what reason, because they got a little out of control?”

“Because they were trying to kill you,” I pointed out. “Which most people generally consider a bad thing.”

Cullen snorted. “Who cares about that? You destroyed my art. I am not sure I can ever forgive you for that.”

A notification popped up in my view when Cullen said that:

Your relationship with [Civilian Cullen Clair] has dropped from ‘Neutral’ to ‘Unfriendly.’ Looks like Cullen is a lot less grateful for your help than you expected. Make of that what you will.

What the heck? My relationship with Cullen decreased rather than increased? I’d never seen something like this before in Capes Online. I mean, we saved his freaking life. With any other NPC, that would have raised my relationship with them to at least Friendly. Either some kind of glitch was going on here or Cullen was just a really weird NPC.

“You’re welcome,” I said sarcastically. “All in a day’s work for Heroes like us.”

Cullen snorted again and lowered the Automaton’s head. “Just why are you Heroes here, anyway? I do not remember summoning any Heroes, especially to my private workshop.”

“Steve sent us,” I said. “You know, the doorman?”

I must have said something wrong, because Cullen scowled and said, “That idiot? Good God, he still thinks it’s funny to drop random strangers into my workshop right when I’m in the middle of working? I am going to give him a serious talking to later today after I close up the shop for the day.”

“You mean he doesn’t actually work for you at all?” I said.

“No, he does,” said Cullen, “but he has a tendency to drop random people in my workshop for no good reason and I am getting sick of it. I might even fire him this time. I’ve threatened to fire him every day for the past year and for some reason it still hasn’t made him behave. I swear, some people are just so immature.”

I was about to point out that threats generally didn’t scare people unless you followed through on them but then realized that Cullen probably wouldn’t take more sarcastic comments from me very well. I needed to be a bit more diplomatic because we needed Cullen if we were going to figure out what happened to Faded Flag and, by extension, what happened to Mayor Williams as well.

Stepping forward, I said, “We’re not leaving until you answer our questions.”

“Questions?” said Cullen indignantly. “What questions? And why should I even bother to answer them, seeing as I didn’t even invite you down here for a visit?”

I drew the Pocket Watch from my inventory and tossed it toward Cullen. “This is why.”

Cullen caught the Pocket Watch somewhat awkwardly and held up the timekeeping device, a puzzled frown on his face. “What is this?”

“One of your Cullen Created Originals,” I said, folding my arms in front of my chest. “You made it for Faded Flag.”

Cullen froze and he looked at me. “Did you say this belonged to Faded Flag?”

I nodded. “Yeah, I did. In fact, that’s the reason we’re here. We’re trying to find Faded Flag and we thought you might be able to help us find him.”

Cullen gulped and lowered the Pocket Watch. He looked around for a moment before saying, “You don’t want to find Faded Flag. Trust me on that.”

I smiled. “Why not? He’s not that scary, is he?”

“It’s not that he’s scary so much that he’s …” Cullen shook his head. “Oh, I might as well just spit it out. Faded Flag doesn’t want to be found. And he will kill anyone who tries to find him. Guaranteed.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

“What?” I said. “What do you meant that Faded Flag doesn’t want to be found?”

“And he’ll kill anyone who tries to find him?” said Cy, tilting his head to the side. “That’s kind of weird and scary. But mostly weird.”

Cullen glanced at the Pocket Watch again as if to make sure it was authentic. “You might think I am joking or exaggerating, but I am not. Faded Flag disappeared for a reason. He doesn’t want to be found by anyone for any reason. He doesn’t even want me to find him and he considered me one of his friends.”

“So you did know Faded Flag,” I said. “Besides just making his Pocket Watch, that is.”

Cullen nodded, but still looked quite disturbed. “Yes. Which is why I am warning you to stay as far away from him as you possibly can. If you continue to seek after him, you will die. Horribly.”

The emotion in Cullen’s voice took me by surprise. He didn’t strike me as joking or exaggerating at all. He seemed to genuinely believe that anyone who tried to find Faded Flag was destined to perish in the most horrible way possible. That made me wonder what Faded Flag had actually told Cullen before he left. Surely it couldn’t have been that bad, could it?

“It sounds to me like there’s a lot of history between you and Faded Flag,” said Recover as she, Brawn, Sunshine, and Piston walked up to us. “Maybe we should sit down and talk about it. You look like you need to relax a little.”

“Relax a little,” said Cullen, running a hand through his messy, graying black hair. “Yes, yes, of course. And I will, of course, answer your questions, as many as possible. Normally I would have security kick you six out of my workshop, but seeing this Pocket Watch means that you guys know Faded Flag. Come, let’s sit down.”

Cullen made his way over to a simple office chair located off to the side. The second he fell into it, Cullen slumped forward and sighed deeply. He had not let go of either the Automaton’s head or the Pocket Watch, which he was now examining in great detail like it was a treasure from some sort of long-lost ancient civilization.

The rest of us did not sit down anywhere, mostly due to the lack of chairs. I leaned against Cullen’s worktable, my arms folded in front of my chest, my eyes fixed firmly on Cullen, while the others formed a loose semicircle around the odd clockmaker.

“All right,” I said. “Let’s start with the Automatons. Why were your own creations attacking you?”

Cullen glanced sadly at the decapitated Automaton head in his lap. “Someone reprogrammed them to ignore my orders and kill me. That’s the only explanation I can think of. Otherwise, I can’t explain how over a dozen of my best creations went rogue all at once.”

I nodded. “Any idea who might have done it?”

“I am not sure, but …” Cullen hesitated, but then, perhaps thinking better about what he was going to say, Cullen shook his head. “There are lots of people who could have done it, but I’m just not sure.”

My eyes narrowed, but I decided to let that slide. “How long were they trying to kill you before we showed up?”

“They only started attacking me not even a second after you six came down through the slide,” said Cullen. “You see, I was down here working on my table here when my Automatons started attacking me for no reason. I was actually working on the Automatons themselves, trying to upgrade their armor, which I didn’t get a chance to do before they attacked. It was absolute madness.”

“So they all just started attacking you for no reason?” I said. “I take it that’s not normal for these guys.”

Cullen shook his head rapidly. “Far from it. My Automatons are my children. They are my babies. They would never attack me, not ever. That’s why it was heartbreaking to see them all attack me like that, including the Clockwork Spider. Half of me hopes this is just a bad dream that I will eventually wake up from, but the other half of me knows that this is reality and that I just need to accept it.”

I bit my lower lip. “Did anyone in the Tower above know about this?”

“No,” said Cullen. “Like I said, it happened just a few minutes ago. I didn’t have time to call for help. I was entirely on my own and likely would have perished if you guys hadn’t saved me.”

Yet Cullen still accused us of being murderers, but I didn’t say that thought aloud. Instead, I said, “No doubt. I just wish we knew who could have set your own robots on you like this.”

“It was probably the same guys who kidnapped Mayor Williams,” said Sunshine, putting her hands on her hips. She glanced at the frozen remains of the Clockwork Spider with a disgusted expression on her face. “The Slayers.”

“Wait, Mayor Williams was kidnapped?” said Cullen in surprise, looking around at us with fear and questioning in his gaze. “When did this happen?”

“About an hour or so ago,” I said. “He was kidnapped from his own office in the Courthouse by a Villain named Technosoldier, who is working for another Villain called Atmosfear. Ever heard of him?”

“Atmosfear … Atmosfear … Atmosfear …” Cullen muttered that name over and over again before shaking his head. “No, but the name Technosoldier sounds oddly familiar. I feel like I might have met him somewhere before, but can’t place where.”

“It’s fine if you don’t know who either of them are,” I said. “The point is that they kidnapped Mayor Williams. We don’t know where they took him or even whether he’s still alive or not, but your information on Faded Flag might be able to help us locate and rescue him.”

“Well, when you put it that way, I suppose I can’t say no,” said Cullen. “Mayor Williams is a good friend of mine. If there is any way I can help save him, then please let me know.”

I nodded. “So you and Mayor Williams were friends, eh? Is it because you both knew Faded Flag?”

“Sort of,” said Cullen. “Faded Flag brought us together, but we became true friends afterward and remained friends even after Faded Flag left. I haven’t seen Orson in a long time, though, so I had no idea that he was kidnapped.”

“Yeah, it’s still not entirely public knowledge just yet,” I said, scratching the back of my head, “though it soon will be. In any case, why don’t you tell us more about Faded Flag? Specifically, the Pocket Watch and what the date on the back means.”

Frowning, Cullen turned the Pocket Watch over and glanced at the back. His eyes widened in shock when he saw it. “I know that date. That’s the date his son was born.”

“His son?”  Recover said sharply. “You mean Faded Flag had a son?”

The smile that had appeared on Cullen’s face quickly vanished, replaced by an incredibly depressed frown. “Had a son. As in, past tense. As in, no longer with us.”

“His son is … dead?” said Sunshine in a soft voice.

Cullen nodded. He rested his forehead on his open palm, looking very much like he was trying to keep himself from crying. “Yes. He didn’t last long, poor thing. It’s such a sad story I’m not even sure you want to hear it.”

“You’re right that we don’t,” I said, “but tell it to us anyway. It might be important.”

I hated saying that, but it was true. I had always known that Faded Flag had a child from that old photograph that I had found in the Basement what seemed like a lifetime ago now. There was also the possibility that Hannah was a child of his as well, though I wanted to hear Cullen’s story first before I mentioned Hannah.

Cullen took a deep, shuddering breath. He rested the Pocket Watch in his lap next to the Automaton head, keeping his eyes on the floor. “Faded Flag and I knew each other for a long time. I was one of the first Civilians he met when he became a Hero. I was the second ever Civilian whose life he saved. I got jumped by a couple of crooks in an alleyway in Northern Adventure City, where my private home is, and Faded Flag saved me. I rewarded him with a lot of money and my phone number so he could call me whenever he wanted or I could call him if I needed help.”

I nodded. I had received a phone number from a Civilian who I helped myself not too long ago. It was apparently something a player could get only if they won the trust of the Civilian in question, so it was rare to gain direct access to a Civilian like that. Given what I knew about Faded Flag, I wasn’t surprised to learn that he had managed to do that.

“We were friends for the longest time after that,” said Cullen with a sigh. “He quickly built a reputation for himself as a true Hero. He defeated many Villains and saved the lives of countless people. And it wasn’t just the public displays of heroism he did, either. He did a lot of things in the background that he never shared with the public, things that no one but a handful of people will ever know about but which were crucial to the survival of the world itself. Even I don’t know everything he did and he let me in on many of his secrets.”

“Sounds like Faded Flag was even more important than I thought,” I said.

“Which seems weird, because I’ve never heard about him until recently,” said Recover, putting her hands on her hips. “I haven’t been playing Capes Online as long as some players, true, but I feel like I should have known who he was.”

“He was more Famous among Civilians than among Heroes,” said Cullen. “He rarely joined or formed Teams and never joined a League, though I understand that Lightbringer tried to recruit him into Justice United several times. He was always something of a lone wolf, you understand, though he never hesitated to work with other Heroes to save the day if necessary.”

“Interesting,” I said. “But what does any of this have to do with his child?”

Cullen rubbed his forehead in exhaustion. “And here is the sad part of the story. You see, Faded Flag fell in love with a Civilian woman named Maria Shanks. She was a hairdresser in downtown Adventure City and ended up getting her salon held up by a bunch of crooks. Faded Flag just happened to be nearby at the time and took out the crooks who tried to rob her. He saved her life and her business, which caused the two of them to grow very close together until Faded Flag finally asked her out.”

“Faded Flag and Maria had a relationship?” I said in a slightly hesitant voice.

Cullen nodded. “Yes, of course. And such a close relationship as well. I frankly have never seen a couple more in love with each other. They were perfect for each other, honestly, and I say this as someone who doesn’t care much for romance.”

“Was this Maria?” I said, pulling out the Picture Frame and showing it to Cullen.

Cullen took the Picture Frame with trembling hands and looked at the picture of Faded Flag and the smiling woman with wide eyes. “Why, yes, this is Maria. And that’s their son, Dean. Where did you get this?”

“Found it somewhere,” I said vaguely. “Same place I found the Pocket Watch, actually.”

Cullen shook his head and handed me the picture back. “It’s been so long since I last saw Maria’s smiling face. What a happy family. It must have been taken right before the accident.”

“Accident?” I said, taking the Picture Frame back and putting it back into my inventory. “What accident?”

Cullen sat upright again, holding the Automaton head closely against his chest like it was his firstborn son. “Let me continue my story. After dating for a while, Faded Flag and Maria got married. As a wedding gift, I gave them this Pocket Watch. In fact, the date inscribed on the back? That’s their wedding date. I carved it myself.”

“Really?” I said. “I didn’t know Heroes and Civilians could get married.”

“It’s rare, but it does happen,” said Cullen with a shrug. “Personally, I’m not sure I would ever marry a Hero myself—far too dangerous a lifestyle for my tastes—but nonetheless they got married, and happily so I might add, and then Maria got pregnant with little Dean and gave birth to him not too long after their marriage.”

I tilted my head to the side. “How long would you say it was that Dean was born after they were married?”

A thoughtful expression crossed Cullen’s face as he considered my question. “It must have been … I would say about two months.”

“Two months?” said Recover skeptically. “Women can’t get pregnant and give birth in two months. Was she pregnant before they got married?”

“I assume so, though I didn’t notice anything before they announced Dean’s birth,” said Cullen with a shrug. “I just knew that they were both happy to announce the birth of their first—and unfortunately only—son. He was such a cute little baby. He had his mother’s face and his father’s eyes, a combination that I thought worked a lot better than it should have, to be frank.”

Recover and I exchanged quick but significant looks. If Faded Flag was a player, as I assumed, then what Cullen said meant that a player and an NPC—that is, Maria—not only got married but even had a child together. And apparently much more quickly than natural. Granted, Capes Online was just a really advanced video game and had a ton of unrealistic stuff in it, but this seemed too far-fetched even for a game like this. Something else was going on here, but I decided not to bring that up to Cullen, who as an NPC probably didn’t understand the significance of what he just told us.

“But their happiness as a family lasted for only a month before the accident happened,” said Cullen. He shook his head again, a depressed frown crossing his lips. “And what a horrible accident it was. I still sometimes have nightmares about it myself.”

“What happened?” I said. “Can you tell us?”

“I can,” said Cullen, “but … I do not know if you want to know. There’s a reason Faded Flag asked me to never tell anyone about this, but I suppose I don’t have much of a choice. The fact that you are here and have shown me Faded Flag’s old Pocket Watch is proof enough to me that this story was never meant to remain buried forever. It’s destiny, in other words.”

Or just the Dynamic Environment System. making you part of my mission, but I didn’t say that out loud, of course.

“As I said, Dean was born about two months after the wedding,” said Cullen. “For about a month, Faded Flag and his family had a very happy life. But then, almost one month to the day of Dean’s birth, the accident happened. It started off innocently enough, with Faded Flag going out on a mission one day while Maria stayed home in their Base, where she was taking care of little Dean. Not long after Faded Flag left, someone came to the door and asked to be let in.”

“Who was it?” I said.

“A monster,” said Cullen. “Or, as he liked to call himself, Monstar. He was a Villain, Faded Flag’s arch enemy. The two of them had been enemies since Faded Flag first became a Hero and they clashed regularly. We thought Monstar was gone for good when Faded Flag defeated him on the day before his wedding, sending Monstar to the most secure prison on the planet that no Villain had ever escaped from.”

I stroked my chin. “Yet Monstar somehow escaped from his prison cell?”

“We still don’t know how,” said Cullen, shaking his head. “All I know is that he escaped from prison, learned that Faded Flag had a wife and a child, went to Faded Flag’s Base, and … and killed them both.”

I gulped. “If Monstar was a Villain, how did he get into Flag’s Base?”

“I think he tricked Maria into letting him inside,” said Cullen, “though I’ve heard rumors he managed to hack his way in. Either way, Monstar didn’t merely kill Maria and Dean. He wiped them from existence. He—”

“Deleted them?” Cy offered.

Cullen looked at Cy in bewilderment. “Yes, I suppose you could say that. How did you know?”

Cy shrugged. “You could say we have experience with that sort of thing.”

“Yes, well,” said Cullen, who looked a little ruffled by Cy’s interruption, “in any case, when Faded Flag got back, he found a note from Monstar gloating about Maria and Dean’s deletion. Faded Flag called me and told me everything that happened because I was the only person he trusted with this information, though I think he told Mayor Williams about it later as well.”

“How horrible,” said Sunshine with a shudder. “What kind of monster would kill an innocent, defenseless woman and child? Especially a child that was barely a month old?”

“Monstar just saw it as a way to get at Faded Flag,” said Cullen, shaking his head again. “In any case, Faded Flag immediately went and hunted down Monstar. It took him a while, but he eventually cornered Monstar in an obscure little town on the other side of the country.”

“What did he do to Monstar when he found him?” I asked.

Cullen smiled grimly. “The real question is what didn’t he do to Monstar after he killed him. When the police showed up, there wasn’t even enough of Monstar left to cremate. All I know is that Monstar is gone and has never been seen since the day Faded Flag murdered him in cold blood.”

I gulped and glanced at the Picture Frame again. Faded Flag looked like a nice family man in this photo, but if Cullen was telling the truth, then Faded Flag had gone out of his way to brutally kill Monstar. Given what Monstar did to his family, though, could I really blame him? If someone killed Sally or Busker or anyone else in my family, would I not act the same way?

“But even after Faded Flag killed Monstar, he was never the same,” said Cullen. “Never happy. There was no way to bring back Maria or Dean. He tried—trust me, he tried—but after a while, he gave up. He stopped being a Hero and left. I tried to convince him to stay, but he didn’t think the world had anything left for him anymore without Maria and Dean.”

“What a sad story,” said Sunshine. She sniffled. “It’s almost enough to make me cry.”

“It is indeed quite sad,” said Brawn in a soft voice. “A true tragedy.”

I couldn’t disagree with either of them. Having your family murdered not three months after it was made? That would be enough to drive any man to depression, if not suicide. It certainly explained why Faded Flag had left Capes Online, that was for sure.

“So you haven’t seen or spoken to Faded Flag since then?” I said to Cullen.

“Not once,” said Cullen. “Have any of you spoken to him?”

“No,” I said. “If we had, we wouldn’t be here. We’re still trying to find him ourselves.”

“Well, I wish you luck, but I don’t think you’ll be able to find him,” said Cullen. “Like I said, he left for good. You could search the whole planet for him and you still wouldn’t find him.”

“Maybe, but we’ve got a mission to complete,” I said. “And I, for one, do not believe in leaving missions unfinished.”

Cullen nodded. “You sound almost like Faded Flag there. He didn’t like leaving missions unfinished, either. An admirable trait to have, if a bit optimistic.”

I shrugged. “I just believe in getting the job done, sir. That’s all.”

“Sure,” said Cullen. “Anyway, I don’t suppose you all would like to stay around for lunch, would you? You all look hungry.”

I shook my head. “Sorry, but we have to go. We still have a lot of work to get done, especially in light of what you told us. We still need to rescue Mayor Williams, after all.”

“Oh, yes, of course,” said Cullen. He sighed. “I wish there was some way I could help you … ah! I know!” He looked up at me with a manic smile. “In a few days, I will have a gift that I think all of you will appreciate. It will take a while to build, but once it’s done, I think you will like it. And don’t ask me what it is. It’s a surprise.”

Cullen’s eagerness took me by surprise, but I just nodded and said, “All right, Cullen. Guess we’ll be back in a few days, but for now, we need to head back to my Base. We’ve got a lot to discuss, especially in light of what you just told us. Come on, everyone. Let’s go.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

“What a horrible story,” said Sally about an hour later as we all sat around in the living room of my Base. She held a warm cup of coffee in her hands, which she took a small sip from. “I can’t even imagine what Faded Flag must have gone through. Losing your wife and son in the same day … just awful.”

Sitting next to Sally on the couch, I put an arm around her shoulders and squeezed. “I know. Can’t blame him for leaving Capes Online after that.”

“Same here,” said Busker. He was sitting on one of the recliners now, his hands folded behind his head and his legs kicked up on the coffee table. “Seriously, that’s like one of those old Shakespearean tragedies we learned about back in school. Only it actually happened. A real bummer, that’s for sure.”

I felt like the word ‘bummer’ was kind of an understatement given what we were talking about, but I knew what Busker was getting at. Learning about Faded Flag’s dark past had changed my view of our mission considerably. At the very least, I now had a better understanding of why Faded Flag mysteriously disappeared the way that he did.

“At least he got rid of Monstar,” said Cy, who sat on the floor next to the couch with his legs crossed. He was tossing a Throwing Star up and down, always catching it without hurting himself. “But yeah, it was definitely sad to hear. It even makes me sad, and as you all know, I am pretty hard to depress.”

Sunshine sniffled and wiped tears from her eyes. She sat on one of the recliners, with Piston standing next to her. “Yeah, but I’m wondering how this is going to affect your mission. If Faded Flag really has left Capes Online, then how are you going to complete your mission?”

I stroked my chin and glanced at the ‘MISSIONS’ tab on my character screen. “I’m not sure. It should mean that my mission is unfinishable, yet I haven’t received any notifications telling me that my mission was canceled or anything like that. So there must still be some way to finish the mission.”

“Plus, you still haven’t completed Hannah’s mission,” Sally pointed out. “Remember? The one where she wants you to find out if Faded Flag is her real dad or not?”

“Same deal, though,” I said with a huff. “If Faded Flag is missing, then I can’t complete either of those missions. It sounded to me like Faded Flag probably deleted his account, meaning that even if I somehow managed to locate him in the real world, it isn’t like I could just have him log on again and tell me what I need to know. Not that I would even know how to locate a player outside of Capes Online, anyway.”

“This is a real problem for sure,” said Recover, who sat on a pulled-up chair from the kitchen, with Brawn standing by her side, “but honestly, Faded Flag’s story raises as many questions as it answers, at least for me.”

“Questions?” said Sally, looking at Recover curiously. “Like what?”

“Like how Faded Flag had a child with an NPC,” said Recover. “That shouldn’t be possible.”

“It shouldn’t?” I said.

Recover shook her head. “Not at all. The game doesn’t allow for it.”

“How do you know that?” I said. “Not that I think you’re wrong, per se, but I’ve just never heard that it’s impossible. I know players can form relationships with NPCs. Why can’t they have kids with them, too?”

Recover sighed and rubbed her head. “Yeah, I know that players and NPCs can get together, but … it’s not meant to actually lead to anything. Most player and NPC relationships are just, er, carnal, to put it politely. The designers of Capes Online specifically made it impossible for players to impregnate NPCs or vice versa.”

“I seem to remember hearing something about that,” said Sunshine, brushing back some of her blonde hair from her eyes. “I read an interview with a senior SI Games developer who claimed that the game was specifically programmed not to allow for procreation by NPCs or players to be possible. It’s possible for NPCs to impregnate other NPCs, but not for players to impregnate them or vice versa like Recover said.”

Busker breathed a sigh of relief. “Oh, man. Thanks for letting me know. Takes a huge load off my mind.”

“Why?” I said, glancing at Busker.

“Because let’s just say I’ve been with a few sexy NPCs and leave it at that,” said Busker with a wink. “Spiritus know what I’m talking about, right, Spiritus?”

Spiritus, who floated beside Busker, nodded, although it was a very stiff motion. “Yes. And I wish I didn’t. There are some things even I wish I didn’t have to see.”

I grimaced. Although I knew Busker was a bit more, uh, free-spirited where sexuality was concerned than I was, I didn’t even want to think about what sort of shenanigans he might have gotten up to with the NPC women of Capes Online. It was a disturbing thought I didn’t want to entertain.

“And it’s pretty obvious why they don’t allow that in-game,” said Recover. “SI Games didn’t want to deal with the potential legal and ethical questions that might arise. Like, would a child whose dad was a player and whose mom was an NPC be human or not? Half-human or half-NPC? There’s no easy or obvious answer to that question. It would just be a big mess that SI Games doesn’t want to deal with.”

I nodded but said nothing to that. It confirmed what I had been thinking. In fact, that was one of the main reasons I didn’t bother to pursue a relationship with any of the NPC women in Capes Online, even though some of them were very attractive. I hadn’t been sure about whether they could get pregnant or not or what the moral implications of that were.

Of course, all of that was irrelevant now that Sally was back here with me. But it did make me wonder if it was possible for Sally to get pregnant. Or if it was even possible for me to get her pregnant. We hadn’t been together long enough to figure out the answer to those particular questions and I had to admit I was a little afraid to find out. Based on the way Sally looked at me, though, I could tell she had the same questions as me.

“If that’s true, then how did Faded Flag and his wife have a kid together?” said Busker. “I mean, we know they had a kid together. There’s that picture that bro has, plus Cullen told us so. There’s also that Hannah girl who thinks that Faded Flag is her daddy.”

“I’m doubtful about that last one,” I said, shaking my head. “According to Cullen, Faded Flag left Capes Online forever. I doubt Faded Flag returned to Capes Online just to have another kid.”

“But what about Hannah’s picture and the note written on its back?” said Cy. “That doesn’t prove Faded Flag is actually her dad, of course, but it does seem kind of weird, doesn’t it?”

I nodded. “True, that is a bit strange, but I’m not sure what else to say about that. This entire mission has been a lot more complicated than I thought it would be. There’s still so much we don’t know.”

“Like why the Slayers kidnapped Mayor Williams,” Sunshine said with a sniffle. “We still don’t know where he is or even why they kidnapped him in the first place. We don’t even know if he’s still alive or not.”

“Exactly,” I said. “And personally, I think that finding Mayor Williams should be our next step. We spoke to Cullen, but he didn’t seem to know how to find Faded Flag or if it was even possible to contact him again. Mayor Williams, however, might be able to help us.”

“That’s a good idea, I guess, but that just opens up another question,” said Recover, “namely, where the Slayers even are. Hasn’t the Department of VR been trying—and failing—to capture Atmosfear for a while now? What makes you think we’ll have any better luck finding him than the government?”

Recover, as usual, had a good point. In ways we still didn’t understand, Atmosfear had managed to find a way to escape the tracking systems that the government used to keep track of all Project Second Life participants. Despite the Department of VR’s best efforts, they had so far completely failed to find him and the only time we ever found Atmosfear was when he showed up himself.

“Maybe we could lure Atmosfear or one of the other Slayers out into the open and capture them,” Cy suggested. “And then make them tell us where Mayor Williams is.”

I shook my head. “I doubt that will work. Atmosfear might be a monster, but he’s not as dumb as he looks. He would see right through whatever traps we might lay for him.”

“Then I’ve got nothing,” said Cy with a shrug. “Maybe we should sleep on it. That’s what I like to do whenever I can’t solve a problem right away.”

For once, I couldn’t disagree with what Cy said. This mission had so far led us into one big dead end. If Faded Flag had deleted his account, then we could not contact him to find out where he was or what he was doing. And with Mayor Williams captured by the Slayers, we couldn’t just ask him for help, either. Nor do we have any other leads we could follow.

“Cy is right,” I said with a yawn. “Without more leads, there’s not much more we can do at the moment. We should probably call it a day and get some rest.”

Recover stretched her arms. “Yeah, you’re probably right. I need to log off anyway. Going to work in the morning and I need to get as much sleep as possible.”

“I should probably log off, too,” said Sunshine. “Without Mayor Williams, I can’t complete my own mission. What about you, Winter? Are you and your brother going to log off, too?”

I froze. I had completely forgotten that Sunshine did not know my true nature as a Project Second Life participant. She didn’t know that neither I nor my brother could log off, that Capes Online was our real world. I would have to tell her that eventually, but I wasn’t sure that now was the right time to do so.

“Eh, we’re going to stay online a little while longer,” I said to Sunshine, glancing at Busker quickly to make sure he wasn’t about to say anything. “We’ve still got some stuff to do, right, Busker?”

“Tons of stuff to do, bro,” said Busker with a wink. “Might do some level-grinding, though the baddies around here are lower level than what I’m used to. I can make do, though.”

“Okay,” said Sunshine, though she looked a little skeptical, “well, see you guys later, then. I’ll try to get back online tomorrow, but if there are any emergencies, just let me know. Bye.”

With that, Sunshine disappeared as she logged off her, her Sidekick Piston also disappearing as he was transported back to Sunshine’s Base. Recover waved goodbye at us for a moment before she, too, vanished into thin air along with Brawn, who, like Piston, had been transported back to Recover’s Base on the other side of the city.

That just left me, Cy, Busker, Spiritus, and Sally in my Base now. A smaller group than normal, perhaps, but that was fine. After everything we’d been through today, I needed some time by myself to process all of it anyway.

“Well, bro, what do you think?” said Busker, looking at me.

I looked at Busker in surprise. “What do I think about what?”

“Sunshine, obviously,” said Busker as if stating the obvious. “Do you think I have a chance with her or not?”

I blinked. “Uh, I had no idea you were attracted to her.”

“I’m just saying that she’s really cute,” said Busker with a slight shrug. “And she doesn’t seem to have a boyfriend, so—”

“I think she seems nice,” said Sally, interrupting Busker, “but perhaps there are more important things to think about right now than that. Like how we’re going to find Mayor Williams, for example.”

I shook my head. “You’re right, but I’m not sure how we’re supposed to move forward here. There’s a reason I agreed with Cy about sleeping on it and it’s because I honestly believe that we should. It’s the only step forward I can think of, though I’ll admit I’m not sure if sleeping really counts as a step forward or not.”

“Good point,” said Sally. She leaned against me and sighed. “I wish life didn’t have to be so complicated. And here I thought that video games are supposed to be fun.”

“They are fun,” said a voice behind us that I didn’t recognize, “although I guess that just depends on your definition of the word, doesn’t it?”

I instantly jumped to my feet, summoning my Ice Daggers. Busker and Cy also jumped to their feet, with Busker summoned two fireballs in his hands while Cy drew his Kunai. Spiritus, who apparently did not have a weapon, just raised her fists, while Sally looked over her shoulder to see who had spoken.

Leaning against the Base’s replacement front door was a man I had never seen before. He was about the same size as me, wearing a black and gold bodysuit that covered his body from head to toe. On his shoulders were mounted two oversizes speakers that looked a little impractical to me, yet their weight and shape didn’t seem to bother him. The letter ‘A’ was etched on the chest of his Costume and even the face of his mask was shaped like that letter, with the nametag [HERO AUDIONATOR] hovering above his head. Leaning next to him was a rather fat boy in a blue-and-white Costume that was perhaps a little too tight around the waist, the nametag [SIDEKICK PIE BOY] hovering over his head. That was a rather fitting name, given how the Sidekick was currently eating a pumpkin pie even as we watched.

“Who the hell are you two and how did you get in my Base without my permission?” I said. “And if you try anything, I will end you.”

Audionator flashed a smile. “Director Omar was right. You are aggressive, but hey, I understand. I trespassed upon your property. That’s a no-no in-game and in real life. Luckily for me, however, I can go anywhere I want. Being with the Department of Virtual Reality has its benefits.”

I stiffened. “Director Omar? Are you a Department of VR agent?”

Audionator gave me the thumbs up. “Bingo, Snowflake! Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Agent Aaron Hernandez, but in-game, you can call me Audionator. This little guy here is Pie Boy, my trusty Sidekick, and the two of us would like to join your Team, per Director Charles Omar’s orders. I can’t wait to get to know all of you very soon.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

I frowned. My Hero Sense didn’t tell me that there was anything wrong with these two, but Hero Sense only warned me about Villains. Audionator’s Alignment was Hero, meaning that Hero Sense wouldn’t pick up on his malicious thoughts even if he was planning to kill me right this very instant. Still, as a general rule I was suspicious of Department agents, so I decided to be careful for now.

Still not putting down my Ice Daggers, I said, “How do we know you’re really with the Department? Most Department agents are Avatars and usually resemble their real-life selves very closely.”

Audionator laughed. “Because I’m not an Avatar, buddy. This is just my normal in-game character, the one I use whenever I’m not at work with the Department. As a result, I don’t have all of the cool Powers and benefits that I would get as an Avatar.”

Now that Audionator mentioned it, I did recall another Department agent once using an account separate from her Avatar that made her an ordinary Hero like the rest of us. I hadn’t realized that other Department agents had extra accounts, though.

“Let’s say I believe you,” I said. “Why are you not using your Avatar? And why are you here, anyway? It doesn’t make sense.”

“Don’t you remember what Director Omar told you before he left?” said Audionator, tilting his head to the side. “He said he was going to send a Department agent to keep an eye on you. He told me that you guys would be expecting a Department agent, but I guess you must have forgotten or something.”

I was about to accuse him of lying when I suddenly remembered that Chuck had indeed mentioned something about sending another Department agent to keep an eye on us while he and Funky discussed what should be done with Sally. In all of the excitement that had happened since then, I had completely forgotten about his promise. I guess I didn’t think that Chuck was actually going to send another agent, but looked like I was wrong about that.

“I remember now,” I said. “Still doesn’t explain why you’re not using your Avatar, though.”

Audionator gestured at his body. “I’m trying to blend in with my surroundings. If I was an Avatar, I would immediately stand out to all of the other players in the game. By playing as Audionator, however, I look like pretty much every other Hero in the game.”

“Are you supposed to be like a spy or something?” I said. “Because that sounds an awful lot like reasoning a spy would use.”

“I am, actually,” said Audionator. “I am the Department’s best spy, which is why Director Omar picked me to keep an eye on you and your friends. So I have to ask you to not tell everyone who I really am. We decided that the best way to keep an eye on you was for me to pretend to be a player just like everyone else.”

“And what if I say no?” I said. “What if I don’t want a Department agent on my Team?”

Audionator’s smile became a little bit more threatening. “I’m sure Director Omar would love to hear why you are being so uncooperative. He definitely wouldn’t use that as an excuse to end his negotiations with Homer Sitterson and just take the Test Subject away from you. Nope, he’d never do that. That’s not the kind of guy Director Omar is.”

The threat was obvious: If I refused to let Audionator join the Team, then he would tell Director Omar, who would then forcibly take Sally away from me regardless of how his negotiations with Funky were going. I didn’t like it, but I didn’t have a choice in the matter.

“I think you should let him join, boss,” said Cy, leaning toward me and whispering under his breath. “Even if he’s here on orders from someone else, I think he would make a good member of the Team anyway.”

“Why?” I whispered back, genuinely curious to learn what Cy’s reasoning might be.

“Because we currently have nine members on Team Winter,” Cy replied. “If Audionator joins, though, then we’ll have ten, which will allow us to unlock our first Team Power. Wouldn’t that be cool?”

I tried not to sigh in exasperation, but I had to admit it was hard. Although Cy was correct that having Audionator join the Team would give us our first Team Power, I still didn’t relish the idea of having a Department agent on the Team, especially a Department agent who was the Department’s best spy. Perhaps Audionator wouldn’t cause us any trouble while he was on the Team, but I still disliked it.

“Oh, you mean you guys don’t have a Team Power yet?” said Audionator, who had apparently somehow overheard our quiet conversation. “Kind of surprising, but also a great opportunity. It’s not every day I get to be the tenth member of a Team and see what their first Team Power is.”

I looked at Audionator skeptically. “You seem awfully excited about that.”

“Oh, I am,” Audionator reassured me. “I’m not just a Department agent. I’m also a huge gamer and Capes Online fan. On my off-days I like to play Capes Online for fun, which is where Audionator came from. I’m not the best player in the game, but I’m pretty darn good, which is why Director Omar assigned me to this position.”

I eyed Audionator suspiciously. It was hard to know how much to trust the guy, given how he was a spy by his own admittance. He seemed friendly enough—certainly friendlier than Amelia Banks, the last agent assigned to watch me—but I wondered how much of that was genuine and how much of that was just an act to make me lower my guard or tell him the information he wanted to know. I was especially worried that he wanted to get closer to Sally, so I took a step closer to her just to make it clear to Audionator that he couldn’t even touch her without my permission.

“Right,” I said. “Well, I guess since there’s no getting rid of you, I might as well invite you onto the Team.”

With that, I sent Audionator a Team invite and a second later I got this notification:

[Hero Audionator] has accepted your invitation to join Team Winter! Current number of Teammates: 10/100. Check the ‘TEAMS’ page for the full roster.

As soon as I closed out that notification, another one popped up in my view that read thus:

Congratulations! Team Winter now has ten (10) members!

Team Power Unlocked: Energy Explosion [Level 1]. Combine the Energy of all of the Teammates to unleash in one massive explosion that covers a huge area. Cost: All Energy of every Teammate on Team Winter. Cooldown: 1 day.

NOTE: Team Powers can only be used when all members of the Team are active and online. Otherwise, they are not available to use in combat.

That was a powerful, well, Power. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like in battle. It sounded to me like it would be useful in a Team VS Team Battle scenario. It might also be useful in a Battle Zone if I found myself going up against multiple enemies at once. It could be handy against a single powerful enemy as well, like a really high-leveled boss. I wanted to try it out ASAP, but that meant waiting for the rest of the Team to get back online first. A frustrating limitation to be sure, but on the other hand it was probably just to make sure Team Powers weren’t OP. I couldn’t even imagine what balancing this game must be like for the designers once you took into account all of the crazy Classes, Powers, Skills, and more that affected every aspect of gameplay from the ground up.

“Pretty basic Team Power,” said Audionator. He swiped at the air, perhaps dismissing the Team Power notification. “I was hoping you guys might get something a bit more unique, but Energy Explosion is still practical despite how basic it is.”

I folded my arms in front of my chest. “You seem to know an awful lot about Team Powers.”

“I’ve been on quite a few Teams in my time,” said Audionator. “Mostly infiltrating them as a spy to take them down from within, of course, but that experience has helped me figure out how the Team mechanic works in this game than any other way. Plus, I’m an actual gamer, unlike my fellow Department agents, so I know more about how Capes Online works than most of my fellow agents do.”

I nodded. “Wasn’t Johnson a gamer before he got killed, too?”

“Yep,” said Audionator, nodding. He sighed. “Such a sad death. Johnson could be a bit of a jerkass, but he was still probably my favorite guy to work under. Director Omar’s been good so far, but he’s not a gamer, so he doesn’t really understand Capes Online, you know?”

“He seems to understand it well enough,” I said. “But frankly, I’m not much of a gamer, either, though I used to play more often when I was a kid.”

“Well, that explains a lot,” said Audionator with a snort. “Explains all of the noob decisions I’ve seen you make ever since you got uploaded here.”

“I know,” said Busker suddenly. The fireballs in his hands dissipated and he readjusted his sunglasses. “Bro here has such a basic playstyle it’s almost embarrassing.”

“Basic playstyle? Noob decisions?” I said, looking from Busker to Audionator and back again. “What are you guys talking about? I think I’m doing pretty well for myself.”

“Never mind,” said Audionator with a wave of his hand. “It’s too long to explain. Probably not really relevant, either. I just think you could be so much better than you are now. The other Project Second Life participants are pretty high-leveled, you know.”

“They’ve also been in Capes Online longer than me,” I pointed out. “Anyway, I don’t even know why we’re having this discussion. We need to catch up on our sleep, which we can’t do if we’re standing here talking gamer crap with you. You can even log off for the day and go home if you want. We really don’t need you constantly watching us.”

I turned to the side, ready to take Sally with me to my room so we could catch some zzzs, when Audionator said, “But I can help you find Mayor Williams.”

Startled, I looked at Audionator again. “What do you mean?”

Audionator pushed himself off my door and dusted off his armor, with Pie Boy following closely beside him, still eating his pecan pie. “You’re looking for Mayor Williams, right? I saw the Capes Online News report about his disappearance. He was kidnapped by some guy called Technosoldier, right?”

I nodded slowly. “Yeah, that’s right. And Technosoldier works for Atmosfear, in case you didn’t know.”

“Oh, I’ve known that for a while,” said Audionator. He grinned. “After all, I am a member of the Slayers myself.”

Once again, I summoned my Ice Daggers, while Busker summoned twin fireballs in his hands that were twice as big as the last fireballs he summoned. Cy and Spiritus took up battle positions as well, all of us looking at Audionator, who didn’t look even remotely afraid of us as we marshaled all of our Powers together.

“If you’re a member of the Slayers, what are you doing here?” I said. “Did Atmosfear send you to kill me?”

Audionator chuckled. “Did you already forget that I’m the Department’s best spy? I’ve been spying on the Slayers, genius. On orders from Director Omar, I infiltrated the Slayers in order to find Atmosfear and, through him, Paradox. It’s part of my job, in other words, though if you guys want to fight me anyway, beware that I’m a lot tougher than I look.”

“He is,” said Pie Boy through a mouthful of pecan pie. “He can kick your ass six ways from Sunday.”

I eyed Audionator skeptically. “I thought the Department of VR couldn’t track Atmosfear.”

Audionator scratched his chin. “We can’t, that’s true. Which is why I was given the job of infiltrating his little Team to take him down from within. I’ve got extensive contacts in the Villain underworld, but even so, it took me a while to find a member of the Slayers who I could convince to let me join the Team. And even then, Technosoldier is the only one I’ve had any regular contact with, though with luck, that is about to change.”

“He doesn’t even suspect that you’re a spy?” I said.

Audionator smiled. “Did I mention I’m a great actor, too? I can play a convincing Villain when I need to.”

“You’ve definitely got the ego to play a convincing Villain,” I said. “That’s for sure.”

Audionator’s smile vanished, replaced by a slightly annoyed frown. “Now I see why Amelia told me you’re a jerk. But anyway, Technosoldier has invited me to a Slayers meeting that is going to take place in Southern Adventure City later this evening, at midnight, and I was wondering if you would like to join me.”

Busker and I exchanged quick, questioning looks before I looked at Audionator again. “Will Atmosfear be at the meeting?”

“Supposedly, the entirety of the Slayers will be there tonight,” said Audionator. “That’s what Technosoldier told me, so I’m assuming Atmosfear will be there, too.”

“And why should we come?” I said. “As backup?”

“Basically,” said Audionator. “I’m going mostly to scout out the group and find out what they’re trying to do.”

“Why not just have the Department crash the party and capture Atmosfear and the others?” I questioned. “If they’re all going to be in one place—”

“You saw what happened the last time the entirety of the Department tried to capture Atmosfear, right?” Audionator asked dryly. “A total party kill is not something the Director is keen on happening again, especially if Paradox is going to be there. We figure that scouting for information first and then developing a strategy based on that will be more productive than trying to Leeroy Jenkins it.”

Couldn’t argue with that. I well-remembered how Paradox had deleted all of the Department Avatars that had come to my rescue back in the Underworld. More than anything, that scene alone had emphasized to me just how powerful and dangerous Paradox was. It even made me wonder at times whether it was even possible to beat Paradox. A being like him who could kill multiple Avatars in one hit couldn’t possibly be threatened by ordinary players like me.

Regardless, though, Paradox needed to be stopped. And it sounded to me like this Slayers meeting might be the first step toward achieving that goal.

“So you want me and Busker to be there?” I said. “Just in case things go haywire?”

“More or less,” said Audionator with a nod. “I would ask some of the other agents to help, but they’re all too busy with other tasks to help me. You and your brother have a lot of experience fighting the Slayers, so you guys should be able to back me up if necessary. Plus, I heard Atmosfear is going to be there and I know how much you want to punch Atmosfear in the face.”

That was putting it mildly. I didn’t just want to punch out Atmosfear. I wanted to kill him.

So, with a nod, I lowered my Ice Daggers and said, “Fine. We’ll go with you to the meeting tonight.”

Audionator flashed a happy smile when I said that. “Excellent. Now gather ‘round, all of you. If we’re going to pull this off, we need to be on the same page. And the only way we can do that is if we talk through our plan first, though I don’t think you’ll enjoy your role in it, Winter.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Audionator was right: I didn’t enjoy my role in the plan. Not one bit.

It was close to midnight now and we were in Southern Adventure City. Audionator and I, along with our Sidekicks, stood in front of the back door of an abandoned theater that, according to my map, was known as the Goldsmith Theater. According to the location’s description on the map, the Goldsmith Theater was an old-fashioned theater founded by Robert Goldsmith, a rich oil baron, back in the late 1950s. It closed down about twenty years ago after it was deemed unsafe for the public, but the building itself, grand and majestic, still stood in Southern Adventure City, considered a landmark by the residents. Due to its status as a historical landmark, it had not been bulldozed down.

And I had to admit it was an impressive building. In comparison to the rather drab apartments and buildings scattered around it, the Goldsmith Theater had a big, wide-open entrance and tall spires rising from within it. It looked almost like a medieval castle in the middle of a futuristic city, which was apparently deliberate on Goldsmith’s part, who had personally designed the building after his family’s castle that had been built in Europe during the Middle Ages. Supposedly, it was said to be haunted by the spirits of actors who died there during plays, but Audionator assured me that the rumors were false and that we didn’t need to worry about running into any ghosts. Of course, I had been assured that the last haunted place I’d visited had been ghost-free as well, only to end up in the fight for my life against them, so I was a little skeptical of Audionator’s reassurances.

Instead of going through the front, however, we had decided to enter through the back. This was part of the plan, which was simple: Audionator was going to hand me over to Atmosfear as proof of his loyalty to the Slayers.

Now, he wasn’t actually going to hand me over. The cuffs he put on me and Cy were designed to resemble Power Inhibitors but in fact were functionally useless. It was merely a ploy to allow me to get close enough to take out Atmosfear when he had his guard down. Audionator believed that Atmosfear would be so happy to see me in chains that he wouldn’t even suspect that it was a trap.

You can guess why I didn’t like his plan. While the fake Power Inhibitors that Cy and I wore were far more fragile than they looked, I still didn’t like the idea of walking into a meeting of some of the most Villainous players in the game. After all, I had already met a good chunk of the Slayers and killed more than a few. If the rest of the Slayers were anything like Atmosfear, then they probably all held a grudge against me for interfering with their plans.

In essence, I felt like a duck waddling into a lion’s cage … a cage full of very hungry, very angry lions that already hated me because I’d punched them in the face.

But I didn’t care, not really. I was ready to take any chance I could get to take down Atmosfear. Besides, it wasn’t like Audionator and I were going in entirely alone. Busker and Spiritus were going to enter through the roof and keep an eye on the proceedings from the rafters. Should things go south, Busker and Spiritus would distract the Slayers long enough to allow all of us to escape.

Also, Audionator believed that Mayor Williams might be present at this meeting tonight. At the very least, we should be able to find out what the Slayers did with him and if he is still alive or not. The closer we get to finding Mayor Williams, the closer we got to cracking the Faded Flag mystery, and the closer I got to finally finishing this mission once and for all. It was a risk worth taking, in my opinion.

The worst case scenario I could imagine was that Paradox might be here, too. Audionator assured me that Paradox probably would not be present at tonight’s meeting because Paradox didn’t take a very active or front center role in the Slayers. From what Audionator had gathered, Atmosfear was the ‘face’ of the Slayer leadership, while Paradox actually pulled the strings in the background. Therefore, Paradox himself was unlikely to appear even if we attacked the Slayers, though I did point out that Paradox had intervened the last time I almost killed Atmosfear.

Still, even if Paradox was here, this was our best bet at finding Mayor Williams. I would consider tonight’s mission a success even if we only found out where Mayor Williams was, though I would try my best to arrest or kill Atmosfear as well.

“Okay, you two,” said Audionator as the four of us stood in front of the back door, “I need you guys to act like you don’t want to be here.”

“That’s easy,” I said dryly, “because I don’t want to be here. I’d rather be back in bed with Sally.”

“Same here,” said Cy. “Er, I mean, I don’t want to be in bed with Sally, but I do want to be back in my bed. With myself. Which, wow, I just realized sounds kind of wrong, but—”

“Right, but really make sure you look like it,” said Audionator. “If they even suspect that this is a trap, they’ll probably kill us all. Last thing I need is for all of my hard work to go down the toilet because you guys don’t know how to act. Now wear these bags.”

Audionator suddenly pulled out a couple of dark hoods from his inventory and pulled them over our heads. In an instant, both Cy and I wore dark hoods on our heads that made it impossible to see anything before us.

“Why do we need to wear these hoods?” I asked. “They feel kind of restrictive.”

“And itchy,” Cy added. “Really itchy.”

“Because I want Atmosfear to think I took the proper precautions to make sure you guys don’t know where we are,” said Audionator, who I could hear, but not see, through my hood. “Anyway, it’s go-time. Keep quiet, don’t speak unless spoken to, and act as miserable as possible. Put on the best show you can. After all, you’re going up against a pretty tough crowd, so bring your A-game, okay?”

I nodded. After all, I was already pretty miserable as is. Having to act the part was easy, even though my acting experience was limited to a school play from fourth grade. I didn’t say that aloud, however, and just waited as I heard Audionator knock on the door.

A second later, a voice I didn’t recognize said, “Password?”

“Donut,” said Audionator without missing a beat.

I wanted to groan. Was Atmosfear the one who made up that password? Donut was his favorite insult for me. The fact that he made it the password just showed how much he hated me.

“Password accepted,” said the voice. “But who are your guests?”

“Who do they look like, genius?” said Audionator in a voice that was a lot harsher than he normally used.

“They look like—” the voice paused. “No way. It’s him?”

“Who else?” said Audionator impatiently. “Now are you going to let us in or are you just going to stand there staring at us like an idiot?”

The voice didn’t respond, but I heard the door open and then felt Pie Boy, who was still munching on a piece of peanut butter pie, push me and Cy forward. We walked forward, unable to see a thing through these thick hoods, and a moment later I heard a door close behind us.

Cy and I continued to walk forward. I followed Audionator, who I could hear walking before us. A part of me was afraid I might trip over something, but I guess the path we took must have been clear because I didn’t trip over anything at all. I did, however, hear what sounded like the movements and murmurings of a crowd somewhere up ahead. Given how the entirety of the Slayers was supposed to be present tonight, I assumed that the assembled Slayers must be in the audience. My Hero Sense was going crazy sensing all of the Villains nearby, but I tried not to show it as I followed Audionator to the stage.

“Stop,” said Audionator in a low voice. “And wait.”

Cy and I came to a stop. We must have been very close to the stage now because I could hear the voices far more clearly. I couldn’t make out the words of the assembled Villains, but I could hear their tones. Most of them sounded excited, while a few were worried, but all of them sounded curious. It seemed to me that the Slayers did not know exactly what to expect from tonight’s meeting, which was something we might be able to use to our advantage if we were smart. We might be able to take them by surprise in more ways than one.

“Atmosfear is walking on stage,” said Audionator in a whisper of a voice. “Looks like he’s going to give a speech.”

That explained why the voices in the audience were starting to die down, though I caught a handful of murmurs here and there. Still, it was amazing how everyone quieted down when Atmosfear appeared. I wasn’t sure if Atmosfear really had that great of a stage presence or if they were just an unusually polite group of Villains who were planning to become gods one day. In any case, I stood as still as I could, listening closely to Atmosfear’s speech.

“It’s good to see y’all here!” said Atmosfear’s voice, his familiar Southern drawl as loud as a bomb going off. “Looks like we’ve got a full house tonight, which is just fantastic. I expected most of you losers to stay home and pleasure yourselves tonight, but looks like you decided to answer my summons anyway. That’s good. Very good, in fact.”

I heard a few murmurs, but no one dared speak out against Atmosfear’s words. Not surprising, really. Atmosfear would probably kill anyone who criticized him. It made me wonder why so many Villains followed Atmosfear. I guess they must have really wanted godhood that badly if they were willing to put up with a total psycho like him. Then again, from what I’d seen of the Slayers so far, most of them were barely better than he was.

“Now, you are all probably wondering what we’re going to discuss tonight,” Atmosfear continued. “In the invites I sent out, I deliberately kept details about the subject of tonight’s speech vague. That way, if any of the invites were intercepted by hostile parties, our enemies wouldn’t be able to figure out what we were going to talk about.”

“Is that true?” I muttered softly to Audionator.

“Yes,” said Audionator in an equally quiet voice. “The message I got just said there was going to be a general Slayer meeting tonight. The only thing it said was that there was going to be a couple of announcements, but it didn’t say what the big announcement was.”

I didn’t nod because I didn’t want anyone to see that Audionator and I were talking. I wasn’t sure if there was anyone else around, but I had to assume that there were guards backstage whose job was to ensure that the meeting was not interrupted. I listened to Atmosfear more closely than ever, my Powers at the ready just in case I needed them.

“But here’s the thing: We’re not going to have just one big announcement tonight,” said Atmosfear. “Oh, no, sir. We’re going to have two big announcements. And both are very relevant to Paradox’s plans. Indeed, you might say that tonight’s announcements are exactly what we’ve been praying to Paradox for a very long time.”

Two big announcements? What could he mean by that? I knew they were going to show me on stage, but what was the other announcement?

Before I could ask, however, Atmosfear barked, “Audionator! Bring tonight’s guests up on stage. Now.”

“Showtime,” Audionator muttered under his breath as he led me and Cy up the steps to the stage.

Thanks to my hood, I still couldn’t see anything and accidentally stumbled on a couple of the steps as we climbed up them. Eventually, I heard the sounds of my footsteps on the wooden stage, which were eerily quiet in the theater. Despite not being able to see anything, I could sense the eyes of every Villain in the theater on me and Cy. I even heard a few voices in the front rows whispering among each other about who I was, but then a strong hand grabbed me and turned me to face the audience.

“Do you see who this is, my fellow Slayers?” said Atmosfear, his voice even louder up close than it was from a distance. “If you can’t, don’t feel bad about it. I’ll show you myself.”

Without warning, someone ripped the hoods off of my and Cy’s heads. The abrupt change from the thick darkness of the hoods to the blinding lights on the theater stage made it impossible to see anything at first, but a few blinks of my eyes later, my eyes adjusted and I could now see where I stood.

The Goldsmith Theater was even bigger on the inside than I thought. We stood on a large, wide-open stage underneath red curtains. Bright stage lights above focused down on us, putting a literal spotlight on me and Cy. The air was dry and stale, while the floorboards creaked softly under my feet.

More importantly, however, was the audience. Dozens of Villains sat in the old, dusty-looking chairs. Most of them were new to me, but I did recognize a few. Huntsman sat in the front, stroking his pet cheetah on the head, his cold eyes peeking out from underneath the brim of his safari hat. Cinders sat next to him, holding his hand with her own, which apparently didn’t hurt Huntsman even though she was still on fire. Beside Cinders sat her sidekick, Blinders, who despite being blind was looking up at the stage along with everyone else. I even saw Puppetmaster, though he sat closer to the back, his hands steepled together like he was deep in thought.

All in all, it looked like a real family reunion of some of the worst Villains in the game. And each and every one of them was looking at me with pure murder in their eyes.


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

“See?” said Atmosfear beside me. “It’s Winter and his idiotic Sidekick, Cyclone, in the flesh!”

As soon as Atmosfear said that, it was like a spell over the audience had broken. Immediately, various Villains began shouting curses at me. With so many Villains screaming at once, I could barely make out anything, but I did catch a few choice curses:

“Kill him! Kill him now!”

“What is he doing here? I thought Paradox deleted him!”

“He deserves to be strung up and left for dead like the pig he is!”

Suddenly, a tomato flew out of the crowd and smacked into my face.

“Hey!” Cy shouted angrily. “Who threw that tomato? I want one, too!”

This time, a shoe came out of the audience and smacked into Cy’s forehead, almost knocking him off his feet before Audionator grabbed him and put him upright.

“That wasn’t a tomato!” Cy shouted back in a slightly dazed voice.

I sighed deeply, but then Atmosfear shouted, “All of you idiots need to shut up! Now!”

His voice bellowed across the audience like the winds of a tornado, instantly making everyone shut up. It was amazing to see the crowd of Villains go from calling for my blood to shutting up as soon as Atmosfear told them to. A few of the Villains even looked outright afraid, though not Huntsman, for example, who just smirked.

But hearing Atmosfear tell them to shut up made me look at him more closely, because it had been a while since I last saw him.

Atmosfear looked almost completely different from the last time I saw him. Although his Roman centurian-style helmet with a futuristic visor was basically the same, the rest of his armor was totally different. Large vacuum-like cannons were attached to his forearms. His armor, though still red and silver, was sleeker than before, more aerodynamic. At his side was some kind of gunblade that I had never seen before. He also had a jetpack on his back, probably to give him the ability to fly.

I wondered where Atmosfear got all of those new toys. Then again, given how Atmosfear had lost to me the last time we fought, he must have decided to upgrade his Equipment so he would have a better chance of winning. Regardless, I had to make sure I didn’t underestimate him. I had no idea what his new Equipment might do or what new Powers it might give him. Best to play it safe for now.

Lowering his hands, Atmosfear grinned. “That’s good. I know how much all of us hate Winter—trust me, I hate him more than all of you combined—but I didn’t bring him up on stage just so you can throw your trash at him. I wanted to show you that we had managed to capture our biggest and worst enemy. And it’s all thanks to Audionator here, our newest member.”

Audionator stood up and bowed. “It was no problem, really. I tricked Winter into letting me in his Base on the false basis that I wanted to join his Team. As soon as he and his dumb Sidekick here let their guard down, I knocked them both out and took them here.”

“Excellent,” said Atmosfear, clapping his hands. He looked at the other Slayers. “Did you all hear that? This noob managed to do what the rest of you idiots failed to do: Namely, captured Winter. I’d say that means he’s a bigger badass than all of you losers combined. Do better!”

I still marveled at the way that Atmosfear was able to scream and shout at the other Villains, even calling them fairly insulting names, and not a single one of them responded. The only one whose reaction I noticed was Huntsman’s, who simply rolled his eyes as if he was used to Atmosfear insulting them all for no reason. I guess they must have really wanted godhood if they were willing to put up with that kind of abuse.

Atmosfear suddenly laid a hand on my shoulder, causing me to look at him. The two of us stood just a few feet apart now, glaring into each other’s eyes.

“How was the Junkyard, donut?” said Atmosfear. “I hear it’s supposed to be awful.”

“It—”

I didn’t get a chance to finish my sentence before Atmosfear punched me in the face. The unexpected blow almost knocked me over, but Atmosfear grabbed the collar of my Costume and pulled me upright. The attack didn’t take very much Health off my bar, but it did hurt and confuse me for a moment.

“I didn’t ask for your opinion, Frosty,” said Atmosfear. He let go of my collar and stepped away from me. “Man, that felt great. I could do that all day, but sadly I have more important things to do than beat you up all night.”

I bit my lower lip. Right now, I needed to practice self-control. It wasn’t time for me to attack yet. I did, however, glance up at the rafters very briefly, hoping to catch a glimpse of Busker, but I didn’t see my brother or his Sidekick anywhere. I had no idea if they were inside the theater yet, but I hoped they were. Atmosfear seemed to imply that he wasn’t going to kill me or Cy just yet, but given how riled up the crowd of Villains was, that could easily change on a dime in the next few minutes depending on how things went.

“So here he is,” said Atmosfear, gesturing at me again. “I know most of y’all haven’t seen him in person yet, so take this moment to get a good look at him before we terminate him.”

“He looks even stupider in person,” one of the Villains—an obese-looking man with the nametag [VILLAIN MUNCHER] hovering over his head—shouted from somewhere in the back of the theater. “Like a snowflake that grew legs and can walk.”

“A walking snowflake,” Atmosfear said as if tasting the insult. “Yeah, I like that. He does look like a walking snowflake, doesn’t he?”

“You kind of do, boss,” Cy muttered under his breath. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that, per se, but—”

“Shut up,” I growled under my breath. “Remember the plan, which does not involve calling me a walking snowflake.”

Cy nodded ever-so-slightly, but I could tell he was still thinking about how much I resembled a snowflake. As annoying as that was, however, I still kept calm. The time to act wasn’t yet.

“Now that’s the first big announcement,” said Atmosfear. He looked out over the crowd with his trademark deadly grin. “The second big announcement is even better, if you can believe it. Does everyone want to know what it is?”

“Tell us!” cried a voice from the audience.

“Yeah!” another Villain I recognized, Vineman, shouted. “Please tell us!”

“All right, all right,” said Atmosfear, raising his hands into the air. “Settle down, now, settle down. I’m going to get to it, but it’s going to be a bit different from the last announcement. It’s about the final piece of the puzzle we need, the last thing we need in order to pull off Paradox’s plans and bring about the new world that all of us will rule as gods!”

Cheers erupted from the audience, but I just glanced at Audionator again. Of course, Audionator looked as mystified as I was by Atmosfear’s announcement. He had said that the invite hadn’t said what the big announcement was. We had assumed that Atmosfear was just going to announce that Audionator had captured Cy and me, but it looked like our capture wasn’t the only big announcement Atmosfear had in store. Whatever it was must have been even more important than we thought if what Atmosfear said about how it would help Paradox complete his plans were true.

“Shut up, all of you!” Atmosfear yelled again. “Seriously, I feel like I’m the only adult in the room sometimes. But I can’t blame y’all, honestly. If I were in the audience with you, I’d also be screaming my head off.”

“Get to the point already!” shouted another Villain. “We’re listening!”

“Okay, okay, hold your horses,” said Atmosfear, holding up his hands again. “But I think this sort of announcement is better shown than spoken. It will be far more stunning that way, I think.”

Atmosfear looked off to the side. “Hey, Master Chief, come out and show us what you found!”

To my surprise, Technosoldier stepped out from the curtains on the other side of the stage. He carried a simple cardboard box in his hands, though the way he carried it made me think there had to be something valuable inside. Technosoldier and I briefly looked at each other, but then Technosoldier turned his attention to Atmosfear, who watched him approach with a big grin on his face.

“Hello, Atmosfear,” said Technosoldier, stopping a few feet away from him. He held out the box. “I have the item, as you requested.”

Atmosfear snatched the box from Technosoldier’s hands. “Thanks, space marine. This is what we’re looking for, right?”

“Yes,” said Technosoldier, nodding, though I noticed he didn’t seem to care much for Atmosfear. “I checked myself.”

“Excellent, excellent,” said Atmosfear with a nod of his own. “Lord Paradox will bless you greatly for your discovery.”

A small smile crossed Technosoldier’s lips when Atmosfear said that. “I am just doing my part in ensuring immortality and godhood for all of us.”

“Right you are,” said Atmosfear. “In fact, I’d say you’ve played the most important part so far.”

Then Atmosfear looked toward the audience and held up the box. “See what I got here?”

“A cardboard box?” said Blinders, which made me wonder how he saw it.

“No, you blind idiot,” Atmosfear snapped. “It’s what’s inside the box that matters. Let me show you.”

Atmosfear ripped open the cardboard box and yanked something out from within. He then tossed the now-empty cardboard box aside and unfurled the item within, saying as he did so, “Ta-da!”

Every eye in the theater had fallen on the object that Atmosfear now held, my own included.

The item in Atmosfear’s hands looked like an old, tattered version of the American flag at first, but upon closer inspection, I realized that it was actually a Costume styled to look like the American flag. It looked like it must have seen a lot of use, based on how frayed the cape and sleeves were. The faded colors, however, looked natural. In fact, I was pretty sure I had seen this Costume somewhere once before, but I didn’t want to say aloud what it was just yet in case I was wrong.

“What is that?” said Huntsman from the front row. “A Costume?”

“Not just any Costume, my dear Huntsman, but the most important Costume of them all,” said Atmosfear. “Ladies and gentlemen, may I introduce you to the original Costume of Faded Flag—the greatest Hero of all time—itself.”

I sharply breathed in, while Cy stared at the Costume with renewed interest. Even Audionator and Pie Boy seemed more interested now, though the two of them also looked a little confused by this revelation. Giggles, who I noticed standing within the curtains on the other side of the stage, smirked, though it was hard to understand why.

“I can see all of you are confused and wondering what’s so special about this Costume,” said Atmosfear. His vile grin grew even wider. “Aside from the great Stat bonuses it offers, this Costume isn’t just a Costume. It’s also a clue, a map, to the location of Faded Flag himself.”

I started when Atmosfear said that and looked at the Costume again, this time with far more interest than before. What did Atmosfear mean that the Costume was a map to Faded Flag? If Faded Flag had left Capes Online, then where could it possibly lead to? And why were the Slayers so interested in finding Faded Flag in the first place?

The rest of the Slayers seemed to wonder the same thing, if the murmurs in the crowd were any indication. Technosoldier was the only one who didn’t look surprised, however. Given how he had been the one to deliver the Costume to Atmosfear in the first place, I guess he must have known what it was.

“And I trust you all know why we want to find Faded Flag, right?” said Atmosfear, looking around at the assembled crowd of Slayers. “If we find Faded Flag, we can become gods … and if we can become gods, no one will be able to stop us!”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

Okay, now that explained why they were looking for Faded Flag. The Villains in the crowd cheered at Atmosfear’s pronouncement. As for me, however, I could only stare at Faded Flag’s Costume in surprise. If what Atmosfear said was true, then Faded Flag was even more important than I thought, because he apparently had the secret to godhood or something. Although I still didn’t understand how they were supposed to ‘find’ a player who had deleted his account a long time ago.

Regardless, I couldn’t let Atmosfear and the Slayers find Faded Flag. Whether Faded Flag was indeed the key to their future ascension to godhood or whether Atmosfear was lying, the point was that I couldn’t let Atmosfear even attempt to try it.

That meant I needed to grab that Costume. It wasn’t very far from me. Atmosfear literally stood right next to me, brandishing Faded Flag’s Costume like a bullfighter’s flag. I could actually reach over and grab it from his hands right this very instant, but it still wasn’t the right time to strike just yet. I could take on Atmosfear by myself, but attacking Atmosfear would inevitably unleash the wrath of the rest of the Slayers upon me. No way would I be able to fight off all of them on my own. I needed a distraction.

I looked up at the rafters again. This time, I saw him. Or rather, his outline. Busker and Spiritus were moving along the rafters overhead, no doubt using Spiritus’ Invisibility to hide from the sight of others. I was kind of surprised that the Slayers hadn’t yet sensed or noticed him, given how many Villains were here, but no one ever accused this particular crowd of bad guys of being perceptive.

A soft ping in my ear told me that I had a message. It was a Team Chat from Busker, which read thus:

Busker Burn: Hey, bro. I’m ready to let all hell loose on these bad guys. When I start throwing fireballs everywhere, I’m gonna need you to grab that Costume and get the hell out of here, just like we planned.

Me: Sure thing. But please hurry. I’m not sure how much longer they’re going to remain distracted by the pretty colors of Faded Flag’s Costume.

No response from Busker, but I knew he was just getting into position. I remained as calm as possible, doing my best not to let any of the Villains even suspect that there might be anything out of the ordinary about to happen.

“Is that really Faded Flag’s Costume?” said Vineman. “How do we know it’s real?”

“Trust me, it’s real,” said Technosoldier, addressing the entire crowd when he said that. “Mayor Williams showed me where I could find it. I can confirm that it definitely once belonged to Faded Flag and that it’s also the key to godhood, as Atmosfear just said.”

“What he said,” said Atmosfear. He suddenly tossed the Costume back to Technosoldier, who caught it. “We’ll need to get it to Paradox now so he can see it, but it won’t be long now before the entire game—and much more—bows under our collective rule. It’s going to be awesome.”

More cheers from the assembled Villains. Even Huntsman cracked a triumphant grin, which was definitely not a good sign. Of course, what the Villains didn’t know was that their precious plans to take over the world were just about to be thwarted.

“But first, we have some unfinished business to attend to,” said Atmosfear. He looked at me and Cy. “These two need to be executed. Permanently.”

Without warning, Giggles appeared behind us and kicked us both in the back of the knees. Cy and I fell down to our knees with a grunt, while Atmosfear walked up to the edge of the stage and spread his arms wide in a rather theatrical gesture.

“As you all know, Winter and his stupid Sidekick here have been a thorn in our side since the Blackout,” said Atmosfear. “I don’t have enough fingers on both of my hands to count the number of times Snowflake and Windbag here got in the way of our plans. Well, actually, I could count them all, but the point is they’ve persistently been a problem. We thought we dealt with them earlier when Paradox deleted them, but that obviously didn’t work the way we expected it to, now did it?”

“Behead him!” a Villain shouted.

“Grab a rusty chainsaw and shove it up his ass!” a Sidekick I didn’t recognize shouted.

“Hang him from the rafters and let us break him and his Sidekick open like a pinata!” shouted Vineman in a bloodthirsty tone.

Atmosfear paused at that last suggestion, stroking his chin with one hand in thought. “You know, that last one sounds like an awful lot of fun. But I’ve already decided how we’re going to kill these two and it’s going to be simple and practical.”

Atmosfear suddenly whirled around and marched up to me. He drew the gunblade from his side and thrust its cold metal barrel against my forehead.

“Imma shoot them both dead,” said Atmosfear, glancing over his shoulders at the other Slayers. “One bullet each. They might be superheroes, but I know for a fact that their skulls aren’t bulletproof.”

“Boo!” Muncher shouted from the audience. “You should let me eat them! I’m starving.”

Atmosfear shook his head. “Nope, pal. You’re on a diet, remember? No, I’ve wasted too much time trying to kill these two in special ways when I could have just killed them the old-fashioned way. The most important lesson my dear old dad taught me before he tragically passed away was that the simplest method is usually the best method, and I can’t think of a method any simpler than shooting someone in the head with a gun.”

Discontented murmurs swept through the crowd at Atmosfear’s pronouncement, causing Atmosfear to suddenly shout, “Unless one of you idiots wants to get a bullet in the head, too? ‘Cause I’ve got plenty of bullets to go around and then some.”

That shut up the Slayers very quickly, though I could tell that most of them were still disappointed with the rather anti-climactic way that Atmosfear chose to kill me.

Not that I cared very much about how they felt about my impending death, however. I was trying to mentally tell Busker to attack. Atmosfear’s finger was on the trigger of his gunblade and at point blank range I would definitely die once he fired the gun. Even if I didn’t die right away, I would probably die in a few seconds from blood loss. Cy wouldn’t last much longer.

“There,” said Atmosfear. He looked down at me again. “Now that the backseat drivers have shut up, I think it’s time we put an end to you.”

I smiled, despite how terrified I was. “You do realize that killing me won’t stop me forever, right? Cy and I will just respawn in our Base, which will be a little inconvenient, I admit, but hardly the total victory you seem to think it will be.”

To my surprise, Atmosfear pulled the barrel of his gun from my forehead before suddenly shoving it in my face against, this time putting my mouth and nose in it. The scent of gunpowder entered my nostrils. Although I might have been a Texan boy who loved shooting, I had to admit I didn’t care much for the smell of gunpowder, especially gunpowder that was going to be used to shoot in my face.

“You think I didn’t realize that?” said Atmosfear. “This isn’t just any old ordinary gunblade, my friend. I like to call this the Terminator. It’s a special weapon designed by our former SI Games friend that can terminate players and Sidekicks if it lands a killing blow. Meaning that once I pull this trigger, you won’t respawn in your Base or even end up in the Junkyard again. You’ll just die, and this time, there will be no one to save you.”

My eyes widened. If Atmosfear was telling the truth, then no wonder he was so happy and confident about killing me. I now hoped Busker acted immediately because if he didn’t—

“Now, then,” said Atmosfear. “Pray to Baby Jesus, Nyle, because that’s who you’re going to be seeing in a few—”

Atmosfear never got to finish his sentence because at that moment a single notification appeared not just in my view, but in the vision of everyone in the Theater:

[Anti-Hero+ Busker Burn] used Firestorm!

“Busker Burn?” said Atmosfear, apparently reading the same notification as me. “Firestorm? What the—”

Dozens of fireballs the size of watermelons crashed down from the rafters onto the crowd of Slayers. The resulting explosions sent Villains and Sidekicks flying. A few of the weaker Villains even got killed outright, but most just either lost a ton of Health or were knocked out from the blast or got extremely injured. Atmosfear looked over his shoulder in shock, saying, “Fire? Where did that come from?”

Seeing my chance, I snapped the fake Power Inhibitors apart and blasted Atmosfear in the face with Ice Beam. The Ice Beam sent Atmosfear staggering backward, but then Audionator stepped forward and unleashed a loud sound blast that struck Atmosfear and knocked him over the edge of the stage into the burning seats below.

“Boss!” said Giggles, holding out a hand. “No!”

Cy quickly broke his own fake Power Inhibitors and lunged at Giggles. He stabbed his Kunai into Giggles’ throat and ripped it out, sending the Assassin’s blood flying everywhere. Giggles gasped for air one last time before his Health dropped to zero and he collapsed onto the stage, earning me this notification:

[Sidekick Giggles] has been killed! +2,000 EXP!

Dismissing that notification, I looked over at Technosoldier, who still held Faded Flag’s Costume and had a bewildered look on his face.

“What is going on here?” said Technosoldier, looking at me and Audionator in confusion. “Audionator, I thought you were on our side.”

Audionator, however, shook his head rapidly. “Sorry, but it was just an act so I could get close enough to find out what you guys are up to. I’m actually with the Department of VR.”

“The Department of VR?” said Technosoldier. He shook his head and grunted. “So this was all just a set-up. If it’s the Costume you want, you can’t have it.”

Technosoldier turned and ran, but I activated Flight and flew over his head. Landing on the other side of the stage, I summoned both of my Ice Daggers as Technosoldier came to a stop.

“Sorry, Technosoldier, but we’re not going to let you get away that easily,” I said. “Hand over the Costume peacefully and no one will have to get hurt.”

Technosoldier took a step backward and glanced over his shoulder. Audionator, Pie Boy, and Cy blocked off his only other avenue of escape. And with the rest of the Slayers currently on fire and trying to deal with Busker, who kept hurling fireballs at any of them who tried to get away or fight back, Technosoldier was effectively trapped.

“I’ll never give this Costume over to you,” said Technosoldier, holding the Costume closer to his chest. “It’s for Lord Paradox and Lord Paradox alone.”

I sighed. “Come on, kid. I know you Slayers or Digitus guys or whatever you’re calling yourselves now all worship Paradox, but this is ridiculous. How do you expect to take on all four of us at once and win?”

Technosoldier smiled. “When did I ever say I was by myself?”

Before I could ask him what he meant, my Hero Sense suddenly started going crazy. I mean, even crazier than normal. I looked around, but didn’t see any Villains aside from the ones in the crowd that were still dealing with Busker and Spiritus. “Guys, do you sense that or is it just—”

Suddenly, the shadows twisted around me and a giant hand made of shadow grabbed me and lifted me off the ground. Startled, I tried to fight against it, but the shadow hand was too strong for me to break. Three other shadow hands grabbed Cy, Audionator, and Pie Boy, snatching them off the stage like toys on the floor of a child’s room. All of us tried to break free, but these shadow hands were just too strong for us to break.

“What is going on here?” I said, looking at the solid shadow hand crushing me in its grasp. “Do you have shadow Powers or something?”

Technosoldier shook his head. “No, I’m afraid not. That would be my Sidekick’s handiwork.”

“Did I do a good job, sir?” came a voice from the shadows suddenly.

A silhouette of a teenage girl stepped out from the shadows behind the curtains. At first, I thought she was just covered in darkness until I realized that she was literally a walking silhouette. Above her head hovered the nametag [SIDEKICK SHADOW GAL], which I suppose was appropriate for a girl who appeared to be made out of literal shadow.

“You did an excellent job, Shadow Gal,” said Technosoldier sincerely. “I really mean it. I thought they were going to get me for a moment there.”

“No problem, sir,” said Shadow Gal cheerfully. “That’s what I’m here for, after all.”

I gritted my teeth. I had completely forgotten about the fact that Technosoldier had a Sidekick. Of course, the last time I saw Technosoldier he didn’t seem to have his Sidekick with him, but I should have expected him to have one at least.

“Now, if you’ll excuse me, I got to get out of here,” said Technosoldier. He waved the Costume at me mockingly. “I have a delivery to make.”

“What should I do with these guys, sir?” said Shadow Gal, glancing up at us with dark eyes that I couldn’t see. “Hold them here until you leave?”

Technosoldier, however, shook his head. “No, I want you to do a lot more than that, girl. I want you to kill them so they won’t be a problem for us ever again.”

Shadow Gal nodded. “Yes, sir.”

Shadow Gal held up her hands and squeezed them tightly.

At the same time, the shadow hands holding us also squeezed as tightly as iron. The breath was forced out of my lungs and my Health bar began to drop like a rock.

Unless someone did something soon, we would all die within the next few seconds. Horribly.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

Right when my Health hit the halfway point, however, a fireball came out of nowhere and struck the floor at Technosoldier and Shadow Gal’s feet. The resulting explosion sent both Technosoldier and Shadow Gal flying. It also caused the shadow hands to dissipate, causing me and the others to fall and land on our feet, though I had to admit I was still a little woozy from getting almost crushed to death by the giant shadow hands.

“Bro, you okay?” Busker shouted.

I looked over and saw Busker hovering above the still-burning theater seats. It looked like most of the Slayers had either been killed off or run away by now, though I still saw quite a few of them running around trying to put out the fire on themselves.

I gave Busker the thumbs up. “I’m fine! You just work on keeping the Slayers busy. We’ll get the Costume from Technosoldier!”

Without waiting to see if Busker would listen to my advice, I turned toward Technosoldier and Shadow Gal. The two of them had landed several feet away from me toward the back of the stage. They weren’t dead—both of them still had over 90% of their Health left—but it looked like Technosoldier had dropped Faded Flag’s Costume because I spotted it lying on the stage between us and Technosoldier.

Seeing my chance, I rushed over to pick it up, but didn’t get too far before my Hero Sense went off, warning me of a threat to my left, and ducked my head just in time to avoid a sword coming at my head. Skidding to the right, I looked and saw Atmosfear had somehow sneaked up on me without me noticing. His armor was scorched black and the plume on his helmet was almost burned off completely, but otherwise he looked fine, if murderously angry.

“I knew it was too good to be true,” said Atmosfear, raising the Terminator over his head. “No way you would ever let yourself get captured by a loser like Audionator!”

Summoning my Ice Daggers, I said, “Well, it’s like my dad always said: If it’s too good to be true, then it probably is.”

Atmosfear scowled, but before he could do anything, Cy appeared behind him and slashed at his back with his Kunai.

But Atmosfear Dodged Cy’s Kunai and, whirling around, slashed Cy across the chest with the Terminator. Cy cried out in pain and collapsed onto the stage, clutching his bleeding chest as his own blood started to pool underneath him.

I didn’t get a chance to save Cy, however, because Atmosfear slashed at me again. I raised both of my Ice Daggers and caught his gunblade on them both with Block, but he forced me down to my knees anyway with surprising strength.

“Surprised?” said Atmosfear, perhaps noticing the shock in my eyes. “Don’t be. I’ve been level-grinding while you’re away. Boring work, but can’t argue with the results, results that are going to help me kill you for good.”

Gritting my teeth, I said, “It’s not always about who’s the strongest, Bryce. Sometimes, it’s also about who is the smartest.”

I suddenly dropped my Ice Daggers and Dodged to the side. Taken by surprise by my move, Atmosfear slammed the Terminator into the spot on the floor where I’d been kneeling before. I reached out and grabbed the side of his armor, activating Freezing Touch at the same time.

But to my surprise, instead of icing over his armor like it normally would, it felt like my own Energy rebounded into my arm. Crying out in pain, I ripped my arm away from Atmosfear’s armor and staggered backward. Glancing at my arm, I was shocked to see a thick coating of ice now covered it up to my shoulder. Even weirder, the ice actually hurt, even though my Ice Typing should have given me an immunity to pain from ice.

A notification appeared in my view:

[Villain Atmosfear]’s Blowback Armor rebounds your Energy and negates your Ice immunity!

Debuff added: Frozen Arm [Right]. -50% Dexterity. Duration: 2 minutes.

“You know what, Nyle?” said Atmosfear as he rose to his feet again, twirling the Terminator in his hand. “You’re right that it’s not all about Strength and whose got the biggest muscles. It’s also about having the right Equipment, such as my Blowback Armor, which deflects Status Effect Powers like yours back onto the user AND negates whatever elemental immunities you might have. Neat, huh?”

I gritted my teeth. I had to admit that was some pretty awesome armor. I could think of several uses for it myself just off the top of my head. The gamer in me wanted to ask Atmosfear where he got it, but the cop in me reminded me that this was still a battle to the death and I couldn’t afford to let my guard down around Atmosfear, not unless I wanted to get terminated.

I glanced at Technosoldier and Shadow Gal. I had expected them to have escaped by now, but instead they were both busily fighting Audionator and Pie Guy. So far, the two sides seemed evenly matched. Faded Flag’s Costume still lay on the ground where Technosoldier had dropped it. It was just a few feet away from me. If I moved now—

My Hero Sense was the only warning I got that Atmosfear’s sword was coming my way. I Dodged backward at the last second, once again barely avoiding getting my head taken off my shoulders, and looked at Atmosfear, who was still grinning at me with his trademark crazy grin.

“Hey now, don’t forget about little ol’ me,” said Atmosfear, twirling his sword. “Didn’t anyone tell you that the quickest way to die in battle is by not paying attention to your surroundings?”

As much as I hated to admit it, Atmosfear was right. I couldn’t get the Costume while I was fighting him. I needed to take out Atmosfear fast, grab the Costume, and get out of here. Busker was still keeping the rest of the Slayers busy, but I had no idea how much longer he was going to be able to keep that up. Time was running out and once it did, it would be game over for all of us.

So I summoned and threw my Ice Daggers at Atmosfear, which he batted out of the air easily, but then I fired an Ice Beam that hit him in the chest and sent him staggering. I followed it up with another Ice Beam, but Atmosfear Dodged that one with ease, aimed the Terminator, and fired.

A bullet shot out of the Terminator’s barrel and flew toward me. The bullet struck me in the shoulder, taking off 10% of my Health and making me groan in pain, especially when I saw this notification:

Debuff added: Bullet Wound [Right Shoulder]. -10% Dexterity.

Damn it, but before I could do anything about my Dexterity, Atmosfear thrust his hand forward and closed his fist tightly.

Immediately, the air around me vanished and I got a notification informing me I was suffering from the Suffocation debuff. I quickly held my breath, but even with my stronger-than-average lungs, I wouldn’t be able to hold out forever. Sooner or later I would need to open my mouth and breathe, but opening my mouth now would be a good way to kill myself.

Desperate, I activated Ice Slide and zoomed toward Atmosfear. As I zoomed toward Atmosfear, I punched him in the gut, making him gasp in pain. It must have also shattered his concentration because when I opened my mouth again, I found that I could breathe air again.

Without hesitation, I swung my frozen arm at Atmosfear, but Atmosfear just Dodged it with ease and then slashed at me with the Terminator. I summoned another Ice Dagger at the last minute, however, and Blocked the attack, but then the handle of the Ice Dagger felt slippery all of a sudden and the weapon went flying out of my hands, landing somewhere in the burning audience on the other side of the stage.

Raising the Terminator above his head, Atmosfear brought the sword down on me. Without thinking, I activated Ice Barrier, forming a thick barrier of ice around my body. When the Terminate struck the Ice Barrier, the impact created several thick cracks where it landed, but luckily the Ice Barrier held. Still, I knew it wouldn’t hold forever, so I jumped backward, breaking through the Barrier myself, and putting several feet between me and Atmosfear.

Growling deeply, Atmosfear raised the Terminator again, but then several Throwing Stars came out of nowhere and struck Atmosfear’s hands. Atmosfear cried in pain, dropping the Terminator onto the floor and clutching his now-bleeding hands.

“Throwing Stars?” said Atmosfear, looking down at the bloody metal stars at his feet. “What the—”

Without warning, Cy appeared out of nowhere and kicked Atmosfear in the head. The blow sent Atmosfear staggering to the side, even knocking his Health down by 5%, and when Cy landed, he tried to stab Atmosfear in the heart with his Kunai.

But Atmosfear did an unexpectedly agile backflip, easily avoiding Cy’s Kunai. Atmosfear landed on the edge of the stage and rose to his full height, blood still dripping from his fingertips as he looked at Cy.

“How the hell did you get back up?” said Atmosfear. “I thought I killed you.”

“Nope,” said Cy, shaking his head. He gestured at his chest, which was now closed and no longer bloody. “Have I ever mentioned how awesome Health Drinks are? Seriously, they’re the best.”

Then Cy looked over his shoulder at me and shouted, “Get the Costume, boss! I’ll keep Atmosfear busy.”

I nodded and ran over to the Costume, which still lay unprotected on the stage. On the other side of the stage, Audionator and Technosoldier were still exchanging blows, as were their Sidekicks. All I needed to do was reach out and grab Faded Flag’s Cape and then—

A wall of fire suddenly appeared in my path, forcing me to come to a screeching halt before I got my hand burned off. The wall of fire then twisted and turned around me, forming a tall but deadly circle of fire around me, cutting off all possible escape avenues. Sweat broke out across every inch of my body as these notifications appeared in my vision:

[Villain Cinders] used Flame Circle!

Debuff added: Heat Exhaustion. -30% Stamina, Agility, and Strength. Duration: 5 minutes.

Debuff lifted: Frozen Arm [Right]. Dexterity +50%.

The ice that had encased my right arm melted instantly under the intense heat from the Flame Circle, but that was about the only good thing I could say about this turn of events. The heat from the Flame Circle was so high that I couldn’t even breathe.

“Gotcha,” said Cinders. She appeared on the other side of the Flame Circle, a wicked grin on her face. “Hello, Winter. Long time, no see.”

I bit my lower lip, feeling the sweat that made my Costume stick to my skin. “Same … to … you …”

Cinders was another member of the Slayers. I had run into her back in the Underworld, where I and my Teammates had to kill her to stop her from setting the entire Underworld City on fire. She was probably one of the more powerful Slayers and in fact I hadn’t defeated her myself. Her Fire Powers were especially effective against my Ice Typing, which was why I dreaded fighting her.

“Oh, you look like you’re suffering a heat stroke of some sort,” said Cinders in a false concerned voice. She chuckled. “Ironic, isn’t it? The Ice Man suffering from heat exhaustion. That is almost artistic in its irony.”

I didn’t even bother to respond to that. I fired my Ice Beams at the Flame Circle, but both of my freezing Beams melted the second they came into contact with the flames.

Cinders waved a finger at me. “Did you already forget that your Ice Powers are useless against my flames? I thought you would have gotten a bit smarter since we last saw each other, but maybe I was just too—”

Another fireball came out of nowhere and slammed into Cinders’ face. The fireball sent her staggering and apparently broke her concentration because the Flame Circle vanished the second the fireball hit her.

Then Busker landed next to me, sending sparks flying as he landed and said, “You all right, bro? Did that chick burn you?”

“I’m fine,” I said, wiping the sweat off my brow, “but thanks for the save. Keep Cinders busy while I get the Costume.”

Busker nodded at me and ran toward Cinders, who was now shaking her head trying to recover from getting hit in the face with a fireball. While Busker distracted Cinders, I rushed over and picked up Faded Flag’s Costume, holding it tightly against my chest. It was made of spandex and leather, which had an odd but comforting feeling in my hands, making me feel like I was looking at something that once belonged to an old friend of mine. It was an odd feeling, but I had no time to analyze it.

Instead, I raised the Costume above my head and shouted, “Got it! Guys, let’s get the hell out of—”

A painful scream tore through the air, causing me to look over at where Audionator and Technosoldier were fighting.

Not good. Somehow, Audionator had gotten both of his arms chopped off by Technosoldier’s laser sword. He was kneeling on the floor, his bloody stumps bleeding horribly while Technosoldier stood over him with his blazing laser blade in his hands. As for Pie Boy, the poor kid was getting crushed to death by one of Shadow Gal’s shadow hands, his Health rapidly draining even as I watched.

“Get out of here!” Audionator suddenly shouted at me. “Go, now! Take the Costume and—”

I never got to hear the rest of what Audionator wanted to tell me because Technosoldier brought his laser blade down and cut Audionator’s head off his shoulders. At the same time, a sickening crunch emitted from Shadow Gal’s shadow hand and then she dropped Pie Boy’s crushed and lifeless body on the floor.

As soon as Audionator and Pie Boy died, I got these notifications:

[Hero Audionator] has died!

[Sidekick Pie Boy] has died!

Current Teammates remaining: 2/10.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

I watched in slow motion as Audionator’s headless body hit the floor, while at the same time Pie Boy’s lifeless corpse also landed on the stage with a sickening splurch. I barely registered the notifications informing me of their deaths. It wasn’t like I needed them. After all, I had seen those two die with my own eyes. The notifications informing me of their deaths seemed redundant in light of what I saw.

Regardless, I couldn’t believe what I saw. Seeing Audionator and Pie Boy get killed—especially in such graphic ways—shook me in a way I couldn’t explain. I’d seen people die in-game, after all. I’d killed quite a few players myself.

But seeing Audionator and Pie Boy die like that … I don’t know. Maybe it was because they were my Teammates. Definitely not friends, but seeing some of my own Teammates get killed was weird. I just wasn’t used to it.

“Boss!” said Cy all of a sudden, snapping me out of my reverie. “What are you doing?”

Shaking my head, I looked and saw Cy running toward me, with Atmosfear close behind. Atmosfear had retrieved the Terminator, which he was now swinging at Cy in an attempt to kill him.

Without hesitation, I fired an Ice Beam at Atmosfear. This one actually hit, forcing Atmosfear to stagger for a moment, giving Cy just enough time to catch up with me and stop by my side, panting and sweating quite fiercely himself.

“Boss, are you all right?” said Cy, looking at me with a concerned look. “You seemed to zone out there for a sec.”

“It was just …” I shook my head. “Never mind. I’ve got the Costume. Let’s go.”

Suddenly, Busker landed next to me and Cy again. His hands were glowing red hot with energy, but this time I noticed that his own Costume had a few rips and tears. “I was wondering when you’d say that! It’s getting too hot in here even for me. Let’s blow this taco stand.”

I nodded, but then noticed Atmosfear and Cinders stalking toward us. Atmosfear held the Terminator before him, while Cinders was glowing so hot that the tips of her flames were actually pure white. Technosoldier and Shadow Gal were also advancing on us, Technosoldier spinning his laser blade in his hands with a look of grim determination in his eyes.

“Where do you think you’re going?” said Atmosfear with a growl. “Just because we killed one of your friends doesn’t mean that we’ve forgotten about you losers.”

“Yeah,” said Cinders in a voice that was a little too gleeful. “Why don’t you stay for a little while longer? Your fried bodies will make excellent works of art to Paradox.”

Clutching Faded Flag’s Costume closer to me, I said, “Looks like we’ll to have to fight our way out of here, guys. Get ready for the fight of your life.”

To my surprise, however, Busker shook his head. “Nah, man. We’ve been fighting enough as it is. It’s time for us to go.”

Busker held up his index finger. A tiny fireball, no bigger than a golfball, appeared on the tip of his finger, which he flicked away. The tiny fireball landed on the floor and rolled a few feet until it was in the exact center of the space between us and the Villains. Atmosfear, Cinders, Technosoldier, and Shadow Gall all stopped to stare uncertainly at the tiny fireball, which was almost comical in its tiny size.

“What is that?” said Atmosfear uncertainly. “A fireball for an ant?”

Cinders’ eyes widened in shock. “No, that’s not a mere fireball, Atmosfear. That’s a—”

“Gift!” Busker interrupted gleefully. “From me to you!”

As soon as Busker said that, Spiritus appeared behind us and grabbed me and Cy’s hands. Busker put a hand on Cy’s shoulder and then all four of us went intangible and ghostly. Spiritus then pulled us back through the back of the stage and then through the back wall of the Goldsmith Theater. As soon as we passed through the back wall and rematerialized, I looked around and said, “Wait, what just happened?”

“Didn’t you hear?” said Busker, clasping a hand on my shoulder and making me look at him in bewilderment. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the Goldsmith Theater. “I gave those guys a gift. A gift that should go off any minute—”

A column of fire suddenly exploded through the roof of the Goldsmith Theater. Startled, I looked up in time to see something falling toward us. A chunk of burning wood—which I recognized as a piece of the Goldsmith Theater’s iconic and historical arch—landed just a few feet from us with a loud thunk, while more flames began to spread across the roof of the Goldsmith Theater like water breaking through a dam.

Busker clapped his hands excitedly. “That was even cooler than I thought it would be!”

“What was that?” I said, staring up at the column of fire extending from within the Theater.

“It was a Firebomb,” Busker explained. “One of my stronger Powers at Level Seven. Basically, I create a small fireball that explodes after a certain period of time. The strength and size of the blast depends on the Level, as well as how much Energy I pour into the Fire Bomb beforehand. As you can tell, I put a lot of Energy into that one, and it was even more spectacular than I thought.” He snapped his fingers. “Just wish I’d been able to stream it. That video would have gone viral for sure.”

“It really was fantastic,” Cy agreed, “but we didn’t get any notifications that anyone in there died, so I’m not sure it actually killed anyone.”

Busker wagged a finger at Cy. “Don’t you worry about that. The other benefit of a Level Seven Firebomb is that the fire actually clings to the skin of the target and gradually burns them. It only takes off a few HP at a time, but it’s really hard to heal and hurts like hell. Imagine how it feels to touch a burning stove with your unprotected hand. Now imagine that sensation spread across your entire body. Especially on your privates.”

I always knew that my younger brother was the stronger of us, but up until now, I hadn’t realized he was also a master torturer. I was more than grateful that Busker was my brother and that he was on my side. He wasn’t the kind of guy I would want as my enemy.

“Well, we should get out of here anyway,” I said. I held up Faded Flag’s Costume. “Whether or not Atmosfear and the others die, we need to get back to my Base as quickly as possible to let Sally know about our victory. We’ll be a lot safer there, anyway. Let’s go.”

-

Stepping through the front door of my Base, I held up Faded Flag’s Costume and shouted, “Hey, Sally, we’re home! The mission was a huge—”

I accidentally walked into someone and the two of us fell over onto our behinds. I nearly knocked down Cy, Busker, and Spiritus as well, but they moved out of the way at the last second, meaning only I fell down onto my backside.

Rubbing my head and wondering what the hell happened, I looked at who I had just walked into and said, “Hey, watch where you’re go—”

I stopped speaking when I saw who it was: It was Gears. She was sitting opposite me, rubbing her head, which seemed odd to me because she wore a helmet that looked more than thick enough to protect her skull from most attacks. She glared at me from behind my goggles for a moment and opened her mouth to tell me off, but when she noticed it was me, she suddenly smiled. “Oh, hi, Winter! I didn’t recognize you there. I was going to call you an idiot and sic Monkey Wrench on you, but good thing I took a moment to look before I spoke. Otherwise, I probably would have given you a concussion with Monkey Wrench’s wrench, and that wouldn’t have been very fun, now would it?”

I frowned. Gears was another member of Team Winter, our resident Gadgeteer. While she was undoubtedly a talented inventor and designer, she also had a bit of an ego that made it hard for me to get along with her. It didn’t help that our ‘introduction’ had been when she tried to capture me in order to sell me off to Dark Kosmos to get her freedom during the Blackout. I tried not to hold that against her nowadays, but I still found it hard to tolerate her ego regardless.

“No, it was my fault,” I said as I stood up, dusting off my Costume. I held out a hand to Gears. “Let me help you up.”

Gears, however, jumped to her feet herself, dusting off her grease-stained coveralls without hesitation. “No, I can help myself up, thank you very much.”

“I was just trying to be polite,” I said with a shrug.

“Whatever,” said Gears, shaking her head. “Anyway, I was talking to your girlfriend here, who told me that you and your brother were on a top-secret mission or something like that?” She looked at Faded Flag’s Costume questioningly. “Did you steal an American flag from the White House or something? That’s a weird mission.”

Before I could correct Gears on that assumption, Sally ran past her and hugged me tightly. “Oh, Nyle, I’m so glad you’re back. I was really worried about you. You didn’t get hurt, did you?”

I wrapped my arms around Sally and said, “I did get hurt, but not as badly as the Slayers. We did lose Audionator, though.”

I said that last sentence in a slightly tight voice. Again, I wasn’t sure why. Audionator had likely respawned in his Base by now along with his Sidekick, Pie Boy. It wasn’t like he had gotten terminated. Only Atmosfear had a weapon capable of terminating players now, at least among the Slayers, though even that knowledge was troubling, to say the least. With a weapon like that, Atmosfear was a threat not just to me and my Teammates, but to every player in Capes Online. It just made defeating Atmosfear more urgent than ever for me.

“Well, I’m sorry to hear that,” said Sally with a sigh. “Audionator seemed like a nice guy. But I guess he’ll just respawn or something, right?”

“He should,” I said, nodding. “And his Sidekick. I imagine we’ll be hearing from both of them sometime tonight or tomorrow, assuming he doesn’t log off.”

“Who is Audionator?” Gears questioned. “And how did he get killed?”

Quickly, I explained to Gears where we had been and what we had been doing. It didn’t take me long to explain tonight’s mission and what happened there. Gears, to her credit, was a good listener, not interrupting or anything until I finished.

“Sally did mention something about looking for some Hero named Faded Flag,” said Gears, tapping her chin. She glanced at his Costume, which I still held in my hands. “But it sounds to me like Faded Flag is a lot more important than we thought.”

“Exactly,” I said. I looked over the Costume with a frown. “Atmosfear said Flag’s Costume can be used to find him, but I’m not sure what that means.”

As soon as I said that, a notification appeared in my vision:

MISSION UPDATE: After successfully retrieving Faded Flag’s Costume, you are now one step closer to finding him. You have learned that Faded Flag’s Costume can actually be used to locate him and it may also hold the secret to godhood, whatever that means. It is now your job to figure out how to use the Costume to find Faded Flag, whose disappearance has been filled with new meaning after tonight’s events.

There was that weird notification again. It was almost like the D.E.S. was speaking directly to me, which seemed really strange. As if the system itself was trying to direct my movements. Maybe I was just reading into things a bit too much, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that the D.E.S. was talking to me specifically.

Dismissing the notification, I looked at Gears and said, “So you know what we were up to. What are you doing back online?”

“Oh, I couldn’t sleep tonight,” said Gears simply. “Plus, I was curious to see if your data had been recovered from the Junkyard, which obviously must have been successful, given how I am talking to you now. Sally was telling me about how you got back, though it didn’t make a whole lot of sense to me.”

“It was kind of complicated,” I said with a shrug, “but the point is I’m back and this time, I am going to make sure I don’t get deleted again.”

“Mm-hmm,” said Gears, though she didn’t seem to actually be listening to me. “Also, I wanted to give you something.”

A notification appeared in my vision all of a sudden:

[Hero Gears] would like to give you an Enhanced Energy Cannon [Right Arm]. Accept? Y/N

I stared at the notification uncomprehendingly for a second. “An Enhanced Energy Cannon? What—”

“Remember?” said Gears, tapping the side of her head. “Back in the Underworld, your Energy Cannon got blown to pieces by Cinders. You asked me to repair it for you. Which I did admirably, I can tell you. And I didn’t just repair it. I improved it and even gained a couple of Power Points in the process, letting me level up my Invention Power, so thanks for that.”

“Oh, now I remember,” I said, hitting ‘Y’ as I did so. “Sorry. So much has happened since then that I totally forgot about it.”

Once the Enhanced Energy Cannon appeared in my inventory, I immediately Equipped it to my right arm. A sleek, futuristic Energy Cannon appeared on my right arm. It was a lot smaller than the original Energy Cannon, but it was also lighter and fit my arm far more comfortably. A simple Scan showed me its specs:

Enhanced Energy Cannon [Right Arm]

Materials: Metal

Fires up to 10 Energy Blasts with 1 Energy. +10% Accuracy. Cost: 1 Energy per 10 shots. Cooldown: 1 minute.

I whistled. “Wow. Not only does it shoot more Energy Blasts, but it even increases my Accuracy. Amazing.”

“I know I am,” said Gears without missing a beat, twirling a strand of hair with one finger. “Honestly, it wasn’t that hard. Also, that isn’t even the most interesting thing it can do. Watch.”

Gears pressed a red button at the base of the Cannon near my elbow. The Energy Cannon then detached from my arm and flew up, hovering about a foot above my head.

“I also made it into a drone,” said Gears. She tapped her forehead. “You can control it with a thought, but be warned that it isn’t super powerful. A well-placed shot from even a low-leveled Villain will take it out of the fight. Still, it can be useful for getting the drop on bad guys or attacking from multiple angles.”

I mentally commanded my Drone to move to the left and right. I was extremely pleased to see it respond to my mental commands like another part of my body. With another command, the Drone landed on my arm again and became an Energy Cannon again. “Wow. You went above and beyond what I expected you to do. It’s almost an entirely new weapon now.”

“Did you expect me to make it worse?” said Gears with a snort. “Unlike some people, I pride myself on making quality Equipment that puts the competition to shame. One of these days, I am going to be the top Gadgeteer in all of Capes Online, though if you ask me, I already am. Most people just don’t know it yet.”

Once again, I found myself torn. On one hand, I felt lucky to have Gears as our Team’s Gadgeteer. I didn’t know if she was the best in the game, but she was pretty darn good and I could already see times when her Powers would be helpful. But her ego rivaled Jupiter in its sheer vastness. Then again, if I was as good as her, could I honestly say I wouldn’t brag even just a little?

“As for payment, I’ve decided to wave any fees since we’re on the same Team,” said Gears. She held out her hands. “But I want my Metal Claws back.”

Startled, I looked down at the Metal Claws on my arms. These were another Gears invention which she had loaned to me back in the Underworld when I needed some weaponry. She had said she expected me to give them back eventually, but like with my Enhanced Energy Cannon, I had completely forgotten about returning them to her after everything that had happened since then.

Still, fair was fair, and frankly I was grateful she wasn’t going to charge me an arm and a leg for my Enhanced Energy Cannon. So I unequipped my Metal Claws and returned them to Gears, who added them back to her inventory with a smug smile on her face. That meant losing Slash, one of my Powers, but given all of the benefits I got from my Enhanced Energy Cannon, I honestly couldn’t complain.

“That’s really cool, bro,” said Busker, standing with his arms folded in front of his chest. “Having a drone like that could be a real game-changer in battle. It could also lead to some really awesome viral moments, at least if you chose to stream it.” Then he stepped toward Gears and held out his guitar to her. “Could you also make my Fire Guitar more badass? I mean, it’s already powerful as is, but if you could make it even more awesome, that would be great.”

Oddly enough, Gears actually seemed to shrink back when Busker spoke to her. She looked at him with what seemed like awe in her eyes and actually seemed to be at a loss for words.

“Hello?” said Busker, tilting his head to the side. “Is there something on my face?”

“No,” Gears blurted out. “Your face is fine. I mean, it’s not bad-looking. I mean—yes, I can make your guitar improved. Better. Whatever.”

I raised an eyebrow at Gear’s flustered state, while Sally just chuckled softly next to me, prompting me to whisper to her, “Do you know why she’s acting that way?”

Sally leaned toward me and whispered, “Gears is a big Busker Burn fan, apparently. She told me as much when she got here and I told her about your brother. Was one of his subscribers before he got deleted. Though I think she’s a bit more than just a fan, if you catch my drift.”

I nodded. Now it made sense. My younger brother had always been something of a chick magnet, but seeing him make even Gears, the most self-confident (or arrogant, depending on your point of view) woman I knew, act like a schoolgirl with a crush was something else. I had to admit it made me smile, if only because it was nice to see Gears so flustered and embarrassed.

Regardless, I didn’t have time to spend enjoying Gears’ flustered state. I needed to figure out how Faded Flag’s Costume would lead us to where he is. Hopefully, that would be sometime tonight.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

Unfortunately, Faded Flag’s Costume turned out to be a pretty tough nut to crack. Despite spending a couple of hours Scanning it, examining it, and turning it over and over, we didn’t learn anything other than it gave a modest increase to Strength and Stamina when worn. Even Gears, using a special Gadgeteer-only Power called Deconstruct, was unable to find any clues to Faded Flag’s location. We definitely didn’t find any secrets to godhood, either.

“This is such a waste of time,” I said, sitting down on the couch next to Sally, who held a warm cup of coffee in her hands. I rubbed my forehead in frustration. “It’s just a simple Costume. How complicated can it be?”

“Costumes can actually be quite complicated,” said Gears. She sat on the floor in the middle of the living room, next to Faded Flag’s Costume, which lay spread out on the floor. We had moved the coffee table away to give us room to work on the Costume. She poked the Costume. “Costumes are actually one of the hardest pieces of Equipment for a Gadgeteer to make. They require a lot of powerful and rare materials, including Power Crystals. That’s why most Costumes are designed by Synth Group.”

“What she said,” said Busker, who was sitting on one of the recliners. He sat in it weirdly, with his legs hanging off one of the arms while Spiritus floated as silently next to him as always. He patted his red leather jacket. “Plus, they’re expensive. You don’t want to know how many credits I had to spend to get this bad boy made. And that was after the special discount I got for sponsoring Synth Group back when I was a streamer.”

Gears blushed again when Busker said that. It wasn’t hard for me to notice that Gears sat much closer to Busker than any of the rest of us did. I wondered if Busker noticed how attracted Gears was to him or not. If so, he wasn’t showing it, that was for sure.

“So it’s a dead end?” said Cy. He was leaning against the back of the couch that Sally and I sat on, his head propped up in his hands. “Are we back to square one?”

I shook my head. “No. There’s got to be something here. Otherwise, why would Atmosfear have acted like getting his hands on Faded Flag’s Costume was such a big deal?”

“Do you think Mayor Williams might have been able to tell us about it?” said Sally. “That was the reason the Slayers kidnapped him in the first place, wasn’t it?”

I nodded, stroking my chin. “Yeah, but we don’t know where Mayor Williams is. It’s not like we can just go up to his mansion and ask him, at least not anymore.”

“Maybe it’s a red herring,” said Monkey Wrench, who sat next to Gears. He poked the Costume with his own wrench. “I’ve never met that Atmosfear guy before, but isn’t he supposed to be crazy? What if he was just lying about how it’s the key to godhood or whatever? Maybe it’s just an ordinary Costume that doesn’t have any special secrets or whatever.”

“Atmosfear is crazy, but I don’t think he was lying,” I said. “I even got a notification when we got back to my Base telling me that Faded Flag’s Costume was important. If the system is telling me that I’m on the right track, then we’re definitely on the right track.”

“I should take this back to my workshop and work on it there,” said Gears, adjusting her goggles. She peered more closely at the Costume. “It’s possible there might be a secret message or code inside it that requires specialized Equipment to unlock. I’ve heard of other Gadgeteers adding stuff like that to their own Inventions. It wouldn’t surprise me if whoever made this did the same thing.”

“I’m not sure it will be that hard,” I said, tapping my chin. “I mean, it’s just a simple Costume. Or simple as Costumes go, anyway. It doesn’t even have a Power Crystal.”

“Well, we’ve already tried everything we can do here to unlock it,” said Gears, looking up at me in annoyance. “But there’s still a ton of stuff we can do back at my workshop in my Base. If you just let me take it with me, I could probably figure out what secrets it’s hiding.”

I shook my head. “No way. I don’t want you transporting that thing with you. The Slayers still want it and they’ll probably do whatever they can to get it back. I’d feel safer if it stayed here.”

Gears sighed and shook her head. “Okay, fine. I guess it is your Costume, so you can do what you want with it. Still, I’m positive I could crack its secrets. I would just need time, that’s all.”

I stood up from the couch and began looking the Costume over. It was simple leather and spandex, slightly faded from age. The general colors and design seemed to invoke the American flag, which I suppose was where Faded Flag’s name came from. Although I’d Scanned it once already, I Scanned it again to see if I missed anything:

Patriot’s Suit

Materials: Spandex and leather

Alignment: Hero

A Synth Group Costume designed to invoke feelings of righteous American patriotism in all who behold it. +5 to Strength, Stamina, and Courage.

The most interesting thing about the Costume was how it boosted your Courage. Hero Starts were generally harder to level up than your ordinary Stats because you could only earn Hero Points from performing feats of heroism, ranging from getting a scared kitten out of a tree to saving the world from a dangerous Villain and everything in between. A Costume that provided a boost to your Hero Stats was interesting indeed, but seeing as I was already happy with my own Costume, I saw no reason to wear it or even try it on.

I picked grabbed the arm of the Costume to look underneath it out of idle curiosity when I suddenly saw a glowing blue light inside the right sleeve. That was a sign that my Perception had picked up on something that the others had apparently missed, so I grabbed the sleeve and peered inside it, trying to spot the source of the blue light.

“Uh, Winter?” said Gears in a slightly puzzled voice. “What are you doing?”

“My Perception picked up something,” I said, not looking at her. “There seems to be something in here, something important.”

“Your Perception picked up something?” said Gears. She shook her head. “Not possible. My Perception is Level Eight. It’s way higher than yours and it didn’t pick up anything when I examined the Costume. Must be a glitch or something.”

I would have told Gears she was wrong, but I was too busy looking inside the sleeve to argue with her. The blue light was definitely there, but it was hard to see what it was, so I pulled the sleeve inside out in order to see what it was.

There. Inside the cuff links was a series of numbers that made no sense to me. They weren’t a date, like the numbers on the back of the Pocket Watch, but beyond that I had no idea what they were or what they signified.

“Hey, Gears,” I said, holding the cuff out to her. “What do these numbers mean?”

Frowning in annoyance like I had just asked her a dumb question, Gears nonetheless took the sleeve and looked at the numbers I had found. Her frown turned into a puzzled frown more than an annoyed one as she looked over it.

“This is odd,” said Gears. “These are some kind of coordinates.”

“For a location?” I said.

“Presumably,” said Gears. She blinked a couple of times and said, “There. I copied and pasted them into my GPS. Let’s see where they—ah, here we go.” She frowned deeper than ever. “Now this is weird.”

“What’s weird?” I said. “Where do the coordinates lead?”

Gears looked at me with an odd light in her eyes. “According to my GPS, the coordinates point to the Adventure City Graveyard.”

“The Adventure City Graveyard?” I said. “I’ve never been there before.”

“I have,” Cy said, holding up a hand. “It’s beautiful during the day but scary at night. Really scary. Some people have even said that ghosts haunt it at night. Not that I know for sure, but—”

“He’s right,” said Gears. “The Adventure City Graveyard is well-known for being haunted by the spirits of the deceased. I would like to say that it’s not actually haunted, but the last time I dismissed the existence of ghosts we almost got killed, so who knows?”

“Weird,” I said. “Why would Faded Flag have the coordinates for the Adventure City Graveyard stitched into the inside of his sleeve?”

“Maybe that’s where his wife and child were buried?” Sally offered. “I know they technically got deleted, but I imagine they must have still been given a burial of some sort. Even if it was just for closure or symbolism, there might be a couple of graves marked Maria and Dean there.”

Gears narrowed her eyes. “The coordinates do seem to point to two specific graves, but I can’t read them from my map here. I think we’ll have to go there ourselves in order to see exactly who is buried there.”

I stroked my chin in thought. Sally’s theory about them being the graves of Maria and Dean made a lot of sense. I could see why Faded Flag would want to make sure he knew where they were. Back in the real world, my mom used to visit her parents’ graves after they passed away all the time. Mom didn’t have the best memory in the world, but the one thing she did always remember was the route to the graveyard where her parents had been buried.

Yet I knew that if I asked Mom what the GPS coordinates for her parents’ graves were, she’d probably look at me like I’d just grown a second head. I couldn’t imagine why anyone would need to know that much information. Maybe Faded Flag just wanted to make sure he could always find his wife and son no matter what.

“Well, we at least know where to start looking,” I said.

“What are we waiting for, then?” said Cy, clapping his hands together. “Let’s go! I’ve always wanted to go a graveyard in the middle of the night.” He then paused and seemed to give that statement a little bit more thought. “Wait, no I haven’t.”

I sighed. “We’ll do it in the morning.”

“Good idea,” said Cy, giving me the thumbs up. “It will be a lot less scary in the morning than it is now.”

“No, the actual reason is that I am dead tired and want to catch my sleep,” I said. I rubbed my eyes. “I might be a Hero, but even Heroes need to rest.”

Gears suddenly yawned herself. “Well, what do you know, I’m actually feeling sleepy now myself. I’ll log back on in the morning to join you, but otherwise I’ll call it a night. And if you leave without me, I’ll hunt you down myself.”

With that, Gears tapped the air and suddenly disappeared. Monkey Wrench vanished as well, probably going back to Gears’ Base.

“Well, I’d say it’s time for us to go to bed,” I said. I stood up and stretched. “I’ve had a long day today and a good night’s sleep sounds like just what I need. Coming, Sally?”

Sally nodded and stood up. She took my hand into hers and whispered in my ear in a seductive voice, “Oh, I am very much ready for bed. If you don’t mind staying up a little bit longer, that is.”

I grinned back. “Not at all. I think I can stay up a little while longer. Just for you, of course.”

“What are you guys going to do?” said Cy, appearing next to us all of a sudden. “Play board games?”

“It’ll be a game, all right,” I said, still smiling at Sally, “but not one that will involve boards necessarily.”

Sally and I walked off to my room, with Cy still staring after us. I could hear Busker chuckling to himself, while Spiritus just sighed like she wasn’t sure how she got in this mess.

Right as I closed the door to my room, however, I heard Cy finally shout, “Oh, I get it! They’re going to—”

I closed the door shut, completely cutting off whatever Cy was going to say. Not that I needed to hear it, of course.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

The Adventure City Graveyard was located on the west side of the city. From what I had read about it in the Capes Online Wiki, the Adventure City Graveyard was the first and biggest graveyard in the city, having been around since the founding of Adventure City some 300 years ago. What started out as a simple family burial ground for the first pioneers to settle out here had quickly grown into a massive city graveyard where hundreds of people were buried each year.

In terms of things of interest for players, it was considered a ‘no-level’ zone. Essentially, that meant there was very little fighting done here and you could only gain EXP from completing missions given out by the Gravekeeper or missions received from other NPCs. Some Thieves on the Capes Online Forum had reported a greater chance of finding hidden items here than anywhere else in the city, though they were always vague about exactly where they found the items.

In any case, as Gears, Sunshine, our Sidekicks, and I walked, I couldn’t help but find it a rather beautiful and peaceful place. Its Capes Online Wiki entry indicated that it was supposedly haunted by ghosts, but most players had not run into any ghostly enemies out here.

Even if they were ghosts, I doubt they’d be willing to come out in broad daylight like now. With the early morning sun rising, I could see the rows upon rows of tombstones in every direction. Some tombstones looked shiny and new like they had just been planted yesterday, while others were so old and weathered that it was almost impossible to read the inscriptions upon them. Most of the newer ones had flowers at them, while the older ones just had grass.

Because this was a no-level zone, we seemed to be the only players here from what I could tell. Most of the other people were Civilians who had come to pay respects to the dead. I saw a mother with a six-year-old boy set a set of flowers at the grave of what was probably her husband, while an older man who reminded me of my grandpa knelt at the grave of his wife. No one talked much or acknowledged anyone else except with a slight look or nod. As a Hero in spandex, I felt a little out of place in such a somber place, even though no one talked to us or gave us any problem over our being here.

“This place is surprisingly nice,” said Sunshine, glancing at a particularly fancy-looking marble cross set in the earth. “I don’t feel even remotely scared and I am deathly afraid of ghosts.”

I nodded. Sunshine had logged back on early this morning and requested to join us on our trip to the graveyard after I explained what we did last night. Although she was more interested in rescuing Mayor Williams than in poking around old graveyards, she had accepted my invite anyway, since we were fighting the same enemy. I also offered her a position on the Team, which she accepted, surprisingly enough. Guess she also thought it would be more convenient for us, seeing as she worked very closely with us anyway.

“I know. It’s almost peaceful,” I said.

“Don’t let your guard down,” said Cy, appearing between us with a paranoid look on his face. “Just because things might seem peaceful doesn’t mean they are.”

I looked over my shoulder at Cy questioningly. “You’re more paranoid than usual.”

“Sorry, boss,” said Cy, pulling back with a sheepish expression on his face. “It’s just that I remember the last time we went somewhere haunted and then had to fight an entire town full of ghosts. I just don’t want that to happen again.”

“You guys fought an entire town of ghosts?” said Sunshine. She shuddered. “That would be beyond scary for me. I’m not sure I’d even be able to do it.”

“Well, it wasn’t that hard,” I said with a wave of my hand. “And anyway, even if there are ghosts here, how likely do you think ghosts are to appear in the middle of the day? Don’t ghosts usually appear at night?”

“True, but …” Cy shook his head. “I just think we should be careful.”

“For once, I agree with Cy,” said Gears, walking at the back of the group, twirling a big, heavy-looking wrench in her hands. “But not because of the ghosts. Something tells me that the Slayers are probably going to try to follow us, at least if they are also looking for Faded Flag.”

“Good point,” I said. “Although it depends on whether they knew of the coordinates in the suit or not. I don’t think they did, but you never know.”

Sunshine nodded, a troubled frown on her face. “But you did say Technosoldier was there, right? Did you try to talk to him or—?”

I shook my head. “No, I didn’t try to talk to him. He killed one of my Teammates and would have killed me if we didn’t get away in time. Sorry.”

Sunshine looked away from me. “No, no, it’s fine. I didn’t really expect you to. I know Russell. When he gets it into his head that he’s right, he’s almost impossible to talk to. I guess I was just letting myself get optimistic again.”

It was obvious to me that Sunshine missed Technosoldier deeply. I sympathized with her to some extent, but at the same time, I didn’t know what to say. Technosoldier seemed to be totally devoted to Paradox when I saw him back in the Goldsmith Theater. There was no way he would ever listen to reason, especially from me. The only consolation I could think of was that Technosoldier did not seem very fond of Atmosfear back there, but frankly I suspected that none of the Slayers liked Atmosfear all that much, so that didn’t change anything.

Putting that thought out of my mind for now, I looked at the map. “Okay, it looks like the graves are just over this hill and behind this mausoleum, so we don’t need to walk that much longer.”

“Finally,” said Gears. She stretched her arms. “All of this walking is wearing me out. Unlike you tall people, us short people can’t walk for long periods of time without getting tired.”

I nodded, though without really thinking about her words. I looked at Cy. “Can you tell me something, Cy?”

“Sure thing, boss,” said Cy. “Ask away.”

I gestured at the graves on either side of us. “Here’s something I don’t understand. When an NPC dies, their bodies usually disappear after a while, right?”

“Right,” said Cy, nodding.

“If that’s the case, then where did all of these graves come from?” I said, looking around at the graveyard in which we walked. “How can you bury someone without a body? There’s not even enough to cremate. Am I missing something or what?”

Cy sighed. “Well, it’s true that there usually isn’t a body to bury, but people still hold funerals and bury empty caskets in order to feel better about themselves, to get some ‘closure,’ to put it one way. Otherwise, most people wouldn’t be able to handle their grief and would probably go completely insane.”

Cy’s explanation made sense, though I still had some questions. “So do they just bury an empty coffin?”

“Most of the time, yes,” said Cy, “though sometimes they will put a prized possession of the deceased in one of the coffins as a way to represent the dead person being ‘buried.’ So some of these coffins might have items in them. Not that I would suggest robbing their graves, of course,” Cy added hastily. “That would be illegal, immoral, and disgusting all at once.”

“I’ve heard that grave robbing is a big problem here,” said Gears. “Supposedly, players have a bad habit of digging up coffins in order to get the items within. It’s why the Gravekeeper back there wasn’t so keen to let us in without proof that we weren’t going to desecrate the dead.”

I had no plans to dig up any graves anytime soon, but now I was wondering if the reason so many players recorded finding treasure here was because of the grave robbing they probably engaged in. Given how most of the players who said they found treasure here were Thieves … well, it was easy to connect the dots.

Regardless, we soon crossed the ridge of the next hill and found ourselves overlooking another part of the graveyard. This part looked a little different from the other parts of the graveyard. There were fewer tombstones here, for one, and fewer graves in general. The few graves that were here were spaced out more widely, with wide gaps between graves likely left for future burials. A sign stood over the entrance to this part that read thus:

GRAVES OF THE DELETED

I frowned. This wasn’t in the Capes Online Wiki article about the Adventure City Graveyard. I didn’t see anyone beyond the entrance, either. The Graveyard appeared to be devoid of visitors, which set my survival instincts off, though I tried not to look or seem panicked.

“The Graces of the Deleted?” Cy said, apparently reading the sign. “I’ve never heard of this part of the Graveyard.”

“It’s a relatively new part,” said Gears, putting her hands on her hips. “It was added by the Adventure City government last year to mark the passing of those who got deleted.”

I looked at Gears questioningly. “And how do you know this?”

“I’ve done my research, obviously,” said Gears. “Didn’t you do yours?”

I shook my head and looked at the sign again. “I checked the CO Wiki’s article on the Graveyard. If it was added last year, I wonder why the Wiki didn’t mention it.”

“The Capes Online Wiki is notorious for being really out of date on many things,” said Gears with a shake of her own head. “Most of the articles are really out of date except for the articles on the most important or popular parts of the game. The Graveyard is considered one of the least popular parts of the game, so it’s article isn’t updated as regularly as it should be.”

I nodded and stroked my chin. “I guess it makes sense that the graves for Maria and Dean would be located in this part of the Graveyard. They were deleted, right?”

“Right,” said Gears. “So are we going to go inside or not?”

“We will,” I said, “but we need to be careful. It might look peaceful right now, but keep your guard up anyway just to be safe.”

“There aren’t any enemies here,” said Gears with a roll of her eyes. “No need to be super cautious unless you’re afraid of shadows or something like that.”

I said nothing to that, mostly because I wasn’t in the mood to argue with Gears about this. I mentally prepared myself to summoned my Ice Daggers and then walked through the gateway with the others behind me.

As we walked past the graves of the deleted, I could not help but think about how weird it was that the Adventure City government—which consisted entirely of Capes Online NPCs—had voted to set aside a portion of the Graveyard for the deleted. I hadn’t realized until now that the NPCs were capable of differentiating between death and deletion or that they even realized there was a difference between the two. Unlike most Capes Online players, I knew that the NPCs were far more intelligent than they seemed, but even I was taken aback by exactly how self-aware they were becoming. Was the D.E.S. really this good or was there something else going on that prompted this kind of intelligence to develop in the NPCs who lived in this game?

Regardless of the answer to that question, we still needed to find the graves of Maria and Dean. My GPS showed that Maria and Dean’s graves were not too far now. They were located on the far side of the Graves of the Deleted in a part of the area with even fewer graves than normal. If I had to guess, I would say that this section was land set aside for the recently deleted.

Finally, we found the graves, which didn’t take long because they stood off by themselves apart from the other graves. Their tombstones were identical in shape but different in size. Maria’s tombstone was twice as tall as Dean’s. Both were made of finely-carved marble and looked quite expensive, much more so than you would expect from such humble graves. It made me wonder if Faded Flag had paid for the tombstones or not.

But what really got my attention were the flowers sitting on top of the graves. Two red roses sat on the graves in front of the tombstones, and they weren’t old and withered, either. The red roses looked like they had been put here just recently, so I Scanned them to see what they were:

Rose

Material: Plant Life

Roses are a common and popular variety of flower often associated with romance and love.

“Roses?” said Cy, looking at the graves with a puzzled frown. “Where did these roses come from? Who put them here? I thought Faded Flag had left Capes Online.”

“Who says it was Faded Flag?” said Sunshine, folding her hands in front of herself with a slightly anxious look on her face. “Maybe they had other people who love them enough to leave roses on their graves.”

“Maybe, but I doubt it,” I said. “In my experience, the only type of people who leave flowers on graves like that are usually lovers and parents. Meaning that there’s a good chance that these roses were put here by Faded Flag.”

“But how can that be true if Faded Flag has left Capes Online?” said Gears. She tapped the side of her head. “It’s simple logic. If Faded Flag has abandoned Capes Online, as we think, then someone else has to have left these roses for Maria and Dean.”

“What you say does make sense, but somehow this also ties into my mission to find Faded Flag,” I said. “Perhaps I need to actually touch the roses to find out what to do next.”

Stopping in front of Dean’s grave, I reached down to pick up the rose at his grave when I noticed something on his tombstone. Pausing with my fingers only inches away from Dean’s tombstone, I looked at the tombstone itself, which had a simple inscription on it that read thus:

DEAN NIGEL GEORGE

2042-2042

It was a simple inscription as far as tombstones went, but that wasn’t what caught my attention. What really caught my attention was the glowing blue portion just underneath the death date, the blue glow that I always saw whenever my Perception picked up on something that my eyes had failed to notice. I pressed my hand against the tombstone and brushed away a thin layer of dust, revealing an odd-looking symbol of what appeared to be a carving of the sun and moon. Or rather, a combination of the sun and moon, looking like someone had cut them in half and stuck each part together.

“What are you looking at, boss?” said Cy, peering down at the carving on Dean’s tombstone. “A carving?”

“Yes,” I said with a frown. “My Perception picked up on it, but I’m not sure what it means. Anyone else know?”

I looked over my shoulders at the others, but everyone else just shrugged like they had no idea what it meant, either.

“Take a screenshot of it for later,” Gears suggested. “And then compare it to other images online. That’s what I’d do, anyway.”

“Good idea,” I said, nodding. I turned my attention back to the symbol on the tombstone and took a quick screenshot. “There. Now, let’s—”

I was interrupted by the sound of shuffling feet somewhere around us. Standing up, I looked around, but didn’t see anyone in this part of the Graveyard other than me and my Teammates.

“Did anyone hear that?” I said.

“Hear what?” said Sunshine.

“Shuffling feet,” I said, still looking around. “It sounded like shuffling—”

I was interrupted when a hand burst out of the ground and wrapped around my ankle with a death-like grip.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

The tight grip on my ankle made me yell out in surprise. I immediately yanked my foot up, ripping it out of the hand’s grasp, and stumbled away as the hand desperately grasped at air in an attempt to get me again.

“Boss, what happened?” said Cy, pulling out his Kunai and looking at the hand waving out of the ground. “Where did that hand come from?”

“I’m trying to figure out the same thing,” I said, rubbing my aching ankle. I stood upright and summoned both of my Ice Daggers. “Some kind of sneak attack?”

A second hand suddenly burst out from the ground a few inches away from the first. Then, slowly but surely, the hands pulled up a body out of the ground, first the head, and then soon the entire body. In seconds, we found ourselves standing face-to-face with a man who should have been dead.

It was hard to guess the man’s age, but I would put him just a couple of years older than me, though his rotting, aging skin made it almost impossible to accurately guess his actual age. He wore a dirty t-shirt with holes in it and ripped jeans that hung loosely about his rather thin waist. He had a very unnatural posture, with his head lolling to one side and his whole body lopsided as if most of his organs had been pushed to one side. Over his head hung the nametag [ZOMBIE STEVE], prompting me to Scan him to find out what exactly he was:

Zombie Steve

LEVEL: 35

ALIGNMENT: Villain

CLASS: Zombie

TYPE: Dark

WEAK POINT: Head

WEAKNESS: Fire

RARITY: Rare

Zombies are reanimated corpses. Although they are commonly believed to be slow and clumsy, Zombies are actually quite fast and even clever. More than one Hero has fallen after underestimating the speed and strength of a Zombie, although a properly prepared Hero should be more than capable of taking advantage of the many Weaknesses that Zombies have. Just try not to let them eat your brains and you should be okay.

“A Zombie?” said Cy in horror. He looked over his shoulder at my Teammates. “Guys, whatever you do, don’t let him bite you or else you’ll get the Z-Virus!”

Gears hit Cy on the head with her wrench. “Idiot! This Zombie is not a Z-Virus carrier, otherwise Scan would have mentioned it. He’s just an ordinary reanimated corpse, most likely the pet project of a Mad Scientist or possibly even a Sorcerer.”

Rubbing his head, Cy looked at Gears in astonishment and said, “There are ordinary reanimated corpses?”

“I’m confused as well,” I said, keeping a careful eye on Steve, who had yet to advance on us. “I thought that only the Z-Virus created zombies.”

Gears shook her head. “Wrong. The Z-Virus is just one way that Zombies can be created. Capes Online offers a variety of fun and exciting ways to reanimate the dead. So even if Steve here bites you, it will probably hurt, but you won’t be Infected with the Z-Virus or whatever.”

Cy sighed in relief. “Whew. That was a close one. I thought that—”

“But Zombies are still known plague carriers,” Gears continued, “so I would still advise against getting bitten by one unless you want to contract some other fun disease like ebola or something.”

“But where did it even come from?” said Sunshine, glancing around the Graveyard. “This place is supposed to be an enemy-free zone, right? I don’t see anyone who could have summoned one.”

A sinister chuckle came from nowhere, causing us to start. I thought the chuckle was coming from Steve, of all beings, at first, but then I realized that the chuckle actually came from the air itself.

“Your Perception needs a little work, girl,” came a gravelly old voice. “Otherwise, you would have noticed that I was here following you Heroes the entire time.”

As if by magic, a strange-looking figure appeared beside Steve. He was an old man, perhaps the oldest man I’d seen in Capes Online yet. He had to be over a hundred years old and was as thin as a rail. His bones looked incredibly fragile, like a single touch in the right place would make his entire body fall apart. Thick black feathers covered his body, while a vulture-like mask covered his face, leaving only his cruel eyes exposed and gleaming with hunger and hate. His clawed feet dug into the earth at his feet, while his own clawed hands clutched a scythe similar in appearance to Spiritus’, only taller, longer, and much deadlier-looking.

The nametag [VILLAIN DEATHWING] hovered over his head, though I didn’t recognize it myself.

“Another Villain?” said Cy. “Seems like we’re always running into you guys.”

Deathwing shook his head. “That is the whole point of Capes Online, you know. Heroes versus Villains. Good versus evil. Very pulp. Very simple. But it doesn’t matter. I will play my part and you all will play your part. And I will be all too happy to play my part.”

“Are you with Atmosfear?” I said. “One of his Slayers?”

“However did you guess, Winter?” said Deathwing. “But yes, I am one of the Slayers. Not his Slayers. Frankly, I couldn’t care less about Atmosfear. I work with him only because I believe in Paradox’s promise and the ideals of Digitus.”

“Right, the whole ‘make everyone into a video game character’ thing,” I said. “That doesn’t seem like a worthy ideal to me, though I could be wrong.”

“That’s because you are wrong,” said Deathwing. “But you have also been useful in leading me to the graves of Maria and Dean George. And for that, I must thank you, even though that is hardly a Villainous thing for me to do.”

“Where were you back at the theater?” I said. “I don’t remember seeing you there.”

“I couldn’t make it to last night’s meeting,” said Deathwing. “I had some real-world duties to attend to, and by the time I was able to get back online, it turned out that the Goldsmith Theater had been burned to the ground and almost everyone within it died. Everyone, that is, except for Atmosfear, Technosoldier, and Cinders, who told me what happened.”

I tensed and looked around again. “Do you mean Atmosfear is here?”

“Of course not,” Deathwing snapped. “Atmosfear and the others are carrying out their parts of the plan in other parts of the City. Lord Paradox himself gave me the task of going to the Graveyard to retrieve what we need from the Graves of the Deleted and to ensure that you do not.”

“Mind telling us exactly what you want from a bunch of graves?” I questioned, glancing at Maria and Dean’s tombstones. “Because I am not sure there are any bodies in there, seeing as these two were deleted a while ago.”

“It’s not the bodies we want,” said Deathwing, “but the objects that Maria and Dean were buried with. Inside their coffins are certain items that are crucial for our plans. If we fail to get them, the consequences could be quite … severe.”

My eyes narrowed. “And by ‘severe,’ I assume you mean that Paradox is going to punish you, right?”

“As I would deserve, if I fail here,” said Deathwing. His eyes scrunched like he was smirking. “But I have no intention of failing here. We already lost Faded Flag’s Costume. We will not lose anything else.”

I smirked. “Tough words, but you do realize that you’re outnumbered, right? It’s six of us versus you and your pet Zombie, who I assume is your Sidekick.”

“Steve is not my Sidekick,” said Deathwing, shaking his head. “I fired my Sidekick long ago because she only got in the way of my quest for power. But if we’re going to discuss numbers … well, I think you are about to find out who is really outnumbered here. Here’s a hint: It’s not me.”

Deathwing slammed his scythe into the ground as hard as he could. A wave of purple energy shot out from the spot where his scythe struck the dirt. The wave spread in every direction, covering our feet, but it didn’t hurt me or my Teammates or even leave us with any negative Status Effects.

I was about to mock Deathwing for such an ineffectual attack when this notification appeared in my vision:

[Villain Deathwing] used Raise the Dead!

Hands and heads began to burst out of the ground around us. From every direction, zombies emerged from their earthly graves, punching through the dirt and hauling themselves out of their coffins. Some of these Zombies had been buried so recently that they showed little signs of death, while others were so decayed that it was a miracle they could stand at all. Some of the Zombies must have been Heroes or Villains in their previous life, based on the tattered Costumes that clung to their bodies, while others had clearly been Civilians. The horrible stench of rotting bodies that radiated from Steve’s body was now a hundred times worse with all of these Zombies now standing around us, their eyes glowing a dull green as they all turned to face us as one.

“What the—?” I said, looking around at the small army of Zombies that now surrounded us on all sides. “More Zombies? How?”

Deathwing spread one of his feathered arms as if to indicate the Zombies standing around us. “I am a Sorcerer, more specifically, a Necromancer. One of my spells is Raise the Dead, which can reanimate corpses at or below my current level. But even more importantly, we are in a Graveyard, which grants certain bonuses to my Dark Type, meaning that Raise the Dead can raise more corpses for longer periods of time than usual. By my count, I was able to summon exactly one hundred Zombies ranging from Level One to Level Forty.”

I took a sharp intake of breath. “Impossible.”

“No, what he said makes sense,” said Gears. “I’ve heard that you can get really good environmental bonuses if your Type matches the area’s Type. If you were in a blizzard, for example, Winter, your Ice Powers would be even stronger than they normally are.”

“Exactly,” said Deathwing. He tapped the side of his head. “What so many players don’t realize is that proper knowledge about how to take advantage of your environment is another way to win in this game. You don’t need brute force or overwhelming power in order to defeat a superior opponent. Sometimes, you just need to trick your enemy into walking into your trap and let them hang themselves.”

Then Deathwing thrust his hand forward. “Go, my Zombies, and kill them all. Do not let any of them survive.”
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The second Deathwing’s command left his mouth, the horde of Zombies descended on us like locusts. Not all of the Zombies moved equally fast. Some barely managed to drag themselves on their legless bodies, while others rushed toward us like Olympic sprinters. But overall they moved quickly and soon the horde descended on us.

Against my will, the Zombies managed to separate me from the others. I found myself Dodging over and over again, doing my best to avoid getting bitten or slashed by the Zombies’ teeth or claws. Three of the strongest Zombies had chosen to take me on, relentlessly attacking me by taking turns with their slashes and bites. Despite my best efforts, I still got the occasional bite or slash, causing me to lose a few points of Health at a time. It wasn’t much, but I knew that if I slowed down for even a second I would get killed instantly.

Dodging the fist of a revived police officer, I slashed the police officer’s neck and sliced off his head, sending it flying off somewhere behind one of the tombstones. As the police officer’s headless body collapsed, I got this notification:

[Zombie Fred] has died! +1,000 EXP!

Just 1,000 experience? That seemed like a total rip-off to me, but I had no time to think about how little experience I was getting before more Zombies converged on me.

But now I was on the offensive. Weaving and Dodging, I slashed with my Ice Daggers, always aiming for the head, which I now knew was a Weak Point that could result in instant death for any Zombie who lost theirs. But it was far harder to hit their heads than you might think because they moved very fast and most of them especially moved their heads, so often my attacks would either miss entirely or would only get a few cuts here and there. You’d think the pain would have caused them to at least stagger, but even when I would land a fairly deep cut on their bodies, the Zombies wouldn’t even hesitate. Their pain receptors were probably dead, which explained why they threw themselves at me regardless of the damage I inflicted on them.

Although my focus was entirely on the Zombies in my immediate vicinity, I was vaguely aware that the rest of my Teammates were having no more luck in defeating the Zombies than I was. Through a gap between two Zombies I was fighting, I caught a glimpse of Cy struggling against the iron grip of one Zombie while another stalk toward him. I couldn’t even see Gears or Sunshine, though a loud boom somewhere ahead of me told me that Gears, at least, was still fighting.

Above the din of steel tearing through flesh and reanimated corpses dropping to the ground, I could also hear an odd chanting sound that sounded like Deathwing. Though I couldn’t tell for sure what Deathwing was doing, I assumed he was probably taking advantage of our distraction to rob Maria and Dean’s graves. Smart move if so, because right now my Teammates and I were too busy trying not to get killed by Zombies to focus on the reason we came here in the first place.

Slashing at the Zombies before me in a wide arc, thus forcing them backward, I stepped back and activated Ice Barrier. A thick, dome-like barrier of ice appeared over me just then, and a second later, I heard the Zombies pounding their fists on its exterior. Luckily for me, however, the Ice Barrier held under their relentless assault, although for how much longer, I couldn’t say.

I just took this moment to sit down and pant. I hadn’t noticed, but my Stamina had depleted sharply since the start of the battle. It was close to a quarter full and likely would have fallen to zero if I hadn’t taken a moment to rest. Not surprising. I always seemed to run out of Stamina more quickly in Team Battles rather than individual battles. Being forced to fight against one hundred enemies in one go was a good way to deplete your Stamina in record time.

But I couldn’t hide in my Barrier forever. Sooner or later, the Zombies would break through and continue their assault. Even if they never broke through, I would still need to drop the Barrier myself in order to help my friends. But I wasn’t sure we could beat the Zombies the way we were currently doing it. We were totally outnumbered and, despite the fact that we had a higher average Level than most of the Zombies, there was definitely strength in numbers, as the Zombies proved. We needed some way to attack multiple enemies at once.

The best option would be to use Blizzard. But that required getting close enough to Cy to activate it. And right now the Zombies were doing everything in their power to keep the entire Team separate. I wasn’t sure I would be able to muscle through the Zombies through sheer brute force alone. I needed some way to distract the Zombies, but how?

That was when my eyes fell on the Enhanced Energy Cannon on my arm. An idea popped into my mind, one that might be just what I needed to get close enough to Cy to use Blizzard. I would need to act quickly, however, but it should work.

Standing up, I noticed that my Stamina was half-full and still regenerating. If I waited a few more minutes, my Stamina would refill entirely, but I didn’t have a few more minutes. Soon the Zombies would kill everyone on the Team and Deathwing would get away with whatever the Slayers wanted from Maria and Dean’s graves. I would just have to hope I had enough Stamina left to pull off my plan.

Steeling myself for what was about to happen, I dropped the Ice Barrier. As soon as I did, the Zombies that had been trying to break it surged forward, but I activated Flight and shot into the air instantly, causing the Zombies to collide into each other and fall to the ground in a confused tangle of limbs and moaning. Yet even as I landed on the ground, the Zombies quickly untangled themselves and got to their feet, which was when I activated the first phase of my plan.

With a single thought, my Energy Cannon Drone detached from my arm and flew toward the Zombies. It immediately began peppering them with Energy shots. The individual Energy shots were not very strong or particularly powerful, but they distracted the Zombies, which began to focus more on the annoying drone in the air shooting at them than on me.

Without hesitation, I rushed toward Cy. He was now being held by three different Zombies, who were all trying to tear him apart. None of the Zombies attacking Cy noticed me, which was how I was able to kill the nearest one by taking off its head with a single stroke of my Ice Dagger. As soon as that Zombie died, the other two Zombies holding Cy let go of him, which turned out to be a mistake for them because Cy immediately landed on his feet and beheaded both of them with a couple of well-placed swipes of his Kunai.

“Thanks, boss!” said Cy as the headless Zombies collapsed around him. “Those Zombies are a lot stronger than they look!”

“I know,” I said, “but the fight isn’t over yet. We’re going to use Blizzard to take out all of them at once. At the very least, Blizzard will freeze them solid and hopefully make it easy for us to kill them.”

“Cool,” said Cy. “I’m ready when you—Boss, watch out!”

Cy shoved me to the ground and a split second later Deathwing’s scythe came out of nowhere and beheaded Cy. Cy’s head went flying into the air before both it and his headless body disappeared, causing this notification to appear in my vision:

[Sidekick Cyclone] has died! He has respawned in your Base.

Damn it. I looked up to see Deathwing standing over me, wielding his scythe like a butcher’s knife with killing intent in his eye.

“Did you think I was just going to stand back and watch my Zombies tear you and your Teammates to shreds?” asked Deathwing in a deadly voice. He shook his head. “No. I’ve heard about how powerful your Blizzard attack is. If you think I am going to let you use that to destroy my Zombies, then you are sorely mistaken. Lethally mistaken, I should say.”

I rolled away from Deathwing and rose to my feet, holding my twin Ice Daggers before me defensively. “I thought you were going to take advantage of the battle to rob Maria and Dean’s graves.”

Deathwing held his scythe above his head. “Why waste time playing in the dirt when I can have one of my faithful servants do it for me?”

Deathwing moved to the side just enough for me to see Steve digging through the graves of Maria and Dean. He was working hard and fast, already halfway down to Dean’s coffin. And he didn’t even have a shovel. He was just using his hands, which were somehow strong enough to move tons and tons of dirt all on their own.

“Okay, now that’s just cheating,” I said. “People can’t dig that fast with their hands.”

“But Zombies can,” said Deathwing. “If you haven’t noticed, Zombies have unlimited Stamina and can feel no pain. That is why Zombies make excellent servants and workers, among other things. You don’t even have to worry about Zombies unionizing or complaining about terrible working conditions.”

“You sound like my boss from the burger joint I worked at in high school,” I said. “He didn’t like it when workers complained, either.”

Deathwing shrugged. “I am the CEO of a small company in real life, but enough about that. Let’s see how long you last against a real Villain this time.”

Deathwing rushed toward me, slashing his scythe at me. I Dodged the attack and, getting into his guard, slashed him with my Ice Daggers. But Deathwing suddenly vanished in an explosion of feathers and appeared several feet outside of my reach, causing my Ice Daggers to miss.

“Try again,” said Deathwing. “Or are you not fast enough to keep up with my short-term Teleportation?”

Deathwing vanished again and reappeared behind me. He slashed his scythe at me once more and I jumped forward, narrowly Dodging the attack. As I rolled to my feet, a Level Up notification popped up in my view before automatically minimizing. Looked like Dodge leveled up, but before I could focus on that, Deathwing appeared before me again and slashed at me once more.

This time, I Dodged his scythe with even less effort than usual and stabbed him in the chest with both of my Ice Daggers. It was a Critical Hit, causing Deathwing’s Health to plunge below 50%, but then Deathwing teleported away and reappeared several feet away again, clutching his now-bleeding chest that caused his Health to drop by a few points every couple of seconds.

Twirling my Ice Daggers, I said, “What’s the matter, Deathwing? Afraid of a few pointy icicles? Where did all of that confidence that you could kill me easily go?”

Deathwing just growled at me in annoyance before snapping his fingers. One of the Zombies broke away from the fighting and rushed over to Deathwing. I thought it was going to attack me at first before it stopped beside Deathwing and knelt like a servant.

Without warning, Deathwing clutched the Zombie’s skull and grunted. What looked like green energy suddenly transferred from the Zombie’s head into Deathwing’s hand and down his arm. Before my startled eyes, the Zombie’s Health dropped to zero, while Deathwing’s Health returned to maximum and his bleeding chest wounds closed up.

Without another word, Deathwing shoved the now-lifeless Zombie backward, it’s body flopping onto the ground at his feet like a discarded toy. Deathwing then rose up to his full height. Actually, he looked a little taller now, although it may have been due to the fact that he was now standing upright.

“What did you just do?” I said in surprise.

Deathwing twirled his scythe around easily. “One of the benefits of Necromancy is that I can absorb the Health, Stamina, and Energy of a Zombie I summon and add it to my own. With the environmental bonuses from being in a Graveyard, not only did my Health, Stamina, and Energy get restored to full, but I got a nice little buff for my Agility and Dexterity that will last another five minutes or so. Just long enough to kill you dead.”

Deathwing suddenly rushed toward me and slashed his scythe so many times that I couldn’t even keep track. I Blocked the first couple of strikes, but the third one shattered both of my Ice Daggers and the fourth, fifth, and sixth slashes struck me in the chest.

With a cry, I fell backward onto the ground, my head striking against a rock sticking out of the ground. Dazed, I shook my head and saw that my Health was now at 30% and dropping. I was shocked at how much HP that Deathwing had managed to take out in less than a few seconds.

Deathwing appeared over me just then, holding his scythe above his head.

“Now it is time for you to perish, young Winter,” said Deathwing. “Join your Sidekick … in hell.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

Right before Deathwing could bring his scythe down on me, a blindingly bright light suddenly exploded across the whole Graveyard. The light washed over me and Deathwing like a wave, causing Deathwing to cry out in surprise and pain, while I closed my eyes to prevent myself from getting blinded. Yet even with my eyes closed, I was able to read the notification that popped up in my view just then:

[Hero Sunshine] used Blinding Light!

Sunshine? Did she just use a group attack? Maybe even an Ultimate Power of some kind? If so, then maybe she really had gotten stronger after all.

Opening my eyes, I saw that the light had faded away now, but it was still a good deal brighter than usual. A sort of afterglow was affixed to everything, including my own body and the tombstones themselves, making the Graveyard look more like a light show than a place of the dead. It felt like a heavy burden had been lifted off my shoulders, a tension I hadn’t even felt being released in my muscles as the comforting light sank into my bones.

Most importantly, however, were the changes that had happened around us.

The Zombies still stood, but they were shambling around in confusion even more than before. They walked into each other or tripped over tombstones. Sometimes they even attacked each other, as if mistaking their own friends for enemies. Many of the Zombies had burn marks on their skin and most of them had lost well over half of their Health. A couple of them lay dead on the ground, their Health dropped to zero and their heads apparently taken off by some kind of laser based on the way their skin smoked.

Even Deathwing seemed to have been affected by the attack. He was stumbling backward, clutching his eyes with one hand while holding his scythe with the other.

“Argh!” said Deathwing, rubbing his eyes furiously. “What in the world was that light? Why … why can’t I see?”

Deathwing lowered his hand from his eyes. Where once had been eyes gleaming with malice and evil were now featureless white spheres stuck in his skull. It was an eerie look, not helped by his vulturish appearance, making me feel sick to my stomach.

“Where did everyone go?” said Deathwing, looking around wildly. “Why can’t I see anyone? Why isn’t my Night Vision working?”

I had no answers to any of his questions, but I did recognize an opportunity when I saw it. Rising to my feet, I fired twin Ice Beams at Deathwing. Deathwing, who was unable to see, took both hits in the chest, sending him stumbling backward and taking off over 25% of his overall Health. But then Deathwing redoubled his grip on his scythe and flew toward me, screaming bloody murder at me as he did so.

But I didn’t even have to Dodge to avoid his next attack. When he swung his scythe, his attack missed me entirely, actually taking off the head of one of his nearby Zombies instead. I took that opportunity to direct my Energy Cannon Drone’s fire at Deathwing, peppering him with tons of small Energy shots that took off anywhere from one to two percent of his Health with each shot.

“Ow! What is stinging me?” said Deathwing, whirling around rapidly as he tried to keep up with the Drone, which I didn’t make any easier by having the Drone shoot at him from multiple different angles. “Get back here! Stay still, you little—”

A charged Energy shot from the Drone struck Deathwing in the face, cutting him off and sending him staggering backward. Sensing my opportunity, I leaped forward and slashed my Ice Daggers, striking his hands and making him drop his scythe. I followed it up with several more slashes across his chests and arms. He futilely tried to defend himself and fight back, but all he managed to do was get his arms cut up. The few blows he did manage to land were light and lacking in any sort of power or force.

With a yell, I kicked Deathwing in the chest. He staggered backward and tripped over a tombstone, causing him to fall on his back in the dirt. Before he could get up, I jumped into the air and landed on top of him, driving my Ice Daggers directly into his chest as deeply as I could.

Deathwing’s HP dropped to zero just as Deathwing cried out in pain. He took one last shuddering gasp before the light in his eyes went out and he went still underneath me, the last breath from his lungs exhaling even as this notification appeared in my vision:

You killed [Villain Deathwing]! +10,000 EXP!

Panting and sweating, I yanked my Ice Daggers out of Deathwing’s chest and stepped off of him. My Ice Daggers were still covered in Deathwing’s blood, but that was fine. At least he was dead, which was what I had been aiming to do. He seemed to die rather easily, though, but then again, Deathwing didn’t seem like a very strong guy. His Powers over death were useful, no doubt, but he seemed to rely more on his minions to fight than his own physical prowess. Plus, it felt good to kill him after he killed Cy. Revenge was a dish best served cold and all that.

But just because Deathwing was dead didn’t mean that the fight was over. His Zombie horde was still active and trying to kill Gears and Sunshine. So I whirled around to rejoin the fight, only to discover that the fight actual was over after all.

The Zombie horde lay scattered across the ground like someone had hit the ‘off’ switch on them. It looked like they had all fallen down where they stood, their stinking bodies filling the air with their horrible death scent. Gears, Monkey Wrench, Sunshine, and Piston stood among the Zombies with varying degrees of surprise on their faces, though once it became clear that the Zombies had indeed fallen, they all relaxed.

Not me, though. I Scanned the nearest Zombie, an elderly man wearing a priest’s hat, and got this information:

Corpse of a Priest

Material: Human flesh

The long-dead corpse of a Catholic priest. It has no practical use unless you’re a necromancer, which you probably aren’t.

I tilted my head to the side. “Weird. Why did all of the Zombies just die off like that?”

“It must have been thanks to you killing Deathwing,” said Gears. She lowered her now bloody-wrench and wiped sweat off her forehead. “I don’t know too much about Necromancers, but from what I’ve heard, their Zombies remain standing only as long as they do. So if you can kill the Necromancer, you can also take out their entire army at the same time.”

“But we don’t get any experience for killing them all at once like this?” I said, glancing at the corpses in disgust. “What a rip.”

“I’m just glad we killed them all,” said Sunshine with a shudder. “I hate Zombies. Scariest things ever. Now I have yet another reason not to watch zombie movies.”

I looked at Sunshine curiously. “What was that attack you used earlier? Blinding Light, I think the notification said it was?”

Sunshine nodded. “Yes. It’s similar to the Ultimate Attack Holy Aura, but Blinding Light only blinds Dark Types and also deals about ten percent damage to them, whereas Holy Aura destroys Dark Types entirely. Deathwing was a Dark Type and Zombies are always a Dark Type by default. Combined with my Light Type, I was able to turn the tide of the battle in our favor.”

I nodded. “I remember Deathwing mentioned something about getting environmental bonuses from the Graveyard, but I assume you must have somehow bypassed them.”

“Oh, yes,” said Sunshine. “If you have a Type that is effective against another Type, sometimes you can override their environmental bonuses with a strong enough attack. For example, Blinding Light, being a Light Type attack used by a Light Type user, was actually even more effective in a Dark Type environment like the Graveyard than it would have been in a neutral area, though it would have been even stronger in a Light Type environment. Though we’re lucky it worked because Deathwing was pretty high-leveled.”

I just shook my head in disbelief. It seemed like even now I was learning more and more about how Capes Online worked all the time. The Type System was something in particular that I probably needed to actually sit down and study one of these days in order to figure out all of the nuances involved with it. The only thing I knew for sure was that I needed a Water Type attack of some sort to protect myself against Fire Type enemies, though I wasn’t sure where or how I was going to get my hands on a Power like that.

“Yeah, you don’t get experience from all the Zombies dying at once if you take out their summoner,” said Gears with a shrug. “I bet the designers did that in order to make sure no one tried to use Necromancers to level harvest. It makes sense from a balance perspective, but it still sucks.”

“Guess it doesn’t matter,” I said with a shrug. I just sighed. “I just wish that Cy hadn’t gotten killed. Granted, it’s better than getting deleted, but I feel like I should have protected him.”

“What’s the problem?” said Gears, putting her hands on her hips. “Cy is just going to end up back in your Base. You’ll see him again soon enough.”

I nodded. “I guess, but I still don’t like it. I just don’t like letting the bad guys get any victory.”

“We can’t win every battle, sir,” said Piston wisely. “But we can win the war. And that’s what matters.”

I looked at Piston in surprise, taken aback by his surprisingly wise take on things. “Yeah, that makes sense.”

“And anyway, we didn’t come here to fight Deathwing in the first place,” Gears pointed out. “We came here to find the graves of Maria and Dean. They supposedly have the clue to Faded Flag’s current location, right?”

“Oh, right,” I said, slapping my forehead. “I almost forgot about that. Yes, let’s go check the graves.”

I turned to face Maria and Dean’s graves and was surprised to see that they were both already dug up, their coffins already pulled out of the earth and opened. Steve the Zombie lay prone on the ground next to the coffins, looking as lifeless as his Zombie brethren. I could only assume he must have died at the same time as the others, though he had gotten a shocking amount of work done before perishing. It was another reminder that Zombies were not to be underestimated. It almost made me a little jealous because I could think of several ways that Zombies, with their unlimited Stamina, could be used to help people rather than to harm them.

But for whatever reason, Necromancers were considered Villains in this game and so they never used their Powers for good. Seemed like a rip to me, but Capes Online was just a game, after all, and not real life, even though it was my life.

Shaking my head, I nonetheless walked up to the coffins and looked inside them. They were two simple wooden coffins, one the size of an adult, the other the size of a baby. They both lacked corpses—for obvious reasons—but they weren’t empty. The larger coffin, which must have been Maria’s, had a necklace in it, which I scooped up and Scanned:

Pearl Necklace

Material: Pearl

A very nice Pearl Necklace that once belonged to Maria George, the wife of Faded Flag and the mother of Dean George. It looks really expensive and can be sold for a high amount of credits to any store that accepts jewelry. It can also be worn as Equipment, but offers no special Powers, Stat Bonuses, or Skills.

I frowned. This seemed frankly useless. Sentimental value aside, it was obviously not a clue to the location of Faded Flag. I didn’t even want to sell it because I felt like I was grave robbing.

Moving over to Dean’s coffin, I found something a bit more interesting: A leather-bound notebook closed with a string. Picking up the notebook, I Scanned it and got this information:

Dean’s Notebook

Material: Leather and paper

The baby book used by Faded Flag and Maria to keep track of baby Dean’s development from the day he was born. It was obviously used with care and likely is full of memories from their days of early parenthood.

Curious, I undid the lock and opened the baby book to the first page. As soon as I read it, however, my heart stopped.

The pages of this notebook were yellowed and fray. They felt like they were going to fall apart under my touch if I wasn’t careful. The ink, however, was still very clear and easy to read, which was why I found the note in the front of the book to be shocking. It appeared to have been written by Faded Flag himself and read thus:

To Dean, who is still my son and always will be. I will see you and Maria again one day.

And to Hannah, my one and only daughter.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

“So?” said Gears, standing over my shoulder and tapping her foot impatiently. “What does it say?”

Snapped out of my thoughts, I looked at Gears and said, “It says that it was dedicated to Dean, but more importantly than that, it says he is going to see Dean again.”

“See Dean again?” said Sunshine with a frown. “That doesn’t make sense. I thought that Dean was deleted. How could Faded Flag hope to see him again?”

“I’m not sure,” I said, glancing down at the baby book, “but that’s what it says.”

Gears leaned in closer and nodded. “Yeah, it does say that. Who the hell is Hannah?”

“The girl who gave me this mission in the first place,” I said. “She’s the one who asked me to investigate whether Faded Flag is her dad or not.”

“Well, looks like he is, if this note is any indication,” Gears said, stroking her chin.

As soon as Gears said that, another notification appeared in my vision:

MISSION UPDATE: After successfully defeating the Villain Deathwing and his Zombie horde, you have discovered what appears to be proof that Faded Flag is the father of Hannah. Not only that, but you’ve also found evidence to suggest that Dean might still be alive after all, although you’re not quite sure about that.

In any event, you’ve determined that you need to go speak to Hannah herself now and show her the evidence you’ve found. The young girl will probably be very interested in seeing this proof of her parentage. The location of Hannah’s house has been automatically added to your map.

Odd. I hadn’t even considered going to see Hannah after this, but it did make sense. She would undoubtedly be very interested in seeing this book. It might even satisfy her enough to make her give us the rewards for the mission, although I wasn’t so sure about that. In any case, going to Hannah was the next logical step, so we might as well head that way. The D.E.S. even put the location of her house—which seemed to be somewhere in the middle of the city—right on my map, which was awfully convenient and once again fueled my suspicions that the System was trying to prod me to head in one direction.

“Okay, it looks like we’ve got our next location,” I said, standing up. “First, though, we need to stop by the Base to pick up Cy and rest. After that, then we can head to Hannah’s house.”

“Good idea,” said Gears, “but what about their graves? I’m not very religious, but even I think this is kind of weird to leave them open like this.”

I looked down at the open graves, a frown curling my lips. “I guess we probably should bury them again. If we all work together, it shouldn’t take us very long to do, either, though not sure what we’re going to do with all of the corpses.”

I said that while gesturing at the Zombie horde lying behind us, only to start when I noticed that the Zombie horde was gone. I looked this way and that, but I could no longer see, or even smell, the Zombies that had once been trying to tear us apart. The only Zombie that remained was Steve, whose corpse still lay prone on the ground at my feet.

“Where did the Zombies go?” I said, glancing around at the now-empty Graveyard uncertainly. “There were a ton of bodies. They couldn’t have just up and disappeared like that, could they?”

“Zombies count as enemies, right?” said Gears. “So I imagine that the game must have made the bodies disappear after we beat them the way it does to all bad guys we kill. It probably even put them back in their graves. Even the ground is back to normal.”

Gears was right. The holes in the ground from which the Zombies had emerged were covered again. Aside from Dean and Maria’s open graves, it looked like no one had stepped foot in this part of the Graveyard for quite a while. Maybe I should have felt better, but all it did was make me want to get out of this place as fast as possible. I didn’t mind zombie movies like Sunshine did, but I had to admit I wasn’t much of a horror fan and I was starting to feel like I was living in a really bad horror movie myself.

“Well, that’s convenient for us,” I said, lowering my hands. “All right. Let’s bury the coffins again and then go back and regroup at the Base. Then we’ll head out to Hannah’s house, show her what we found, and figure out what we do from there.”

“Fine,” said Gears. “I think I’ve still got time to play, so I’ll be able to go with you to Hannah’s house, wherever that is.”

“Same here,” said Sunshine. “I’m as interested in finding out what’s going on here as anyone. Plus, you never know, this might help us find Mayor Williams as well.”

I nodded and then stooped over to close the lid of Dean’s coffin. This required my hand to extend over Steve’s unmoving body, which lay prone between the coffins. A small part of me in the back of my mind found it weird how Steve’s body hadn’t vanished like the others, but I ignored it in order to focus on closing the coffins and getting them put back into the ground.

That is, until Steve’s eyes snapped open and, with a snarl, he bit my wrist hard enough to make it bleed.

With a yell, I yanked my hand back, accidentally dropping the Pearl Necklace at the same time, which fell on the ground right next to Steve. Without hesitation, Steve grabbed the Pearl Necklace and, jumping to his feet, darted away with shocking speed for a dead guy. I fired several Ice Beams at Steve in an attempt to stop him and Sunshine fired what looked like bolts made of light at him, but the Zombie Dodged them easily, weaving in and around the various tombstones with practiced ease.

With grave that a corpse really shouldn’t have had, Steve jumped on top of one tombstone and then jumped again. He landed on top of the concrete wall surrounding the Graveyard and then paused, looking over his shoulder one last time with a disturbingly life-like smirk on his face.

“Thanks for the necklace, Winter,” came Deathwing’s voice from Steve’s mouth, waving the Pearl Necklace at me mockingly. “Lord Paradox will be so pleased to see this gift. I will tell him it was from you. Bye bye!”

With that, Deathwing jumped off of the wall and disappeared from our sight with a loud laugh. And then we couldn’t hear him anymore, a sign that he had managed to get away.

“What just happened?” I said, staring blankly at the spot on the wall where Deathwing had been standing mere moments ago.

“I … have no idea,” said Gears. “I think we just lost?”

“No, I’ve heard about this,” said Sunshine, causing Gears and me to look at her. She was staring at the wall with fascination in her eyes. “I’ve heard that a Necromancer can, upon death, put their soul inside the body of a Zombie they control, though only temporarily. I bet that’s why Steve sounded almost exactly like Deathwing just now.”

I cursed. “Damn it. I thought I had gotten him. Oh, well. At least I still got the experience I needed from killing him.”

“Yeah, but now he got away with that Pearl Necklace,” said Gears. “And if he was telling the truth just now, then the Pearl Necklace is a lot more important than we knew.”

I glanced at the baby book in my hand. “But why? Scan didn’t show anything important about the Pearl Necklace. I would think that Paradox would be more interested in this baby book, which seems to have far more important information in it.”

“Maybe Paradox just really likes fine jewelry?” said Sunshine. “I don’t know. The Pearl Necklace is awfully pretty, after all.”

“I’m not sure,” I said. “The whole reason the Slayers were interested in the graves of Maria and Dean is because they believed they held the key to godhood. Yet how does a Pearl Necklace or a baby book hold the secret to anything other than looking nice or a baby’s first steps?”

“Who knows?” said Gears. “Those Slayer guys are all insane, anyway. I say we head back to your Base now before someone comes along and sees us. I think it will be kind of hard to explain why we, a bunch of Heroes, are standing in front of a couple of open coffins.”

“You’re right,” I said. “But again, let’s rebury them first before we head out. Just to respect the dead.”

As the five of us worked together to bury the coffins of Maria and Dean again, I could not help but wonder about what just happened. Why did Deathwing seem so happy about stealing a piece of jewelry, even one as nice and fancy as Maria’s Pearl Necklace? Surely it couldn’t have been that important, could it have? There was no way that a simple necklace could hold the secrets to godhood. Then again, given all of the other weird stuff I’d seen in Capes Online so far, was that really as weird a possibility as I believed?

In any case, I had to push such thoughts out of my mind for now. Right now, I had a job to do. It wouldn’t be safe to zone out like that here. I would consider this stuff more when we returned to my Base later. Hopefully by then, we’d have a better idea of what to do, although I knew that we’d probably figure out our next steps once we got to Hannah’s house, wherever that was.


CHAPTER THIRTY

 

About half an hour later, the five of us returned to my Base. Stepping into my Base, I found Cy sitting on the sofa chatting with Sally, Busker, and Spiritus. He seemed to be telling them the story about our fight with Deathwing in the Graveyard and didn’t seem to notice me or the girls until we closed the door behind us, causing him to look up from his spot on the couch and wave at me excitedly.

“Hi, boss!” said Cy in a loud voice, almost shouting in order to be heard. He gestured at Sally, Busker, and Spiritus. “I was just telling Sally and your brother here about our fight in the Graveyard. Like something straight out of a horror movie.”

“There couldn’t have been much to tell,” said Gears as we approached the living room. “You died before the fight was over.”

“True, but I still kicked some butt before I died,” said Cy cheerfully. “And anyway, based on the fact that you guys are standing here, we must have won, right?”

“We did,” I said, glancing down at the baby book in my hands, “and we didn’t. It’s complicated.”

I briefly filled Cy and the others in on what happened after he died. It didn’t take me long to do, but by the time I finished, Cy’s smile had faded to a concerned and puzzled frown.

“So he stole a necklace and got away?” said Cy when I finished telling the story. “That’s kind of weird.”

“I know,” Gears said, “but you should have seen his face. It was like Christmas came early for him. He seemed to consider it a smashing victory for his Team.”

“That’s not good, bro,” said Busker, leaning back in his recliner. “If they’re that happy about it, then it must have been really important.”

“Could he have been lying?” said Sally hopefully. “Those Slayer guys aren’t exactly known for their honesty. Maybe he was just saying that to trick us.”

I shook my head. “No, I don’t think so. He seemed far too happy to merely be lying. I think he was telling the truth, though I wouldn’t let that discourage us. We have the baby book, which should hopefully give us an edge over the Slayers. At the very least, we know where we need to go next.”

“Cool,” said Cy. But then he frowned and looked down at his lap. “Unfortunately, I can’t leave the Base just yet. I have just under thirty minutes left before I’m allowed to leave the Base, so—”

“We can wait,” I said, interrupting Cy. I gestured at my dirty Costume. “I need to wash up and rest anyway. So does everyone else. Why don’t you make us some lunch? We’re starving.”

Cy jumped to his feet with a big smile on his face. “Yeah, I can do that! I’ve got just the thing. Not going to spoil, but it involves meatballs and chocolate!”

With that, Cy ran off to the kitchen. In seconds, I heard the sounds of clanging pots and pans and running water as Cy prepared our lunch. I wasn’t sure that letting Cy prepare our lunch was such a wise idea, but decided that he had been getting better as a cook, so it wouldn’t hurt. It was better than letting him sit around all day, anyway, which I knew from experience was a bad thing to let Cy do. He didn’t do well with sitting around and got himself in trouble more often than not unless you gave him something to do.

Telling the others that I needed to use the bathroom, I flew over to the bathroom and went inside, closing and locking the door tightly behind me on the way in. I then turned around and sighed, leaning against the wooden door. It was kind of nice to take a moment to relax, even if it was for only a brief moment. Soon I’d be back out on the streets racing against Atmosfear and his Teammates to find a Hero who no one had seen in over a year. If the results of the past couple of days were any indication, I’d probably also end up fighting the Slayers again.

I’d been so busy over the past few days that I hadn’t gotten around to distributing the points from the last time I’d leveled up. Opening my character screen, I went over to my notifications and saw this:

Skill Level Up: Dodge [Level 7]. +10% higher chance of Dodging attacks from behind. Level up this Skill further in order to dodge even more effectively.

I had almost completely forgotten about Dodge leveling up there back in the Graveyard, but that was nice to see anyway. I toggled back over to my character sheet, which currently looked like this:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 34

EXP: 14,205/42,305 (28,100 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 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. Next Level: 6 PP], Slash [Level 1], Ice Barrier [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 6], Perception [Level 5], Dodge [Level 7], Negotiation [Level 2], Dual-Wielding [Level 3], 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 2. Next Level: 1 UP]

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

Kids Mode: Disabled

Health: 46

Stamina: 27

Strength: 32

Defense: 25

Charisma: 17

Intelligence: 15

Agility: 24

Evasion: 17

Accuracy: 16

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 53

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 16

Justice: 11

Trust: 10

Fame: 511

Willpower: 19

I stroked my chin as I considered my current stat distribution. It was disappointing to see that I didn’t have the Strength boost from the Metal Gauntlets anymore, but I suppose I should have expected that, seeing as I didn’t have that weapon anymore. Besides, my Enhanced Energy Cannon’s drone feature had more than made up for the loss of the Gauntlets, in my opinion.

First off, I needed to decide where to distribute my SPs. I could potentially put them all four of them into Strength, which would make me almost as strong as I did when I had the Metal Gauntlets, but I wondered if that would really be the wisest use of my SPs. I only had four, after all, and it wouldn’t be wise to use them all on one Stat if I didn’t have to.

It had been a while since I increased my Health, so I decided to put 2 SPs into Health, 1 SP into Strength, and 1 in Energy, thus bringing each Stat to 47, 33, and 54, respectively.

Next were my Power Points. I was stuck between Flight and Dual-Wielding Ice Dagger, but decided to split the difference and put 1 PP each in both Powers. They were now a little bit closer to Level 2, though I would need to find a way to get a lot more PPs if I wanted them both to reach Level 2 in a timely manner. I hoped Hannah would give us Power Points as a reward for completing this particular mission.

And then there were my Ultimate Points, which I naturally dumped into Ice Giant, thus bringing it up to Level 3 and earning me this notification:

Ultimate Power Level Up: Ice Giant [Level 3]. Duration increased to 2 minutes. Cooldown limit -1 day. UP to next Level: 9.

It wasn’t very fancy, but I couldn’t deny that having to only wait five days to use Ice Giant again was incredibly useful and an extra 30 seconds. At least it was better than the original cooldown period of one week, anyway. Hopefully I would not need to use Ice Giant again anytime soon, but you never knew.

With all of my points distributed, I reviewed my character sheet one last time just to make sure that everything was in order:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 34

EXP: 14,205/42,305 (28,100 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: 6 PP], Ice Shackles [Level 1], Ice Slide [Level 1], Flight [Level 1. Next Level: 5 PP], Slash [Level 1], Ice Barrier [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 6], Perception [Level 5], Dodge [Level 7], Negotiation [Level 2], Dual-Wielding [Level 3], 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 3. Next Level: 9 UP]

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

Kids Mode: Disabled

Health: 47

Stamina: 27

Strength: 33

Defense: 25

Charisma: 17

Intelligence: 15

Agility: 24

Evasion: 17

Accuracy: 16

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 54

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 16

Justice: 11

Trust: 10

Fame: 511

Willpower: 19

Satisfied with my stat distribution, I could not help but wonder if my list seemed a little long. I had come a long way since I started the game at Level 1 and my long stat sheet proved that. I wondered if there was a way to make it shorter and quicker to scroll through.

I quickly scrolled through the settings on my character sheet until I found an option labeled ‘MINIMIZE POWERS.’ Curious, I clicked the option and immediately saw all of my Powers become minimized. I clicked the option again and they reappeared on my screen in full again. There was a similar option for ‘MINIMIZE SKILLS,’ though I didn’t try it right now because I didn’t need to. Even so, it was nice to know that I had these options available to me.

Closing my character sheet, I was just about to strip off my Costume to step into the shower when I heard a loud crash outside the bathroom, followed by someone yelling and then the sound of what sounded like a fire being set.

Startled, I opened the bathroom door and rushed out, shouting, “Guys! What’s going—”

I stopped talking as soon as I saw what had happened:

Standing in the living room, their hands on each other, were Busker and Dillo. And they looked like they were killing each other.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

It was so weird to see Busker and Dillo standing there like that. Dillo had his thick, sharp claws around Busker’s neck, while Busker was pointing a smoking finger directly at Dillo’s forehead. Portions of Dillo’s armor was already blackened from the fire, while Busker’s leather jacket had a few deep tears in it. Both of them had almost full HP, but it was pretty clear to me that the only reason they hadn’t killed each other yet was because they were in a stalemate.

The living room around them was a mess. Busker’s recliner lay on the floor like someone had knocked it over, while the sofa had apparently been ripped in two by Dillo. Spiritus floated nearby, seemingly unsure what to do, while Hop stood on the other side of the couch, her eyes still glued to her phone, though she would glance up every now and then as if to keep track of how the fight was going.

Sally lay on the floor behind Busker, leaning on her elbows for support, a terrified look on her face. Gears, Sunshine, and their Sidekicks stood nearby as well, all four of them looking equally uncertain about how to deal with this sudden, bizarre turn of events. I couldn’t blame them. After all, I was just as confused about what was going on here as they were.

Cy stood in the entrance to the kitchen, a big apron tied around his waist with the words ‘KISS THE COOK’ stitched into its surface. He also held a ladle in his hands, a puzzled look on his face as he watched Busker and Dillo slowly kill each other.

“What in the world is going on here?” I shouted, causing everyone to look up at me, including Busker and Dillo. “Busker, Dillo, what are you two doing?”

Busker and Dillo both spoke at once and over each other:

“I was protecting Sally,” Busker said, gesturing with his head at the fallen Sally behind him, “from this jerk, who tried to kill her.”

“I was just uncovering a traitor,” said Dillo, glaring at Busker. “A traitor that he’s defending. He’s putting the whole Team at risk by protecting her.”

“She’s not a traitor, you idiot,” Busker snapped. “You’re just a freaking psycho. Some Hero you are, attacking a helpless woman like that!”

“Real Heroes don’t protect traitors,” said Dillo with equal venom in his voice. “And don’t push me, kid. I could take off your head without even thinking about it.”

“And I could boil your brains faster than ramen noodles,” said Busker. “That big, ugly helmet of yours might keep your tiny brain safe from attack, but it’s not too good for protecting against a thousand degrees of pain and death.”

Before the argument could escalate further, I flew into the air and landed between the two. I shoved Busker and Dillo apart hard enough to send them both staggering and shouted, “Stop yelling! Both of you guys are acting like idiots. Just what is going on here and who started this?”

“He started it, bro,” Busker said, pointing at Dillo quickly. “He just showed up inside the Base a few seconds after you left and tried to kill Sally.”

I looked at Dillo in bewilderment. “Is that true?”

“Your brother is leaving out the relevant details,” said Dillo. “Namely, that Sally is an enemy spy who is trying to destroy Team Winter from within.”

“I’m not a traitor,” Sally said. She slowly got to her feet, trembling like it was the middle of winter. “I don’t know where you got that idea from. I would never, ever in a million years ever betray the Team.”

“If that’s true, then who is leaking our plans to the enemy, huh?” said Dillo. “You are, that’s who.”

I turned to face Dillo and folded my arms across my chest. “I don’t appreciate you calling my girlfriend a traitor, Dillo, especially without evidence. If you came here just to kill her on hearsay alone, then you’ll have to go through me first.”

Dillo’s claws balled into fists and for a moment I was afraid he was going to attack me, but then he lowered his fists and sighed. “All right. I respect you, Winter, respect you enough to tell you what I know. I know that Sally is your girlfriend and all, but I do have reason to believe she’s a traitor. You remember how we talked about that before, right?”

I nodded, though I didn’t smile. “I remember. You didn’t have any proof to back up that theory the last time we spoke, though.”

“I know,” said Dillo, “which is why I am here because I’ve found the proof I need to prove once and for all that Sally is a traitor.”

I hesitated. Although I never knew Dillo to be a liar, I also knew that Sally’s loyalty was rock solid. I didn’t even want to consider that Sally might be a traitor, but at the same time, I also didn’t want to consider that Dillo, who I considered a friend, was a liar as well. I could tell him to shove it for trying to kill my girlfriend … or I could let him speak and decide for myself if there was any truth to his statements. I loved Sally dearly but I also loved the truth, even horrible truth, and always thought it was better to know the truth than it was to live in lies.

Even so, I still wasn’t entirely sure what to say. I didn’t want Sally to feel like I didn’t trust her, but at the same time, I didn’t want to turn Dillo away, either. This was definitely a conundrum I never thought I’d have to deal with and I was worried that I was already failing it by not coming to a firm decision one way or another.

Dillo must have sensed my hesitation as well because he said, “You know what? I’m not even going to wait for your permission. I am going to show you the proof that Sally is a traitor right now. Proof that no one will be able to deny.”

Dillo glanced over his shoulder at Hop. “Hop, show them the proof.”

Although Hop did not seem to be paying attention to him, she was obviously a lot more aware than she appeared because she nodded once and then tapped on her screen a couple of times. A holographic video suddenly appeared in the air between us, showing what looked like a dark alleyway somewhere in Adventure City. Due to how dark it was, it was impossible for me to tell where exactly it was.

“What’s this?” I said, looking at Dillo. “What does an empty alleyway prove?”

“Watch,” said Dillo.

Before I could wonder if Dillo was trolling us, a figure walked into frame. He appeared at the very end of the alleyway at first, little more than a dark silhouette against the street lamps, but as he drew nearer and nearer, the figure’s appearance became more and more obvious: It was the Frost Killer, that is to say, my doppelganger. He looked pretty much exactly the same as he did in the footage that Sunshine showed me, wearing a Costume that looked almost exactly like mine. The main difference now was that he seemed to wield a giant ice pick-like weapon attached to his back, which made me wonder where he had gotten his hands on that. I heard Sunshine make a sharp intake of breath when she saw him as well.

The Frost Killer walked casually, but even from this footage, it was easy to tell he was fully aware of his surroundings. He stopped in front of a door between a dumpster and an overturned trash can before he knocked on it a couple of times and waited.

He didn’t have to wait long. In the next instant, the door opened and a woman quickly stepped out. And not just any woman, either, but a woman who looked almost exactly like Sally. Same hair color and style, same clothing, same everything. The only difference I could see from the footage was that her chin was slightly pointier, but even that could have been thanks to camera tricks or something like that.

The Sally lookalike smiled at the Frost Killer and embraced him deeply. The two shared a deep, very passionate kiss that lasted for a split second before they pulled apart. The Sally lookalike then spoke to the Frost Killer, but the video apparently lacked audio because I couldn’t hear anything she said. My doppelganger listened raptly to what she told him before nodding and saying something else in return, putting a hand on her shoulder in a gesture that seemed like something I would do to Sally if I was in the same situation.

Then the Sally said something to the Frost Killer, who nodded in understanding. The two lookalikes then shared another deep kiss before the Frost Killer broke it off, said something else to Sally, and then turned and left the way he came. The Sally lookalike watched him go with obvious pain in her eyes before going back into the building and closing the door behind her. A couple of seconds later, the footage stopped and the words ‘REPLAY?’ appeared in the air before us.

I looked at Dillo questioningly. “Where did you get this footage?”

“It was sent to me by an anonymous tipster,” said Dillo. “At least, that’s what the message said. I tried to track down the tipster, but when I looked up their account in the directory, it said the account was already deleted.”

“Then how do you know that footage is even real?” I said. “You know how easy it is to doctor footage nowadays. Someone could have easily made fake footage of Sally with the Frost Killer just to sow discord among us.”

“It looked real to me,” said Dillo. “And you know what she told him? Private information on our Team’s plans. The Frost Killer is working with the Slayers. That’s how they are able to keep tabs on what we’re doing because Sally is feeding them information.”

“But I haven’t even seen that Frost Killer guy in real life before,” said Sally. She rose to her feet, dusting off her pants as she stood up. “And I haven’t left Nyle’s Base since he got back from the Junkyard. Exactly when could I have gone out and done this?”

“Last night,” said Dillo. “That’s the creation date on the footage. It even gave me a location.”

“A location?” I said. “What location?”

Dillo gestured at the Base around us. “Your Base itself.”

“Are you telling me that the Frost Killer visited my Base last night in order to get information from Sally about our plans for the day?” I said. “And none of us knew it?”

“Pretty much,” said Dillo. “Otherwise, how would Deathwing have known about the fact that you guys were going to the Graveyard?”

I was about to disagree when I remembered what Deathwing had told us about how the Slayers ‘knew’ that we were going to go to the Graveyard. At the time I just assumed that Deathwing meant he knew we were going to use the coordinates on Faded Flag’s old Costume to go there, but now I was starting to wonder if Deathwing had meant something else entirely. Was it possible that someone on the Team was feeding information to the Slayers without my knowledge?

And was it possible that Sally was that traitor?

I didn’t like contemplating either thought. I liked and trusted pretty much everyone on the Team. Even Gears, whose ego I found insufferable more often than not, I couldn’t see betraying me or anyone else for any reason. The idea that someone might be working to undermine the Team from within was impossible for me to accept, but now I was starting to wonder if I was being too naive about that.

Someone grabbed my arm and I looked down to see that it was Sally looking up at me with pleading eyes.

“Nyle, tell me you don’t believe the footage,” said Sally. She held my arm tighter. “I would never betray you. Ever. Last night we were in bed together. I didn’t get up to go talk to the Frost Killer or anyone else. I didn’t even get up to use the bathroom. You have to believe me.”

I bit my lower lip. Sally had indeed slept in bed with me last night and, as far as I knew, didn’t get up even once. But I was a pretty deep sleeper, even back in the real world. There were times in the real world where Sally would get up before me without me knowing. She was always an early riser in comparison to me. It was within the realm of possibility that she could have gotten up sometime last night without me or anyone else knowing.

But at the same time, Sally had a point. The footage could have been faked. It could have been edited by someone who wanted to make Sally look bad. I didn’t think Dillo himself edited the footage, but perhaps the person who sent it to him did. It was even possible that the footage editor was a Slayer, possibly even Atmosfear himself. I could see Atmosfear doing something like this to sow discord among the Team, though that didn’t mean it was fake.

Again I looked at Dillo and said, “Dillo, I understand your concerns, but I think you’re acting based on very flimsy information. You have no idea if this footage has been doctored or not. I’m not going to kill Sally based on potentially false information.”

“Potentially false?” said Dillo. He shook his head. “It’s not fake. It fits in well with the facts we have. Like it or not, it’s a solid theory. You just don’t want to accept that your girlfriend might be a traitor.”

My tempter briefly flared. “Geez, I wonder why. It can’t possibly because I love her and want to see the best in her.”

“Even at the expense of the truth?” Dillo said. “Even at the expense of the safety of the rest of the Team? ‘Cause in case you’ve forgotten, Nyle, you’re not just on your own here. You’re the leader of a Team. The leader of our Team. Which means you need to put what’s good for the Team first, above and beyond your own personal needs. That’s what good leaders do.”

I scowled deeply. “I know. I know I am the leader of this Team. And as the leader of this Team, I’m going to offer you a choice: Retract your false accusations against Sally and apologize to her for lying or leave the Team. Now.”

Everyone looked at me in surprise when I said that, including Sally. Even I was a little surprised by the words that came out of my mouth, but at the same time, I didn’t walk them back. I stood tall and firm, the way a leader should, showing no doubt or hesitancy in my body language.

Dillo stared at me in disbelief. “You’re not serious, are you?”

“I am,” I said without a hint of doubt in my voice. “I tried to understand your concerns about Sally and Funky, Dillo, but you’ve taken them too far. If you are going to keep falsely accusing her of crimes based on flimsy evidence and, worse, actually try to kill her based on said flimsy evidence, then I’m not sure you’re anyone I want on my Team. Make your choice.”

Dillo snorted. “Fine. I quit, then. If you want to get destroyed by the traitor in the Team, then so be it. And don’t come crying to me when your girlfriend there screws you over, which she will eventually. See you later.”

Dillo then turned and left my Base, with Hop following loyally behind with her face still buried in her phone as usual. Neither of them even looked back as they walked out through the front door and closed it behind them with a rather loud slam, hard enough to make the door rattle on its hinges.

As soon as Dillo closed the door behind them, this notification appeared in my vision:

[Hero Dillo] has left Team Winter! Current members: 10/100.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 

“Is he gone?” said Cy in a slightly hesitant voice. “For real?”

Snapped out of my reverie, I looked over my shoulder at Cy. He was staring at the closed front door with an uncertain expression on his face, the ladle in his hands still dripping spaghetti sauce on the floor.

“Yes, he’s gone,” I said. “He left the Team. I just got a notification telling me so.”

“Good riddance,” said Sally. She held me more tightly. “Thanks for sticking up for me, Nyle. I knew you would.”

She kissed me on the lips. It was a nice sensation, one that made forcing Dillo to leave the Team worth it. Or so I thought. When we broke away, I still couldn’t help but feel a little empty inside. This wasn’t the first time someone had left the Team before, but this was the first time I’d gotten into such a heated discussion with someone I considered a friend.

“I agree,” said Gears. “He seemed like kind of a creep, honestly. Seriously, what kind of weirdo tries to kill someone based on nothing more than what is probably easily doctored footage? We probably didn’t need him on the Team anyway.”

“I wish he could have given me that footage,” said Sunshine, rubbing her arm. “Even if it was doctored, it could have still been useful information for hunting down the Frost Killer. I’m still trying to find him, after all.”

Busker patted me on the shoulder. “Personally, bro, I think you made the right choice. If someone came after my girlfriend like that, I wouldn’t have even given him a choice. I would have just burned him to within an inch of his life and then dumped him in a gutter somewhere to rot. ‘Course, that’s just me.”

I nodded, but when I glanced at Cy and saw how disappointed he was, I still wasn’t sure. Dillo was the very first player I’d met in Capes Online when I first started playing. He was my first friend and one of my first Teammates. Granted, he had acted very foolishly and I definitely preferred Sally over him, but at the same time, I wasn’t so sure I could be as happy about this as everyone else was. Perhaps this was simply part of being a leader and making hard decisions.

“Right,” I said. “Anyway, I’m going to go back to the bathroom now and get cleaned up. If anyone needs me, that’s where I’ll—”

The Base’s front door suddenly slammed open and Audionator and Pie Boy marched in. Audionator, in particular, looked pissed, his feet stomping against the floor with enough force to leave cracks wherever he stepped, while Pie Boy looked a lot more relaxed, munching on a slice of pecan pie as he followed Audionator toward me.

“Audionator?” I said as the Department agent approached. “Where have you been this whole time? You should have respawned a long time ago.”

Audionator came to a stop in front of me and glared at me as if all of his personal problems in the world were my fault. “I did respawn in my Base after Technosoldier killed me. I also lost all of my experience and half of my credits because of that.”

“Then why didn’t you contact me or the others and let us know?” I said. “We could have used your help in the Graveyard.”

“Because I was busy dealing with this crap,” said Audionator. He snapped his fingers and Pie Boy lifted up his own phone and tapped the screen with his thumb.

A second later, a holographic image board appeared in the air between us. It was a wide board with hundreds of names on it arranged in neat rows. Above the board, the words ‘BOUNTY BOARD’ floated, while below it were tabs such as ‘NEWEST BOUNTIES,’ ‘RECENTLY CLAIMED BOUNTIES,’ and so on.

“What am I looking at?” I said, glancing at Audionator.

Audionator stared at me like I was an idiot. “This is the Bounty Board. You know, the place where Bounty Hunters go to check on the latest Bounties and either claim ones they’ve dealt with or accept ones that haven’t been claimed yet?”

Ah. Now I knew what Audionator meant. In Capes Online, you could place a ‘Bounty’ on an individual. As far as I knew, anyone could place a Bounty on anyone they wanted. Hero or Villain, player or NPC, it didn’t matter. If someone wanted you dead, they could put up a Bounty on the Bounty Board for Bounty Hunters to claim. It wasn’t an area of the game I was especially familiar with, though, because I wasn’t a Bounty Hunter, although I knew that my and Funky’s names were on the Bounty Board.

“Okay, I can see that,” I said, glancing at the Bounty Board. “But why, exactly, are you showing me the Bounty Board? If you’re trying to tell me you’re going to start collecting Bounties to recover the money you lost from respawning, sure, do whatever you want, but—”

“I’m not going to become a Bounty Hunter, moron,” said Audionator. He clicked the ‘NEWEST BOUNTIES’ tab and suddenly the list of hundreds of names went down to about eleven. “Look at these recent Bounties all posted within the last day or so. Tell me if you recognize any of the names.”

Frowning, I leaned in closer to get a better look at the names on the Board, which were in fairly small type. But it didn’t take me long to read all of the names, all of which I recognized.

“Oh my gosh,” I said. I looked at Audionator. “Every last one of our names are on that board.”

I was right. Starting with my name at the top and ending with Sunshine’s name at the bottom, all eleven members of Team Winter were on the board. Even Dillo’s name was still there, despite the fact that he was no longer part of the Team. The exact Bounties on us varied considerably from over ten million credits for Funky to less than half a million credits for Boom and Zoom. The Bounties on all of us were definitely higher than the average Bounty, at least based on what I saw on the Bounty Board.

“Exactly,” said Audionator. “Someone went and put all of our names on the Bounty Board with some of the highest Bounties in the game.”

Gears suddenly shoved me aside and looked at the Bounty Board for her name. “How much do I—? What? Only seven-hundred and fifty thousand credits? Come on. I’ve got to be worth at least twice that much. Clearly, someone doesn’t understand just how valuable my brilliant mind is.”

“I’m on there, too,” said Busker, looking over my shoulder at the Bounty Board. “One million credits. Huh. Not too shabby, if I do say so myself.”

“Why are we all on the Bounty Board?” I said. “Is that normal?”

“For whole Teams to end up on the Bounty Board?” said Audionator. He shook his head rapidly. “Of course not. Usually it’s just one or two members, not the whole Team.”

“Were we all put on the Board by the same person?” I said doubtfully. “I mean, they’ve had to be pretty rich to be able to pay out all of those Bounties. Collectively, our Bounties are about five million credits.”

“And that’s exactly why I came to you,” said Audionator. “Look at who it says has put up our Bounties. Look closely and tell me who it is.”

Frowning, I tapped my name and immediately saw my full Bounty, which read like this:

TARGET: Winter

ALIVE OR DEAD: Alive

BOUNTY: 1,000,000 credits (bonus of +500,000 credits if brought with Sidekick Cyclone)

BOUNTY PAYER: The Adventure City Government

“What the—?” I said. “The Adventure City Government put out Bounties on me?”

“On all of us,” said Audionator grimly. “It says the same thing on all of our Bounties.”

“But why would the Adventure City Government want us all captured or killed?” said Gears, putting her hands on her hips. “That doesn’t make sense. We haven’t done anything illegal.”

“Because the Adventure City Government thinks we’re behind Mayor Williams’ kidnapping,” said Audionator. “Remember that?”

I nodded grimly. “I remember, but we already explained to the police that Technosoldier kidnapped Mayor Williams. What in the world made them think otherwise?”

“Who knows?” said Audionator, shaking his head again. “All I know is that this is going to make everything approximately fifty percent harder for all of us. I found out about this when I tried to leave my Base earlier and nearly stepped into a trap that would have killed me outright if Pie Boy hadn’t pointed it out to me.”

“Pie Boy?”

“I have very high Perception,” said Pie Boy through a mouthful of pie. “Very high.”

“It’s why he is such a useful Sidekick,” said Audionator, “but Pie Boy’s Perception doesn’t matter. What matters is that it is going to be very hard for us to walk around in public without getting targeted by ambitious Bounty Hunters.”

“I should be safe, though, right?” said Busker, glancing at the Bounty Board. “I don’t see my name on it.”

“That’s because no one knows you’re—” I stopped speaking when I realized that Sunshine, who still didn’t know what Busker and I really were, was standing nearby listening raptly to this entire conversation. “Never mind. The point is that this is definitely a bad turn of events for us, but not necessarily the end of the world if we’re smart about it.”

“How so?” said Audionator. “You do know that Bounties can only be taken down by the people who put them up, right? Unless you have a plan to convince the Adventure City Government to take our Bounties down, I’m pretty sure this is going to make things extremely difficult for us.”

I rubbed my forehead and thought about our situation. This definitely threw a wrench in our plans and made me more than a little worried about how we were going to operate in Adventure City now that every single member of the Team was on the Bounty Board. And Audionator had a point that I didn’t have any plan for convincing the Government to take our names off the list.

“Maybe if we find and return Mayor Williams, they will take our names off the list,” Sunshine suggested. “If Mayor Williams’ disappearance is what they are really worried about, then it should be easy to clear our names and get all of those Bounty Hunters off our backs.”

“I agree with Sunshine,” said Sally. “I mean, you guys were planning to find Mayor Williams anyway, right? This just gives you even more incentive to find and rescue him from the Slayers.”

“True, but we still have no idea where Mayor Williams is,” I said. “We don’t even know if he’s still alive or not.”

“Exactly,” said Audionator. “So what do you think we should do, then, fearless leader? What should our next steps be?”

I bit my lower lip and glanced at the map of Adventure City with the pin on Hannah’s house in the middle of the city. “Our next step is the same as always: Go to Hannah’s house and report to her on what we found in the Graveyard regarding her relation to Faded Flag. I’m not sure if that will help us find Mayor Williams or not, but it’s better than sitting around twiddling our thumbs worrying about something we have no real control over.”

I could tell that that answer didn’t really satisfy any of my Teammates, but I wasn’t sure what else to tell them. Besides, it seemed clear to me that there was a connection between Faded Flag’s disappearance and Mayor Williams’ kidnapping. By continuing this mission, we had a chance to save Mayor Williams and clear our names at the same time.

“Fine,” said Audionator. “Guess you’re right. But this still sucks.”

“Not going to argue with that,” I said. “But we can’t let this stop us from doing what we need to do. Remember, Atmosfear and the Slayers are still out there searching for Faded Flag as well. We have no choice but to go forward and hope for the best.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

 

About two hours later, Sunshine, Audionator, and I, along with our Sidekicks, made our way down a dark, narrow alleyway. It was admittedly pretty gross, with the contents of overturned trash cans spilled out on the street in our path, but it was much safer than walking around in the open streets where Bounty Hunters seeking our Bounties could easily find us. Prior to leaving my Base, we had hashed out a route that would take us primarily through the back alleys of the City, avoiding all of the most densely populated parts where Bounty Hunters would probably see us. Gears would have come along with us, but unfortunately she ended up needing to log off due to a family emergency in the real world, though she promised she would log back on as soon as she could.

That was why it had taken us a couple of hours to get from my Base to Hannah’s house. If we had taken the more direct route via the main streets, we would have gotten there in about half an hour, ten minutes if we flew. But now that our names were at the very top of the Bounty Board, we decided it would be safer to take the back alleys where fewer people would be able to see us.

And it worked. We didn’t run into any Bounty Hunters or anything like that on our way through the alleys. The worst thing we ran into was a drunk homeless man rattling to us about how the President was an alien from Mars, but luckily he was just crazy, and not violent, and so we left him behind pretty quickly.

Reaching the end of the alleyway, I glanced at the map and said, “Okay, so according to my map, Hannah’s house should be just across the street.”

Sunshine peered out of the alleyway and pointed. “I don’t see any houses out here except for that big mansion right there.”

A huge Victorian mansion stood on the other side of the street. It’s old-fashioned architecture looked out of place among the futuristic buildings and skyscrapers of Adventure City. It was protected by a high metal fence with curled outward spikes. A low hum of electricity could be heard coming from the fence, which seemed to be a clue that the fence was likely electrified. Two men in black suits stood at the front gate, obvious firearms holstered at their sides. With their sunglasses on and their heads bowed, they looked almost like they were asleep, but something about their posture told me that the two [MANSION GUARDS] were far more aware of their surroundings than they let on. Nor were there too many people walking around nearby, and those few Civilians who did walk along the streets seemed to move past the mansion faster than normal, as if they were afraid they might get in trouble if they got too close.

“Fancy mansion,” said Cy, also peering out with me. “But who lives in it? They have to be rich.”

“That’s the Mayor’s Mansion,” said Audionator. He was leaning against the wall of the alley, his arms folded in front of his chest. “It’s where Mayor Williams lives. Or lived, I should say, until he got kidnapped.”

“Oh,” said Sunshine in realization. “I thought it looked familiar. I’ve been here before, but only once when Mayor Williams invited me over for lunch a while back.”

I glanced at the map again before looking back up at the Mayor’s Mansion. “Are you telling me that Hannah lives inside the Mayor’s Mansion? Why would she live with the Mayor?”

“Did you say Hannah?” said Sunshine, looking at me questioningly. “I know the Mayor has a daughter named Hannah.”

“He does?” I said. “Why didn’t you mention that before?”

Sunshine blushed in embarrassment. “I’m sorry. I just wasn’t sure if the Hannah you were helping was the same person as the Hannah I know about. I’ve never actually met her before. The last time I was here, Hannah was on a field trip with her class from school because it was a Monday. I did see pictures of her, though.”

Suddenly, all of Hannah’s behavior made a hell of a lot more sense. “So she’s Mayor Williams’ daughter. I’m not sure if that will make things easier for us or harder.”

“Why not both?” said Cy. “Things can be easy and hard at the same time. Like a guy who sleeps with any woman who smiles at him, for example.”

I groaned. “Thanks for the comment, Cy. It was really relevant to this discussion.”

“No problem, boss,” said Cy. “That’s what I’m here for.”

I sighed deeply before shaking my head and saying, “Never mind. Whether Hannah is the Mayor’s daughter or not, we need to go see her. Let’s see if we can get past those security guards.”

After looking up and down the street quickly to make sure there were no Bounty Hunters nearby, I stepped out of the alleyway and walked across the street with everyone following closely behind. As we drew closer to the Mayor’s Mansion, the two Security Guards—Dave and Mike, based on their nametags—looked up at us suddenly, but did not move or do anything at all except watch us approach them.

Out of curiosity, I Scanned both of them at once and got this information:

Security Guards Dave and Mike

LEVELS: 100 and 110

ALIGNMENT: Hero

CLASS: Security Guard

TYPE: N/A

WEAK POINT: Sunglasses

WEAKNESS: Light

RARITY: Rare

In a world where men can bench press skyscrapers and women can blow up mountains with their minds, the value of ordinary Security Guards has been called into question many times. But Synth Group Security Guards are a step above ordinary Security Guards in terms of sheer Strength and raw power. Trained especially to deal with Heroes and Villains alike, you mess with these certified badasses at your own risk.

Hell, I didn’t need to know that these Security Guards were badasses who you didn’t want to mess with. Even if they didn’t have special training for dealing with Heroes and Villains, their ridiculously high Levels alone meant they deserved to be treated with more respect than you would normally show to ordinary Security Guards like them. If we were unlucky enough to have to fight these guys, I had a feeling we’d all die very horrible deaths.

Even before I could introduce myself to them, however, the Security Guard named Mike asked, in a soft Kiwi accent, “Hello there. How may we help you?”

Mike was a big guy. Even underneath his nice black suit, his large muscles and even larger frame were obvious. That was why I was briefly taken aback by his unusually soft and polite voice. “Uh …”

“Hi, Mike,” said Sunshine, taking a step forward with a sweet smile on her face. “How are Patricia and the kids?”

“Doing well, Miss Sunshine,” said Mike, shooting her a friendly smile in return. “Patricia just got her second PhD in counseling, but unfortunately Nate and Jenny are sick, so you might want to keep your distance so you don’t get what they got in school.”

“Aw,” said Sunshine in a sympathetic voice, putting her hands together. “So sorry to hear about Nate and Jenny. I hope you took them to the doctor.”

“Oh, I did,” said Mike, nodding. “Just the common cold. Something’s going around the schools and everyone is getting sick. You know how it is.”

“Yes, of course,” said Sunshine. She looked at Dave. “How are you, Dave? Still doing yoga?”

Dave nodded. “Yes. Observe.”

Dave then stood up on a tiptoe and, sticking out one leg, stretched his body in a way that clearly wasn’t entirely natural. Well, it didn’t look natural to me, at least, which was probably because I didn’t do yoga.

“Cool,” said Sunshine, clapping her hands. “And is that a little ballet I see as well?”

Dave nodded again without losing his balance or form. “Yes. I’ve been taking ballet classes with my girlfriend. It’s quite fun.”

Please note that Dave was at least as big and hulking as Mike.

“Oh, you have a girlfriend now?” said Sunshine with a slight squeal. “Tell me the details. Now.”

I held up a hand before Dave could start gossiping with Sunshine. “Um, can you guys catch up later? We’re kind of in a hurry here and don’t really have time to talk with you guys.”

Mike and Dave looked at me like they just noticed I existed and Mike said, “Oh, Sunshine, is this your new boyfriend?”

Sunshine’s face suddenly became as red as the sun for some reason. “What? N-No, of course not. He’s just a friend. His name is Winter.”

“Winter?” Mike and Dave exchanged looks real quick and then Dave said, “You mean the Hero who defeated Dark Kosmos?”

“And the one who kidnapped Mayor Williams?” Mike added.

Before I could correct them, Mike lunged forward and tackled me to the ground. In less than a second, he was on top of me, pinning me to the street with his massive bulk. With one huge hand he held my hands behind my back, while with the other he drew his gun from his holster and pressed the barrel against the base of my neck, making me freeze (not literally) underneath him.

Cy drew his Kunai, but then Dave sprang toward Cy and kicked him in the face, knocking Cy to the ground. He then pulled out two guns and aimed them at Audionator and Pie Boy, who had been about to jump in and save me but froze the second Dave pointed his guns at them.

“Stay still, kidnapper,” said Mike, though despite his harsh words, his tone was as polite as ever. “Or we’ll see how you like the taste of lead bullets in your mouth.”

“Mike, Dave, no!” said Sunshine, waving her hands frantically. “What are you doing?”

Mike glanced over his shoulder at Sunshine with a confused frown on his face. “Capturing Mayor Williams’ kidnapper. What else?”

“But he’s not the Mayor’s kidnapper,” said Sunshine, shaking her head so hard that it looked like it was about to go flying off her shoulders. “He had nothing to do with the Mayor’s kidnapping. In fact, he actually tried to stop it.”

“Clearly, you must have been misinformed, Miss Sunshine,” said Mike. “This man right here has been identified by the Adventure City Police Department as a key suspect in the kidnapping of Mayor Williams.”

“But Sunshine was right there at the scene of the kidnapping,” I said. “She saw me try to save—”

Mike suddenly twisted my arms and I grunted in pain.

“You can explain your crime to the police once we hand you over to them,” said Mike. “And you can explain it with either broken arms or not broken arms. Which would you prefer?”

I scowled. My already short temper was just about to go off. I didn’t even care that these guys were more than twice as strong as me. If they didn’t stop threatening me and my friends, I was ready to go all winter storm on them.

But before the battle could escalate further, a young female voice suddenly cried out, “Mike! Dave! Leave them alone.”

Startled, I looked over beyond the gates to see Hannah running toward us down the mansion’s driveway. Felix was running just a few feet behind her, clearly trying his best to keep up with the energetic young girl, though given his size and bulk, he really seemed to be struggling.

“Miss Hannah?” said Mike in disbelief as Hannah came to a stop on the other side of the gate. “What are you doing out? Please go back inside. We’re trying to apprehend your father’s kidnappers and—”

“Oh, don’t worry about that, Mike,” said Hannah in her usual falsely sweet voice, grabbing the bars of the fence and peering through the gap between the bars at us. “I know these people. You can trust them, even if they don’t look trustworthy.”

I scowled in response to her ‘trustworthy’ comment, but before I could respond to that, Mike said, “But this is Winter, the major suspect in your father’s kidnapping case.”

“Well, I know he didn’t kidnap my father,” said Hannah. “Let him and his friends go so they can come inside my house.”

Mike shook his head. “I am sorry, Miss Williams, but this is too dangerous a situation for us to listen to your orders. Go back inside the mansion. Now.”

Although Mike was about three times as tall as Hannah and could probably pick her up like a toy with one hand, Hannah showed zero hesitation or fear in the face of his commands. She simply smiled again and said, “I know you’re worried about me, Mike, but seriously, I’ll be okay. Of course, I can always fire you and Dave if you two keep trying to tell me what to do, but—”

Mike suddenly let go of me and stood up. Dave put his guns down at the same time and the two Security Guards stepped away, giving me and the rest of my Team a good, wide berth. I quickly stood to my feet, rubbing my wrists and shoulders that hurt from the strain Mike put on them, but otherwise, I was unharmed and not suffering from any debuffs.

“Thanks for saving us,” I said to Hannah as I rubbed my right wrist. “Just in the nick of time.”

“Isn’t that what you Heroes do all the time?” said Hannah. “Think of it as a return of the favor. Anyway, you’re here to tell me about my real daddy, right?”

“If you mean Faded Flag, yeah,” I said, slightly taken aback by Hannah’s blunt statement. “I didn’t know you knew we were coming.”

“Oh, it was easy to guess,” said Hannah cheerfully. She gestured at her pigtails. “After all, the System told me so.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

 

The Mayor’s Mansion was so much fancier and nicer than my Base, which was to be expected, I guess. We sat in the living room of the Mansion, which put the Base’s living room to shame. High-quality wooden oak panels covered the walls, with beautiful crimson curtains standing in front of open windows that afforded a good view of both the city and the front lawn of the Mayor’s Mansion, which was covered in row upon row of amazing flowers. A beautiful crystal and gold chandelier hung in the air above us, while the floor’s fine wooden paneling was covered with a throw rug here and there.

The sofa that Cy and I sat upon was probably the softest and comfiest sofa I’d ever sat upon. It felt almost like sitting on a cloud, that’s how nice it was. Over to the right, Sunshine sat in one of the recliners, a look of bliss on her face, while Piston stood behind her with his arms folded in front of his chest, seemingly less impressed with the splendor and wealth than she was. Audionator and Pie Boy stood to the right, with Pie Boy eating a slice of cherry pie on a golden plate offered by Hannah’s butler, a prim and proper Englishman named Gerald. The living room smelled faintly of wax and money for some reason.

As for Hannah herself, she sat in a very high-backed seat before her, with Felix the cat sitting on her lap purring contentedly as she stroked his thick hair. She was drinking from a juice box that looked more expensive than a glass of wine and seemed perfectly at ease sitting there not saying a word to any of us.

“This place is way nicer than I thought it would be,” I said, looking around the Mayor’s Mansion. “Guess being the Mayor must pay better than I thought.”

“It’s from the accumulated wealth that previous Mayors of Adventure City have built up over the generations,” Sunshine explained, sitting upright in her recliner to look at me better. She gestured at the opulence around us. “As you can tell, it’s very nice.”

“It’s okay,” said Hannah with another sip from her juice box, “but I like my friend Stacy’s floating mansion on the other side of town better. Felix doesn’t, though. Right, Felix?”

Felix gave an odd mrow sound that seemed to indicate that he agreed with Hannah.

“Did you say your friend Stacy has a floating mansion?” I said. I glanced around again. “And where is Qingwa, if I may ask?”

“Yeah, Stacy does,” said Hannah, “and Qingwa quit working for me after my adopted daddy got kidnapped, but who cares about that? You’re here to tell me about my real daddy. The System told me so.”

“I … yeah,” I said. “What do you mean the System told you so?”

Hannah tilted her head to the side, a serious look on her young features as she considers my question. “I dunno. It’s like a voice in my head. Like the sky is talking to me. It’s hard to explain.”

“Are you referring to the Dynamic Environment System?” asked Audionator. “Because that’s the only System I can think of.”

“Dynamic what?” said Hannah. She shook her head. “Stop being so silly and using made-up words. Daddy always tells me not to use made-up words because it makes it hard for people to understand me. You’re an adult, so you should know better than that.”

“It’s not a made-up—” said Audionator before Sunshine interrupted and said, “Of course, Hannah. We’ll stick to real words for now.”

“Thank you,” said Hannah, beaming her usual falsely innocent smile at Sunshine. “That will make things easier for us all.”

I could tell Audionator was still annoyed at Hannah telling him he had used ‘made-up’ words, but I just shrugged. Hannah was kind of a troll and I suspected she was just saying that to get on Audionator’s nerves. I didn’t say that aloud, however, because Audionator could probably figure that out on his own.

I had to admit, though, that I was really curious about what she meant by the ‘System’ telling her. Perhaps she was referring to getting a notification from the Dynamic Environment System—or the D.E.S. as we often called it—that told her that we were on our way? It was possible. I knew that NPCs could receive notifications for in-game events just like players. The notifications were generated from the D.E.S., so if you thought about it, it was kind of like the System was talking to you when you got a notification, though I still wasn’t sure.

“Anyway, can we talk about my real daddy now, please?” asked Hannah. “Isn’t that what you guys are here for in the first place?”

Nodding, I explained to Hannah what we found in the Graveyard. I skipped over our fight with Deathwing and the Zombies but did mention that a ‘thief’ had stolen Maria’s Pearl Necklace. I even showed Hannah the baby book, which she took and flipped through interestedly, though I wasn’t sure how much of it she understood or could read given her age.

“So you’re telling me that this is Faded Flag’s baby book and that he really is my daddy?” asked Hannah when I finished. She said so in a very hopeful voice.

I nodded. “It would appear so. I mean, we still don’t have absolute proof, but—”

“And I even have a baby brother!” said Hannah, looking at the baby book in her hands. She hugged the book to her chest. “This is even better news than I thought. I’ve always wanted a baby brother to boss around.”

“But, er, he’s dead,” said Cy.

Hannah’s smile instantly turned into a sad frown. “Oh. Right. I forgot. Still, I at least had a baby brother, which is almost as good as actually having one. Thank you so much for letting me know about this.”

I nodded, but when Hannah said that Dean was her brother, that got me thinking. We were under the impression that Dean was Faded Flag’s only child, but if the baby book’s notes were true, then Hannah was also Faded Flag’s child. Which meant that she was a second example of the offspring between a player and an NPC. At least, I assumed her mom was an NPC, though I didn’t know that for sure, either.

“Hannah, how old are you?” I asked.

Hannah looked up at me with a bright look on her face. “Six and a half years old. Why do you ask?”

I stroked my chin in thought. “That means you were born about five years before Dean, right?”

“Sure,” said Hannah. She narrowed her eyebrows. “I think. I dunno. Math is still really hard for me.”

“The math works out,” said Sunshine with a nod. “Which means that Hannah had to have been born before Faded Flag met Maria, right? So she’s technically Dean’s half-sister, then.”

“Right,” I said. I looked at Hannah again. “Hannah, who is your mom?”

Hannah scratched her head. “I don’t know. All I know is that my daddy—the Mayor—adopted me when I was really young, like a year old or something. I asked him what happened to my mommy, but he said that he didn’t know, either, and that he just found me on the front step of the Mansion in a basket.”

“Meaning your mom abandoned you?” said Sunshine.

“My mommy did not abandon me,” said Hannah defensively. She sniffled slightly. “She just … couldn’t take care of me, that’s all. That’s what daddy said, anyway. If she could take care of me, she would have.”

That was the most defensive I’d ever seen Hannah get. It was obvious as hell to me that Hannah was really sensitive about the issue of her mother. Not that I could blame her. I wouldn’t want to accept the idea that my mom had given me up for adoption, either, or outright abandoned me.

“So you have no idea who your mom is and neither does the Mayor?” said Sunshine.

“Yes,” said Hannah. “I don’t even know if she’s still alive or not.”

“But Faded Flag has to know who she is,” said Audionator, causing the rest of us to look at him. “I mean, it’s simple logic, right? Faded Flag had to have known her mother in order to, well, you know.”

I nodded. “Yeah, but before we can find her mother, we need to find Faded Flag first.”

Of course, we knew that Faded Flag was technically no longer playing Capes Online, but I didn’t want to say that aloud with Hannah around. Given how she was both an NPC and a young child, I wasn’t sure how much she understood the idea that she was in a game where players could log off and on at will. Better not to open that particular can of worms.

“But if Faded Flag is her dad, then why didn’t he tell anyone?” said Sunshine. “Cullen didn’t mention Hannah to us and he was one of Faded Flag’s closest friends.”

“Do you think Mayor Williams was going to tell us that before he got kidnapped?” I said, thinking about Mayor Williams’ interrupted last words before Technosoldier got him. “Perhaps he was going to tell us that Hannah wasn’t his real daughter and that Faded Flag was her real dad.”

“Maybe,” said Sunshine. She sighed. “Mayor Williams’ kidnapping really messed up our investigation. Yet another reason to find him and bring him back.”

“So you guys don’t know where daddy is?” said Hannah, causing us all to look at her again. She was stroking Felix’s head again, her young eyes wide with worry and concern. “You haven’t found him yet?”

“Not yet,” I said with a shake of my head. “We know who kidnapped him, but we don’t know where they’ve taken him exactly. We’re still searching.”

Hannah nodded. “Okay, but please save him as fast as you can. He might not be my real daddy, but he’s taken care of me for so long. I don’t have any other adults in my life who care about me the way he does.”

Hannah said that while nearly on the verge of tears. Felix mrowed again and rubbed his head against her hand in a clear attempt to cheer her up. Once again, I was astounded by how realistic NPCs were, though given who Hannah’s father was, I suspected she was not just an NPC.

“We’ll find him,” I said firmly. “You can count on that.”

Hannah then suddenly smiled brightly, all traces of sadness gone. “Thanks! Now I need you to find both of my daddies.”

As soon as Hannah said that, this notification appeared in my view:

MISSION UPDATE: After telling Hannah about Faded Flag, you have learned much about her that has changed how you view the little girl and maybe even causes you to question the world itself. Now Hannah has charged you with finding both Faded Flag and Mayor Steven Williams. You might also start asking around about Hannah’s mother, whose mysterious identity may be more important than you realize.

Now this was strange. How many times had this mission in particular been updated? And why did it seem like the System was now talking directly to me? Just how important was this mission, anyway?

“You guys look really hungry,” said Hannah, looking around at me and my Teammates. “Do you guys want to eat? I can have Gerald cook us up something good. How does peanut butter and mayo sound?”

“Peanut butter and mayo?” Cy repeated with a lick of his lips. “That sounds both delicious and just like what I would make!”

I sighed in exasperation, but then my Hero Sense suddenly went off and I looked around wildly. “What was that?”

“What was what?” said Sunshine, looking at me in confusion.

“My Hero Sense,” I said. I stood up from the couch and summoned both of my Ice Daggers. “It’s getting worse. I feel like something bad is coming our way, but for the life of me I can’t tell where it’s coming—”

I was interrupted by the glass window behind Hannah’s chair—the big one that overlooked the front lawn—suddenly froze over and then shattered. An icy cold wind ripped through the living room from outside, followed by a flurry of snow that got on everything. Hannah and Felix fell off of the high-backed chair in shock, while Audionator, Sunshine, and their Sidekicks jumped to their feet. Cy stood up beside me and drew his Kunai, shivering in the cold.

A figure then stepped through the shattered window. With snow swirling around him, it was a little hard to make him out at first, but slowly, as the snow went away, I saw a figure who was far too familiar. He looked almost exactly like me, except with the colors of my Costume inverted. He carried a huge ice pick-like weapon in his hands and looked over us all with glowing blue eyes, his expression seemingly stuck in an unreadable monotone expression. Hovering over his head was the nametag [VILLAIN FROSTBITE], but I knew who he was even before I saw his nametag.

“No way …” I said. “It’s him …”

“The man I’ve been looking for,” said Sunshine with a slight tremble in her voice. “The Frost Killer himself.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

 

Staring at Frostbite felt incredibly surreal. Physically, he was a near perfect replica of myself, complete with the snowflake design on his chest. But his body language, eyes, facial expression, and general attitude were as different from me as night was from day. He seemed less like a human being and more like a robot.

“Wow,” said Cy, staring at Frostbite uncertainly, “he looks even more like you in real life than he does in the footage, boss.”

“Almost exactly like me,” I said. “But … different, too.”

Hannah got up from the floor and looked around the chair at him. Then she looked at me in confusion. “Wait, how are you standing over there and standing right here? You can’t be in two places at once. That doesn’t make sense.”

“That’s because he’s not me,” I said. “Hannah, I need you and Felix to get out of here now. This man is incredibly dangerous. He’s friends with the people who kidnapped your dad.”

Hannah’s eyes widened and she looked over at Frostbite. “He is? Hey, you! Where’s my—”

Frostbite raised his hand and fired a huge blast of ice energy at Hannah. I immediately dove in front of Hannah and activated Ice Barrier, summoning a half-ice shield between me and Frostbite. But the ice energy blast shattered the Ice Barrier like it wasn’t even there, sending chips and chunks of ice hitting against my body.

“Hannah, go!” I shouted, looking over my shoulder at her. “Now!”

“Come on, Hannah,” said Sunshine, grabbing Hannah’s arm. “Piston and I will get you and Felix to safety.”

Fortunately, Hannah didn’t argue. She let Sunshine and Piston—who held a very frightened Felix in his arms—lead her out of the room. Frostbite’s cold eyes followed their movement and he raised his hand to shoot them again, but then Cy hurled his Kunai at Frostbite’s body. The Kunai hit Frostbite directly in the chest, embedding itself deeply in his heart as he staggered backward.

“Hey, you!” Cy yelled at Frostbite. “Don’t take your eyes off the prize or you’ll get a Kunai in your chest!”

It looked like a pretty bad hit and it even took off about 10% of Frostbite’s Health, but Frostbite showed no emotion or anything to indicate he was in pain. He just ripped the Kunai out of his chest and tossed it to the side. He then put a hand over his chest and a thick sheet of ice appeared over the hole in his chest before it faded away. His Health bar shot up to full and the hole in his chest was closed and no longer bleeding, prompting this notification to appear in my vision:

[Villain Frostbite] used Icy Heal!

Icy Heal? I didn’t even know that was a Power. Did Frostbite have Ice Powers even I didn’t have yet?

“Step aside, you two,” said Audionator as he stepped forward, his hands balling into fists. “And let a real pro show you how it’s done.”

The huge speakers on Audionator’s shoulders suddenly blared with a boom so loud I was sure I was going to go deaf. The sound waves struck Frostbite head on and caused him to explode into millions of shards of ice that flew in every direction, some of them hitting me.

Audionator cracked a grin. “See? Told you it would be easy.”

“As easy as faking one’s own death,” said an icy cold voice behind us.

I looked over my shoulder just in time to see Frostbite—who had somehow materialized behind Audionator—grab Audionator’s shoulder speakers and cover them with a thick sheet of ice. He then smashed the shoulder speakers to pieces before grabbing Audionator and throwing him against the back wall hard enough to leave a dent in it. Pie Boy tried to punch Frostbite, but Frostbite Dodged Pie Boy’s rather pathetic punch before tapping him on the head with a single finger. Pie Boy’s head was instantly encased in a thick block of ice before Frostbite swiftly smashed it with his fist, shattering Pie Boy’s head and causing his body—and his half-eaten slice of cherry pie—to fall to the floor, only vanishing into thin air seconds before hitting the floor.

[Villain Frostbite] killed [Sidekick Pie Boy]!

My eyes widened, but I didn’t give myself time to worry about that. Standing up, I flew toward Frostbite and slashed at him with my Ice Daggers, but Frostbite raised his ice pick and blocked both of my Ice Daggers easily. Cy tried to come up behind him and stab him in the back, but Frostbite summoned an ice shield on his arm that he used to block Cy’s Kunai. Frostbite held us both back without straining even slightly.

“Who are you?” I said through gritted teeth, forcing all of my Strength into my attack. “Why do you look exactly like me?”

Frostbite looked me in the eyes with a cold, dead stare. “I am the consequences of your actions. Or, as you might say, fate.”

Without warning, thick strings wrapped around my waist and yanked me back. I crashed onto the floor, briefly stunned for a moment from the fall, before watching Frostbite shove Cy back and start attacking him, forcing Cy to Dodge as much as he could to avoid getting stabbed by Frostbite’s overly huge ice pick.

“Hey, bud,” said a sneering voice behind me. “Don’t get so fixated on boss you forget about yourself.”

Suddenly, the strings around my body tightly considerably, making me gasp for air. With a few well-placed slices from my Ice Daggers, however, I managed to snap the strings. Rolling to my feet, I turned around to see who had spoken.

A small, goblin-like man with a face only a mother could love (and even then, only if he was wearing a paper bag) stood several feet away from me. He wore a simple green and black spandex Costume and had weird strings hanging from his wrists. His skin was weird, looking more like tightly corded string than actual human skin, and above his head hovered the nametag [SIDEKICK STRINGS].

“Are you Frostbite’s Sidekick?” I said.

“Bingo, bud,” said Strings with a sinister cackle. “Always by his side even when no one can see me. Especially when no one can see me.”

I gritted my teeth, but said, “Your little trick with the strings back there was neat, but you’re still just a Sidekick, which means I can probably finish you in less time than it takes to say you’re uglier than sin.”

I rushed toward Strings, but then Strings lashed out with his strings. The rope-like string slammed into my face, causing me to stagger to the side and almost lose my balance. Then Strings’ strings wrapped around my arms and squeezed, causing me to drop my Ice Daggers and grunt in pain.

“No sharp objects,” Strings said with a sneer. “As a being made out of string, you can guess why I don’t like sharp objects. Especially in the hands of my enemies.”

Strings then yanked his hands forward, causing me to stumble, and jumped forward and slammed both of his feet into my chest. I staggered backward again, the strings suddenly loosening from my arms, and staggered onto the sofa, which I fell onto with a dazed look on my face. I didn’t get to sit here long, however, before Strings’ strings flew toward me again like snakes going after a mouse.

Acting on instinct, I grabbed a nearby throw pillow and held it up just in time for the strings to wrap around it and yank it out of my hands.

“What?” said Strings as his strings brought the pillow into his hands. “This isn’t what I wanted! Bad strings, bad!”

If I’d had time to think about it, I would have found it weird how Strings was talking to his own strings like they were living beings.

Instead, I jumped off the couch and fired twin Ice Beams at Strings. To his credit, Strings Dodged the Ice Beam with surprising Agility before sending his own strings flying toward me. Instead of Dodging his strings, however, I reached out and grabbed them, causing the strings to wrap around my forearms with the strength of pythons crushing their prey.

“Dumbass,” said Strings with a grin on his face. “Why didn’t you Dodge, huh? Do you want me to break your arms?”

Strings had a point. The pressure of his strings on my arms was almost unbearable, but I just redoubled my grip on Strings’ strings and grinned right back. “No, but I want to break yours.”

I activated Freezing Touch. Ice exploded from my hands and went all the way down to Strings’ arms. Strings had just enough time to open his eyes in shock before the ice-covered him in head to foot, making him look like a frozen statue of himself.

The second Strings got frozen, this notification appeared in my vision:

[Sidekick Strings] is Frozen! -100% Agility and Evasion. Duration: 10 minutes.

With a cry of triumph, I shattered the frozen strings around my arms and was about to go and finish Strings off before I heard Cy call, “Boss, help!”

Snapping my head to the side, I saw Frostbite was overwhelming Cy. Based on the way Cy lay on the floor with a bleeding gut, it was obvious that Frostbite had stabbed him in the stomach. The blood dripping from the tip of Frostbite’s ice pick was another indication that Frostbite had inflicted a near-fatal wound on him.

Activating Flight, I flew toward Frostbite and body-slammed him hard enough to send him flying through a nearby wall. He crashed through the wall and into what looked like the kitchen beyond, but I didn’t have time to focus on that before Frostbite shot out of the kitchen like a missile and slammed into me hard enough to send both of us flying out of the room.

We crashed onto the front lawn of the Mayor’s Mansion and went rolling for a second before he tossed me off him. I landed in a small pond next to a bed of bluebonnet flowers, the water frosting slightly on my cold Costume before I scrambled to my feet. Frostbite had risen to his feet as well, dusting off his now-dirty Costume as we faced each other.

“You’re pretty good,” I said, panting slightly as I summoned my Ice Daggers again, “but I still think you should get your own style.”

“I would say the same to you,” said Frostbite, “only you aren’t going to live long enough to develop your own style.”

Frostbite rushed toward me and swung his ice pick at me like a sword. I ducked to avoid it and slashed at him through the opening he left, but he Dodged it by jumping out of the way. He landed beside a bird bath, which he picked up, froze in an instant, and hurled at me like a baseball.

I dived forward, narrowly avoiding the bird bath, and rolling to my feet, aimed and fired my Energy Cannon at him. Frostbite summoned an ice shield on his arm that he deflected most of the blasts with, but when the last blast shattered his shield entirely, he rushed toward me and jabbed his ice pick at me. I managed to catch his ice pick between my Ice Daggers, but now I was forced to hold it back, my eyes fixed on the narrow, still bloody ice pick tip just inches away from my face.

“Is this the best that the legendary Winter, the Hero who defeated Dark Kosmos, can do?” said Frostbite with gritted teeth as he forced me back. “I was expecting more than a few ice picks.”

“Ironic coming from the guy whose only weapon is a giant ice pick,” I said in a strained voice. “And I think I am holding up pretty well against you, if I do say so myself.”

“True,” said Frostbite. “I didn’t come here to fight you. I came here for the girl. Fighting you is a waste of time.”

Without warning, Frostbite pulled his ice pick away from me, causing me to stumble forward before he kicked me in the jaw and knocked me flat off my feet. Dazed from the blow, I shook my head and rubbed my aching jaw. Looking up, I saw Frostbite raise his ice pick above his head, but before he could bring the ice pick down on top of me, the roaring of a car engine made us both look over just in time to see a limousine go roaring out of the Mansion’s garage and almost smashed through the still opening gates down the street. Through the limo’s windows, I caught a glimpse of Hannah’s terrified face as the lime driver took her to who-knows-where.

Smirking, I looked up at Frostbite. “Uh oh. Looks like Hannah got away. Sorry about that/”

Frostbite, however, didn’t look even remotely bothered. “I suppose they want to do things the hard way, don’t they?”

“The hard way?” I said. “What are you talking—”

A loud explosion in the street cut me off and made me look in the direction of the limo. My heart failed me at the sight:

The limousine containing Hannah had been blown in half and was now on fire in the street.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

 

“Hannah!” I shouted, thrusting out my arm toward the burning limo. “No!”

Before I could get up, however, Frostbite brought his ice pick down onto my stomach. I screamed in pain as Frostbite’s ice pick pierced my stomach and went out the other side, effectively pinning me to the ground and taking out over half of my Health in one blow, prompting this notification to appear in my view:

Debuff added: Stab Wound. -1 HP/2 seconds. Duration: 1 minute.

Debuff added: Bleeding Stomach. -1 HP/3 seconds. Duration: 2 minutes.

Frostbite leaned in closer, his cold expression never leaving his face. “What was your Sidekick saying earlier about paying attention in battle? Oh, yes. Do it.”

Without further ado, Frostbite yanked his ice pick out of my stomach and walked away from me. I reached out to stop him, but I was too weak to even grab his ankle.

Regardless, I tried to get to my feet, but all I could manage was to flop over onto my side. I watched as Frostbite walked up to the fence and was just about to jump over it when a blast of light came out of nowhere and struck him in the back. The light blast didn’t do a whole lot of damage, but it did make him stumble and look over his shoulder, saying, “What the—? Who did that?”

I also looked over in time to see Sunshine standing in the window of the mansion, her hands held out. She looked positively fierce, her hands glowing with charged light energy that made even myself feel a little nervous.

“You are not getting away now, serial killer,” said Sunshine. “I’ve been chasing you for a long time now and I am finally going to bring you to justice.”

Frostbite turned to face her. “Arresting me won’t save Hannah. I am not working alone, you know.”

“Your Sidekick is still Frozen,” said Sunshine. “Right now, I think you pretty much are alone.”

Frostbite wore a chilling grin. “I was not referring to my Sidekick.”

That was when I saw, amid the chaos in the street beyond the fence, a familiar Villain dart out from between a nearby alleyway toward the wreckage of the limo. It was Technosoldier, who showed no fear as he dove into the wreckage of the limousine. He reappeared a few seconds later with an unconscious Hannah in his arms. He didn’t even hesitate as he rushed back into the alleyway again, disappearing from sight as quickly as he came.

“Russell!” Sunshine shouted. “Russell, no! Come back, Rus—”

Sunshine was interrupted when Frostbite fired what looked like an ice arrow at her. It struck Sunshine in the chest and caused her to collapse onto the flower bed in front of the Mansion, her body very still as she began to bleed out.

“Sunshine, no!” I shouted.

Frostbite chuckled, lowering his hands. “It seems like I am teaching a lot of people why you should always pay attention to your enemy in a fight today.”

Gritting my teeth, I forced myself to rise to my feet, using all of my Willpower to power through the pain and ignore the debuffs limiting my movement. “You aren’t going to get away that easily, Frostbite.”

Frostbite looked at me with an unimpressed expression on his face. “On the contrary, I think that I am, but you are free to disagree if you want. It is a free country, after all.”

Frostbite raised his hand, perhaps to make an escape, but I moved fast. I forced myself to run at Frostbite and grab his wrists, causing Frostbite to look at me in surprise.

“I … am … not … going … to let you go,” I said through gritted teeth. “Not until you tell me who you are and where you came from.”

“Didn’t you hear what I said earlier?” said Frostbite with more than a hint of annoyance in his voice. “I am the consequences of your actions. But maybe that’s not specific enough, so let me put it in terms you might understand: I am better than you. You are obsolete.”

Frostbite kicked me in the stomach hard enough to make me fall over onto the ground again. Before I could get back up again, Frostbite turned and jumped over the fence. Landing on the other side of the fence, he didn’t look back even once as he ran over to a manhole, smashed the cover open, and then jumped into the Sewers below, disappearing from my sight before I could do anything, leaving me lying there on the ground looking at the spot where he had just vanished.

And feeling like a total failure besides.

-

“Lie still,” said Recover as she ran her hands along my stomach. “I know this isn’t the most fun thing in the world, but it will go by a lot more quickly if you stop fidgeting. For Pete’s sake, Cy was a better patient than you and he can’t sit still for even a minute.”

Lying on the floor in the middle of the Base, I winced and said, “You do know Cy thinks you’re hot, right? He’s not against hot women putting their hands all over his body. Probably one of the only ways to make him sit still.”

“True, but I didn’t touch him that much,” said Recover. She smirked. “Plus, I made sure to inflict at least a little pain on him, whereas I’m being a lot more gentle with you.”

Wincing when I felt Recover’s hands go over my stomach, I said, “Can’t say I entirely believe that.”

“Well, you should,” said Recover. “I might be a Healer, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know how to hurt you if I want.”

I said nothing to that, simply lying as still as possible while Recover’s glowing hands glided over my stomach. The Power she was using was one called Healing Hands. It was apparently a slightly weaker version of Full Heal, useful for healing specific wounds or injuries, but lacking the general rejuvenating side effects of Full Heal. Recover insisted that I didn’t need the ‘full’ treatment and that she would be able to heal me with nothing more than Healing Hands.

I was a little skeptical, but soon I felt my stomach close up and my Health restore to full. As well, all of my debuffs had vanished, leaving me good as new.

Sitting up and rubbing my stomach, I looked at Recover and said, “Thanks. Getting stabbed in the gut is never fun.”

“Well, duh,” said Recover as she stood up and, taking a wipe from Brawn, wiped the blood off her hands. “Of course getting stabbed isn’t fun. That’s why most people don’t do it.”

I nodded and slowly rose to my own feet, though I had to lean on the couch for support. Luckily, however, Sally—who had been watching Recover heal me with obvious worry—rose from her seat and helped me up, allowing me to lean on her for support.

“Are you okay, Nyle?” asked Sally, holding me tightly as she looked up at me. “How do you feel?”

“Fine,” I said. “A little tired, but fine.”

Recover tossed her wipe into a trash can nearby and said, “He should be okay now, assuming he doesn’t get stabbed in the gut again. The wound wasn’t as bad as I thought, though I’d still recommend getting some rest.”

Sally sighed in relief and hugged me tighter. “Thanks, Recover. I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

“Probably die,” said Cy, who was crouched on top of the wall separating the kitchen from the living room. He glanced at his own healed stomach. “Which I nearly did back there. That Frostbite guy was a huge jerk.”

“He wasn’t just a jerk,” said Audionator. He was sitting on the sofa, his hands on his knees. He glanced at his speaker-less shoulders with more than a hint of annoyance in his eyes. “He broke my Speaker Blasters and killed my Sidekick. Granted, Pie Boy just ended up back in my Base, but he won’t be able to leave for at least another half hour and he reset Pie Boy’s experience. Second time in a row for him, too.”

“And he helped kidnap Hannah as well,” said Sunshine, curled up in one of the recliners with Piston standing loyally beside her as always. She looked down at her lap. “With help from Russell, of course.”

“All in all, sounds like a huge fail altogether,” said Busker, also sitting on a recliner with his feet kicked up on one of the footrests, his hands folded behind his head. “You should have brought me and Spiritus along. I would have melted Frostbite just like that.”

Busker said that while snapping his fingers, causing small sparks to shoot out of his fingertips. “Right, Spiritus?”

Spiritus, who floated behind the recliner, nodded softly. “Indeed. You probably have a Type advantage over him.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” I said as Sally helped me over to the couch, which we both sat upon. I winced slightly, rubbing my healed stomach. “He wasn’t just powerful. He was smart. He knew strategy and tactics. I am not sure you could have defeated him with rare power alone.”

“Skill and strategy are great until they aren’t,” Busker replied. He held up his index finger and a tiny fireball appeared above it. “Fire is one of the most powerful and destructive forces in the world. Whole cities have been ravaged by fire. Even nowadays, fire is still dangerous.”

“Does it really matter one way or the other?” asked Sunshine with a sigh. She pulled her legs closer up to her chest. She looked close to tears. “We lost Hannah. Steve’s daughter. I feel like such a failure.”

I understood why Sunshine felt that way. She had known Mayor Williams better than any of us and even considered him a friend. If my best friend’s daughter got kidnapped, I would probably feel the same way.

“Oh, and look, the news is making us look like the bad guys,” said Audionator. He was scrolling through a holographic display of what looked like Capes Online News. “This article that came out just a few minutes ago says Hannah, the daughter of Mayor Steve Williams, was kidnapped by a couple of unknown Villains, including one who looks like Winter. Says the police are on high alert for any Ice-themed Villains in the city.”

I groaned, but couldn’t say I was surprised. One of the reasons my Teammates and I had left the Mansion as fast as we could—even before the police arrived—was because I knew we would likely get arrested for our role, even though we didn’t actually do anything bad. Given how the police already assumed that we were responsible for the kidnapping of Mayor Williams, I didn’t want them to assume we were also responsible for the kidnapping of Hannah.

“Uh, don’t they realize that Frostbite is a Villain and Winter is a Hero?” said Cy incredulously. “I mean, sure, they look kind of similar, but it’s really easy to tell the difference between a Hero and a Villain. I mean, everyone has their Alignment floating above their heads. You don’t even need Scan to see a person’s Alignment.”

“Yeah, but that’s the police for you,” said Audionator with a grunt as he closed the hologram. “They need a boogie man to put all their blame on and Winter just so happens to be a convenient scapegoat.”

“That just means it’s going to be harder for us to leave the Base, isn’t it?” said Sally. “Unless I’m missing something, it looks to me like you guys are all grounded, especially given the Bounties on each of your heads.”

“Doesn’t make a difference,” I said with a sigh, resting my hand on my chin. “We don’t know where Hannah has been taken. Hannah was our final lead. Without her, we don’t know where the Slayers are, which means we can’t save either her or her father. Which means we’re stuck. And I hate being stuck.”

“I know,” said Sunshine. She sighed again and brushed aside a few strands of blonde hair. “But our meeting with Hannah wasn’t entirely useless. We learned that Hannah is also the daughter of Faded Flag, meaning that she’s part player and part NPC.”

I shook my head. “I always knew there was something weird about her, but I never would have guessed that she was part player. It explains a lot, though.”

“But also raises even more questions,” Audionator pointed out. “In all of my years working as a Department agent and spy, I’ve never heard of a player and NPC having a child together. I didn’t even know it was possible. When I first joined the Department, I was told it was impossible for players to impregnate NPCs or vice versa, meaning that Hannah shouldn’t exist at all.”

“Guess your information must have been out of date, given how we know of at least two examples,” said Piston dryly, holding up two fingers. “Hannah and Dean. Both the children of Faded Flag. They have different mothers, true, but the same father.”

“Just who is Faded Flag, anyway?” said Sally, tilting her head to the side. “I know he’s supposed to be some kind of legendary Hero who is super awesome, but I mean who is he in real life? Outside of the game, that is? How was he able to impregnate two NPC women? How is that even possible?”

“Who knows?” I said. I glanced at my inventory, where the Faded Flag Costume was. “I don’t even know why I am looking for him other than this is a mission I was given and I hate leaving missions uncompleted. At this point, I might just quit this mission entirely and do something else.”

“You don’t mean that, bro,” said Busker. “You aren’t seriously going to abandon a young girl at the mercy of the Slayers, are you?”

Rubbing my forehead in exasperation, I said, “You’re right. I could never do that, no matter how frustrating I might find this mission. But that doesn’t change the fact that we’ve hit a wall and there’s no clear way forward for any of us.”

“What about Frostbite?” said Sally, looking around at us. “What is up with that? Is he just another player who happens to look like Nyle or—?”

“We still don’t know,” said Audionator with a huff. “What did he tell you, Winter? I know he told you something about himself, but I didn’t hear it.”

“He said he was the consequences of my actions,” I said. I shook my head again. “Don’t ask me what that means. All I know is that he looks like me, has similar Powers, but is way more powerful and brutal than me. I have no idea who he is or what role he plays in all of this.”

Sunshine stroked her chin in thought. “So many questions, so little answers. But where can we go to find the answers we seek?”

“We need to find someone else who knew Faded Flag,” said Audionator, folding his arms in front of his chest. “Every time we talk to someone who knew Faded Flag, we get closer to completing this mission.”

“Who else is there?” I said. I began listing off the people we’d already met. “Hannah, Mayor Williams, Cullen Clair … not too many people, frankly. Despite being such a big Hero, he apparently didn’t know too many people. Either that, or we suck as detectives.”

Sunshine cringed when I said that. “Maybe you’re right. It’s not like any of us belong to the Detective Class or anything like that.”

“There’s a Detective Class?” I said, looking at Sunshine in confusion. “Just how many Classes are there in this game?”

Sunshine opened her mouth to respond, but then Cy—who had been stroking his chin in thought for most of the conversation—suddenly stood up on the wall between the kitchen and the living room and said, in a loud voice, “Wait a minute! We haven’t talked to everyone who knew Faded Flag. In fact, there’s—whoa!”

Cy suddenly leaned forward and fell off the wall and landed, with ninja-like grace, flat on his face on the concrete floor. Though the fall wasn’t especially far, he actually did lose a couple of points of Health, though he jumped to his feet as quickly as if he had just awoken from a nice nap.

“Are you all right?” said Recover in alarm.

“Of course,” said Cy with a smile. “Boss always says I have a thick skull, so my brain should be okay. But that’s totally irrelevant to the amazing idea I just had.”

Although I was a bit skeptical about hearing out Cy, who didn’t always have the best ideas, I nonetheless waved at him and said, “Go on. Who have we not spoken to that might know Faded Flag?”

With an ever-widening smile on his face, Cy gestured with his thumbs at the floor. “You know ‘em, you love ‘em … the Dwellers! More specifically, the Dweller Queen. She knew Faded Flag back when he owned this Base. And she might be able to help us figure out where to look next.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

 

It had been a long time since I’d last been in my Basement. It was about the same as I remembered it: Dark, dank, and full of boxes and crates of items and Equipment that we really needed to organize one of these days (perhaps when we weren’t running against the clock to save a six-year-old girl from a bunch of degenerate supervillains). The warm air and layers of dust everywhere made me feel like I was back in the Underworld itself, which wasn’t too far-fetched of an idea given how my Basement connected directly to the Underworld itself.

I stood in front of the three tunnel entrances, my arms folded in front of my chest as I stood there waiting. Sally stood next to me, looking a lot less afraid than she did before, but I could tell she was rather tense about seeing the Dwellers again. I didn’t blame her. The last time we met the Dweller Queen, Somas, she had held Sally hostage while we went to retriever her Crown from a Thief. I had offered Sally a chance to stay back in the rest of the Base, but she insisted on being by my side at all times, apparently under the belief that she could somehow protect me from Bounty Hunters and Assassins who might want to kill me for the reward money. I knew better than to argue with Sally, so I let her come, though I insisted on keeping her close in case there was any trouble.

“How much longer do we have to wait down here?” asked Recover. She was sitting on one of the crates, her legs crossed in front of her, while Brawn stood next to the crate, which was easily as wide as he was. “When did Somas say she was going to get here?”

“Very soon,” Cy chimed in. He appeared out of the shadows nearby, causing both Sally and me to start from his sudden appearance. “Just got back from scouting the tunnels. Somas is coming up the middle tunnel with about a dozen Elite Armored Dwellers. They look like her bodyguards.”

I grimaced. “Well, I hope she’s not expecting a fight, because the last thing we need is more enemies.”

“I’ve never met a Dweller before, but I’ve heard a lot about them,” said Sunshine. She and Piston were looking through one of the nearby cardboard boxes, which I had allowed them to do since I saw the Basement’s many treasures as being open to all members of the Team. She looked up from the box with a curious expression on her face. “Is she nice?”

“For a certain definition of the word,” I said. “Mostly, though, Somas is … not human. Dweller morality and social graces are different from ours. If you keep that in mind you should be okay.”

“If she threatens to eat you, don’t take it personally,” Cy advised. “She threatens to eat everyone. Plus, since you’re so small and skinny, she probably won’t think you look that appetizing.”

Sunshine wore a horrified look on her face when Cy said that. She glanced at the tunnel again with a disturbed look on her face, as if beginning to question the wisdom of our plan. I couldn’t blame her. I wasn’t much of a fan of the Dwell Queen myself.

“We’ll be okay, dudes,” said Busker. He was leaning against the far wall of the Basement, still wearing his trademark red sunglasses despite the darkness. “If this Queen Somas lady tries anything, I’ll make sure she gets a nice burn scar to remember us by.”

I bit my lower lip and looked around again. Everyone was here except for Audionator, who had left a few minutes before we descended into the Basement in order to go back to his Base and check on Pie Boy. He also, apparently, was going to get his shoulder speakers repaired by a Gadgeteer he knew. I wanted to ask him why he couldn’t just have Gears do it, but I suppose he didn’t want to wait until Gears logged back online for his weapons to be repaired.

Regardless, I was reasonably confident that our upcoming meeting with Queen Somas, the Queen of the Dwellers, was going to go well. Prior to my deletion at the hands of Paradox, my friends and I had saved the Underworld and all of the Dwellers within from Atmosfear and the Slayers. As a result, my Team had a very good relationship with the Dwellers, a relationship I intended to exploit as much as possible in order for us to find Faded Flag.

In fact, our good relationship was the only reason why Queen Somas—who rarely left the Royal Tower in Underworld City—was coming to meet us here at all. Normally, if you wanted an audience with Queen Somas, you needed to go to her throne room in the Royal Tower and request a meeting with her there. But our ‘Trusted’ relationship with Queen Somas was apparently all we needed to convince her to get up off her throne and meet us here.

As for how we contacted Queen Somas, that was surprisingly easy. As it turned out, my connection with the Scavenger Rebels—a former Dweller terrorist group that I had won the leadership position over when I defeated their former leader—was still intact, so I had sent a message to one of the Scavenger Rebels asking them to request an audience with Queen Somas. To my surprise, Queen Somas had directly messaged me herself granting my request and saying that she was going to come to my Base herself to talk to me in person.

I had been surprised to learn that the Dwellers could use the Capes Online personal messaging system. The Dwellers had been so adamant about not interacting with humans that I assumed they didn’t have the same communication methods that we did. I suppose it was another one of Capes Online’s many quirks to make things just a little bit more convenient for players, even if it meant violating the game’s realism somewhat.

That was when several loud booms came from the tunnel directly ahead of us. Summoning my Ice Daggers and stepping in front of Sally, I was ready to fight whatever was making those explosions when I soon realized that they weren’t explosions at all. A second later, the massive form of Queen Somas, the Dweller Queen, stepped out of the shadows and into the dim light of the Basement.

She was as huge as always, easily three times my height, if not bigger. She looked somewhat like a super fat, upright crocodile, her green eyes gleaming with far more intelligence than the average crocodile had. She wore a large Crown on her head that glowed softly with a red jewel in the center, which I knew to be the center of her power. She also smelled horrible, like sewage water and day old rotten eggs, but I tried not to react too harshly to her awful stink. Somas did not seem particularly happy to see me again and I didn’t want to make things harder for us by accidentally insulting her. Her long tail dragged on the floor behind her.

Surrounding Somas on all sides were a dozen Elite Armored Dwellers, as Cy had described. They were ordinary Dwellers wearing gold and silver armor, wielding spears, axes, and swords that looked sharp enough to cut rock. I had no idea why Somas—who I knew from experience was a deadly fighter in her own right—felt the need to bring along a dozen Elite Armored Dwellers, but I suppose she probably just didn’t want to take any chances. I didn’t know what they smelled like because Somas’ stink overwhelmed every other scent in the immediate area.

“Hero Winter,” said Somas, looking down at me with a wicked, lizard-like grin. “I see you have returned from your deletion. Until I received that message from you requesting an audience with me, I had assumed you were still deleted.”

“I got better,” I replied brusquely. “To be frank, I’m surprised you came this far this fast. No offense, Your Majesty, but you don’t exactly move with the grace of a deer.”

Somas’ toothy grin grew wider. “I am capable of moving very quickly when I want to. And you are assuming I just walked. You humans aren’t the only species in the world to have mastered the art of teleportation, after all.”

My eyes widened slightly when Somas said that. Although the Dwellers were far from the mindless monsters they looked like, I had assumed they didn’t have the ability or technology to allow them to do things like teleport great distances. Yet if Somas was telling the truth, then not only did the Dwellers have teleportation, they knew how to use group teleportation as well. It completely changed how I looked at the Dwellers and made me more than a little bit nervous knowing I was dealing with someone who could teleport wherever she wanted at will.

“Where is Zazoom?” I said, glancing at her armored bodyguards. “I don’t see him.”

“Captain Zazoom is keeping law and order in the City while I am away on this diplomatic meeting,” said Somas, gesturing carelessly over her shoulder. “He asked me to give you his best wishes while I am here.”

I nodded. Zazoom was the Captain of the Underworld City Guard and also one of the few Dwellers I got along with personally. I had been hoping he would be among Somas’ entourage, but I suppose someone had to stay behind and keep things running while the Queen was away. Even so, it meant I would have to be a little bit more diplomatic than I usually was. I hoped my boosted Charisma Stat would help me here.

“Thanks for letting me know,” I said, lowering my Ice Daggers, though I didn’t drop them entirely. “Tell Zazoom I said hi and that he is free to come up to the Base and visit me whenever he wants.”

“I shall,” said Somas in an odd voice I didn’t like. “I shall indeed.”

Then Somas’ eyes shifted over to Sally and she frowned. “And the stick woman is here as well.”

Sally scooted over to me just slightly but otherwise stood her ground, meeting Somas’ gaze with her own. “Long time, no see, Queen Somas. I see you are as big and powerful as ever.”

“And you are still as mouthy as ever,” said Somas. She licked her lips. “You are lucky you are the mate of Hero Winter. Otherwise, I would have eaten you alive for that comment alone.”

“Try to eat her anyway and I will be more than happy to introduce your eyeballs to my Ice Daggers,” I said, raising my weapons for her to see.

The Elite Armored Dwellers raised their weapons, but Somas just waved a hand and said, “It was a joke, Hero Winter. Of course I would never harm your mate. After your Team saved our race from enslavement from those other evil humans, I would never harm even one hair on the heads of any of your Teammates or family.”

Although Somas seemed sincere enough, I still didn’t trust her entirely. I just lowered my Ice Daggers again and said, “Apology accepted, Your Majesty.”

Somas nodded and then glanced at Busker and Sunshine. “Who are these humans? They do not look like the one with the dragon or the one with the glasses.”

“They are new members,” I said, “but I’ll introduce you later. Right now, I have some questions I hope you can answers … questions about Faded Flag.”

Somas instantly averted her gaze from Busker and Sunshine and onto me. She even leaned down toward me, her massive green eyes fixed firmly on my small form. “Faded Flag? You mean the Hero who owned this Base prior to you?”

I nodded. “Yeah. You knew him, didn’t you?”

Queen Somas rose to her full height again and rested her hands on her massive belly. “That I did. He was one of the few humans I trusted before I met you and your Teammates. He was a fine Hero, the only human Hero I had any respect for until I met you. I only wish he had warned us of his disappearance. It would have saved us much grief if we had known ahead of time that we wouldn’t have our protector.”

“He was your protector?” I said.

“In a sense,” said Queen Somas. “Faded Flag saved our race from many threats during his time in the Underworld, most of which were far more serious than the threats that you saved us from. He was a true Hero, the only true Hero I have ever seen in my life.”

Interesting. I knew that Faded Flag had had some kind of relationship with the Dwellers, but I hadn’t realized just how close he had been to them to the point where they considered him their protector. Faded Flag must have had a very interesting life based on what little I knew of it so far. Maybe one day I would be able to meet him myself and talk to him. He had to be an interesting guy.

Then Queen Somas’ eyes shifted onto me again suspiciously. “But why are you interested in him?”

“I am looking for him,” I said. I pulled out Faded Flag’s Costume from my inventory and held it out for Somas to see. “It’s part of a mission I need to complete. And I am hoping that you might be able to help us find him.”

Queen Somas eyed the Costume even more carefully than before. She didn’t try to touch it or take it from me, but I had no intention of giving to her in the first place. I only showed it to her so she would know that I was telling the truth about my mission to find Faded Flag.

“Interesting,” said Queen Somas, nodding slowly. “Yes, that is definitely his Costume. But I am afraid I cannot help you find him. As I have said, I myself do not know where Faded Flag is. If I did, I would have gone to him for help with the Slayers earlier, rather than accept your help.”

“I know that,” I said. “But we’re also looking for the Slayers themselves and we were hoping you might be able to help us find them.”

“That makes even less sense than your first request,” said Queen Somas with a slight growl. “I know nothing about those vile humans and I do not regret it. You are asking the wrong person about them.”

“No, I think I am asking the right person,” I said. “You were mind-controlled by Puppetmaster, remember? So you must have overheard the Slayers talking. Maybe they mentioned a secret Hideout they’re all hanging out in or something like that. Can you remember anything at all from that time?”

Queen Somas’ scowled deepened further. “I remember all of it clearly. I remember what I planned to do to those humans once I got my freedom.”

“But surely you must remember more than that,” I said. I stepped forward, looking at her straight in the eyes. “Can you remember anything? Anything at all? Even just an offhand comment from Atmosfear or one of the others?”

A thoughtful look spread across Queen Somas’ reptilian features. It was a hopeful sign. It meant she was seriously considering my question. That was a relief. I had no idea what we would have done if she had said no.

Finally, Queen Somas said, slowly and carefully as if deliberating over each word, “I do recall the one who wore my Crown—Atmosfear, I believe his name was—mention something just before the puppet one took over my mind. It was one of the last memories I had before I lost control over my own mind.”

Eager, I said, “What did he say?”

Queen Somas’ eyes narrowed. “Atmosfear was saying to the Hunter that he was going to see someone named ‘Paradox’ in the ‘Colosseum’ after they finished taking over the Underworld City. I did not know what Colosseum he referred to, however, because the puppet one took over my mind about a second after that and I forgot about it until now.”

I exchanged puzzled looks with Sally. “Colosseum? What could that mean?”

“Did somebody say Colosseum?” said Cy, appearing seemingly out of nowhere and causing the Elite Armored Dwellers to point their weapons toward him, though none of them left their Queen. “It sounds really familiar to me. I think I might know what she’s referring to.”

“You do?” I said, looking at Cy hopefully. “What is it?”

The smile on Cy’s face faded, replaced by a deep frown. “Not someplace a Hero should ever want to go, at least if he wants to live, anyway.”

“What do you mean by that?” I said.

Cy took a deep breath and said, “The Colosseum is basically where Heroes go to die. And I think it might be where the Slayers have taken Hannah and Mayor Williams.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

 

“The Colosseum sounds dangerous,” I said as I scratched my chin.

Cy nodded. “Oh, it is. It’s extremely dangerous. It is so dangerous that even the most powerful Heroes avoid it, though it’s easy to avoid if you’re a Hero because it’s not someplace that just anyone can get into. It requires knowing certain people and—”

“Are you finished?” Queen Somas interrupted, causing everyone to look up at her. “I am still here. May I take my leave and return to my throne in the Underworld?”

I nodded. “Sure. You answered our question, so you can leave if you want.”

Queen Somas nodded in response. “Very well, then. If you need help with anything else, please feel free to contact me and I and my people will do whatever we can to help you.”

“Uh, wow,” I said. “That’s awfully generous of you.”

“Don’t be fooled,” said Queen Somas, wagging a clawed finger at me. “It isn’t for you that I do this, but for Faded Flag. He was the only human Hero I ever trusted … and the only human Hero who loved me the way no one else has.”

I almost gagged. “What the—?”

“Farewell, humans,” said Queen Somas with a wave of her clawed hand. “Best of luck in your mission. May the Red Heart’s light guide you to your destination.”

With that, Queen Somas turned and began walking back into the shadows of the tunnel, with her Elite Armored Guards following closely behind her. But then one of the Elite Armored Guards suddenly broke off from the rest and rushed toward me. Unsure whether I was going to get attacked or not, I summoned my Ice Daggers and held them up just as the Elite Armored Guard said, in an unusually feminine voice, “Wait, Hero Winter! Do not attack me. I am not the enemy. I am a friend.”

The Elite Armored Guard came to a stop before me, panting slightly. She removed her helmet, revealing a familiar feminine face, though I would have recognized Kial even with her helmet on. It helped that her nametag hovering above her head identified her as well.

“Kial?” I said in surprise, looking at the female Dweller with confusion. “What are you doing here? I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.”

“I convinced Queen Somas to let me accompany her to her meeting with you,” said Kial in a slightly breathless voice. “When I heard that you had returned, I just had to see you again.”

I shook my head. “You’re a clever one, I will admit. But why did you want to see me again?”

Kial hesitated for a second before she said, “Because I wanted to know if you had had any luck in freeing my husband from enslavement or if you were going to try and find him now that you are back from death.”

Oh. Prior to leaving Underworld City, I had promised to find and free Kial’s husband, who had been taken into slavery by the Slayers. I had even accepted a mission from her, complete with rewards, but I had almost forgotten about the mission in the chaos that had ensued since my deletion. “You mean your husband wasn’t free when we killed the Slayers and freed your city?”

Kial shook her head sadly. “No. While the vast majority of Dweller slaves were freed by your actions, not all of the slaves have been located yet, despite Captain Zazoom’s best efforts to track them down. My husband is among those missing slaves and I was hoping you might have made some progress on that front since the last time we spoke.”

I pursed my lips. “Sorry, but I just got back from the Junkyard. Most of my time and attention has been focused on other things. I mean, I haven’t forgotten about your husband by any means, but I also haven’t been actively searching for him. Sorry.”

Kial’s shoulders slumped. “I suspected as much, but it’s still very depressing to hear.”

“But I will go look for him as soon as I can,” I said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Okay?”

Kial suddenly brightened and smiled. “Okay, Hero Winter. I know you are a great Hero who likely has far more important things to worry about than my missing husband, but if you can find him, I will make it more than worth it to you.”

“Sure,” I said, nodding. “I’ll find him as soon as I am finished with this mission I am currently doing. Once I find Faded Flag, I will find your husband. I promise.”

A notification appeared in my view all of a sudden:

PROMISED OATH ALERT: You have promised to Kial that you will find her husband, who is apparently still missing and might still be a slave somewhere in the world. You have sworn to do so on your own life. Failure to find and rescue Kial’s husband will result in instant death for yourself and a permanent decrease in your relationship with Kial.

Great. Another Promised Oath. But I didn’t mind it too much. After all, I did want to save her husband. When I promised I would help someone, I always kept my word, no matter how hard it might be. It would definitely have to be until later, however, because right now I didn’t have time to look for Kial’s husband.

Kial bowed. “Thank you, Hero Winter, for your Promised Oath. I will hold you to it and expect you to find my husband. If you do not … well, I think you know the consequences.”

With a wink, Kial turned and left, rapidly disappearing into the darkness as she rushed to keep up with Queen Somas and the other Elite Armored Guards. As soon as Kial disappeared into the shadows, this notification popped up in my view:

MISSION UPDATE: Find Kial’s husband

After meeting Kial again, you have sworn again to find her husband. She suspects he might still be held as a slave somewhere, although where and to who, you do not know. Still, you now have a much better idea of where to start looking for him: Namely, among slave-owners, which are still depressingly common even in the present day.

Dismissing the notification, I said, “Well, that was unexpected. Looks like I have two missions to complete now.”

“Who cares?” said Sunshine. She shivered. “The Dweller Queen is even scarier in-person than I thought. And smells even worse, too. Glad she’s gone.”

“Agree on the scariness and smell, but look on the bright side,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “We now have a place to look. Somewhere called the ‘Colosseum,’ whatever that is.”

I said that while looking at Cy. To my confusion, Cy looked extremely nervous. He looked even more nervous than when Queen Somas was here. Something told me that the Colosseum did not have fond memories for him.

“Cy,” I said, “what exactly is the Colosseum?”

Cy rubbed his hands together in an unconscious gesture. “Like I said, the Colosseum is a dangerous place. You probably really don’t want to go there unless you want to die. And die a really horrible death.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’ve died tons of times in Capes Online already, Cy. I can’t say death is particularly scary in a place where you can respawn. Even for you Sidekicks, death isn’t really that big of a deal.”

“But this is different,” said Cy. “It’s kind of hard to explain, but … the Colosseum is essentially a giant, permanent Battle Zone. Heroes and Villains can fight each other in its arena. Heck, even members of the same Alignment can fight each other. It’s one big contest with prizes like money and rare items on the line, though a person’s pride is just as often on the line as any special rewards.”

I nodded. I knew what a Battle Zone was. Battle Zones were special in-game areas that gave excellent rewards to players who completed them. They often had strict rules about what was and was not allowed in a battle and you usually weren’t allowed to leave until you won or lost. I had participated in only one Battle Zone so far and it had been well worth the danger involved. “Could you be a little more specific about it?”

Cy took a deep breath. “The thing about the Colosseum is that it’s mostly for Villains. Technically, Heroes can participate, too, but due to the, er, unethical nature of the Colosseum, most Heroes avoid it. Plus, the Colosseum tends to be crawling with Villains, which means it’s usually hard for a Hero to survive there.”

“If the Colosseum is such a Villain-infested place, how do you know so much about it?” said Audionator, narrowing his eyes.

“I used to be the Sidekick of a Villain known as Huntsman,” Cy said. “Huntsman and I went to the Colosseum pretty regularly, usually to watch and bet on the matches, but sometimes to participate.”

“Did you guys ever win?” I said, thinking about how strong Huntsman was.

“I didn’t say we participated,” said Cy. He jerked a thumb at his chest. “Huntsman usually sent me in to fight on my own. Often, of course, without any help. I usually got killed by whatever high-leveled Villain he set me against.”

“What?” said Sally indignantly. “Why would he sacrifice his own Sidekick like that? Wouldn’t that negatively affect your growth?”

Cy shrugged. “The way Colosseum betting works is that you can bet on anyone and win. So Huntsman would often set me up against enemies I couldn’t beat, bet on my opponent, and when I inevitably lost, he would make bank. Also he’s a total jerk who didn’t like me and got his jollies by torturing me, so it was about business and pleasure.”

Cy said that last sentence bitterly. Not that I could blame him. While I had never been a Villain’s Sidekick myself, I understood that Cy really hadn’t liked being Huntsman’s Sidekick. In contrast to Heroes, Villains often mistreated their Sidekicks. Most Villain Sidekicks didn’t mind it, but Cy, for reasons even he didn’t understand, didn’t like it even when he was a Villain. I still didn’t know the full extent to which Huntsman had abused Cy, but it had clearly been very bad if what Cy told us was true.

“So it’s essentially a den of iniquity and degeneracy,” said Busker. “Right?”

Cy nodded. “Yeah, that’s a good way to sum it up.”

A big smile broke across Busker’s face. “Sounds like my sort of place. Where is it?”

“It’s located deep in the Sewers,” said Cy. He gestured at the tunnels. “It’s literally underground because … well, it’s not exactly legal, let’s put it that way. It’s also really hard to find, and even if you do find it, you need to know the password.”

“Well, you’ve been there before,” I said. “You can just lead us there. You probably also know the password.”

“I do, but …” Cy trailed off. “I think it’s a really bad deal. Especially if the Slayers are there. We might just be walking into a trap.”

“That’s possible,” I said, “but what choice do we have? It’s not like we have any other option at this point. If we don’t head down there now, who knows what the Slayers will do to Hannah and Mayor Williams?”

“I’m all for it,” said Busker, pushing himself off the wall and walking toward us. “Sounds totally rad, doesn’t it, Spiritus?”

“It sounds dangerous, like Cy said,” said Spiritus dryly, “but I suppose it could be fun as well. At the very least, I expect it could be a good way for us to make some money.”

“Like I said, I’m not entirely excited about this myself,” I said, rubbing my forehead with a sigh, “but this is our only lead, so we have to take it. And if it turns out to be a dead end, at least we will actually know. And in my opinion, it’s better to know something is a dead end than to not know.”

“Okay,” said Cy, “but I’m warning you that it’s going to be really dangerous. They don’t really take to Heroes very well, even though Heroes are allowed to enter the competitions.”

“That may be true, but so what?” I said. “I see no reason not to go. We still don’t know what the Slayers might be doing to Hannah. And if this is our only chance of saving her, then it’s worth the risk.”

“Can I come, bro?” said Busker, raising a hand. “I’m getting kind of sick staying here in the Base. I want to actually go out and kick some Villain ass.”

“Fine,” I said, “but be careful. You’re pretty Famous, so—”

“I want to come as well,” Sunshine chimed in. “If the Slayers are in the Colosseum, then Russell might be there as well. And I want to talk to him, if he’s actually there.”

“Can I come as well?” said Recover. “If it’s as dangerous as you guys say it is, then you guys are probably going to need a Healer.”

“Sure,” I said. “You guys can come, but Sally will have to stay here.”

“Why?” said Sally. “I know I’m not as strong as you guys, but I want to help save Hannah, too.”

Trying not to look exasperated, I looked down at Sally and said, “You said it yourself. You are not as strong as us. Plus, the Slayers are still after you. You are much safer here. Trust me on that.”

Sally bit her lower lip, but then nodded. “Okay, fine. I’ll stay here, but if I even suspect you’re in danger, I will save you myself. Deal?”

I smiled back. “Deal.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

 

Out of all of the places in Adventure City, the Sewers were one of the places I had spent the least amount of time in. In fact, the last time I was here was months ago during the Blackout, when my Team and I had to use the Sewers to break into Dark Kosmos’ Hideout from below. The Sewers had smelled awful even back then, not even counting the various monsters we had run into down there. Sure, most of those monsters had been spawned from Dark Kosmos himself, but I still had bad memories of those times and had hoped to never return to the Sewers.

But now the eight of us—me, Cy, Busker, Spiritus, Recover, Brawn, Sunshine, and Piston—were making our way down the Sewers to the Colosseum. Prior to leaving my Base, Cy had put the Colosseum’s location my map. It was located about five miles from my Base, which was unnervingly close. Given how it was apparently overrun with Villains, I found it astonishing how no Villain had tried to use the Basement to get me in my own Base, although Cy informed me that no Villain would be able to sneak into my Base even from below. Even so, I made a mental note to make the Basement more secure. Although Villains were technically not allowed in Hero Bases, I knew from experience that it was entirely possible for a person to force themselves into someone else’s Base if they really wanted to.

So far, though, the Sewers had been very quiet. Aside from a couple of bats, we didn’t run into any mobs or dangerous in-game enemies. Rumor had it that the Sewers were full of giant crocodiles that could eat humans whole. Of course, I knew that wasn’t rumor. I’d seen with my own eyes one of the huge crocodiles that called the Sewers home, but I was starting to think they must have been much rarer than the rumors said, given how we had yet to run into any of them.

As we walked, I looked at Cy, who, despite his own nerves, was skipping happily along as usual. “So who exactly runs the Colosseum, anyway?”

Cy nearly tripped over his own feet when I asked that question before regaining his balance and walking beside me. “It’s run by this lady known as the Lady Battle. She’s an Unaligned person who really only cares about money rather than morals, which is why she allows Heroes and Villains alike to fight each other in the Colosseum.”

“An Unaligned NPC?” I said. “Interesting. I’ve met a few of those, but I assume this Lady Battle person is a bit different from the others.”

“Oh, she is,” said Cy. “She doesn’t give a damn about the Alignment System at all. Like, she literally doesn’t care. Hero or Villain, all that matters to her is the money she makes on our fights. She’s pretty rich.”

“Did you interact with her a lot when you were Huntsman’s Sidekick?” I said, ducking to avoid hitting my head on an overhanging pipe.

Cy shook his head. “Not really, but Huntsman talked with her a lot. Huntsman’s a gambler and so is she, so the two of them hit it off pretty good. They also slept together a lot and sometimes I think Huntsman sent me to die in the Colosseum strictly for her amusement.”

“Ah,” I said. “Huntsman never struck me as … hmm, what do you call someone who is attracted to and sleeps with NPCs?”

“NPCsexual,” Busker chimed in, causing me to look at him. “It’s a pretty common fetish in the streamer community. Not that I would know, of course.”

“You mean most streamers are attracted to NPCs?” I said. I grimaced. “I hope it’s just attraction.”

“Oh, yeah, it’s rampant,” Busker said, adjusting his sunglasses with his trademark grin on his face. “I was one of the few streamers who didn’t care about sleeping with NPCs. Now most streamers are smart enough to have fun when the camera is off, but there’s definitely a niche of streamers who stream their, uh, ‘adult’ activities with NPCs for their fans who are interested in that sort of thing.”

I shuddered. “And you’re telling me SI Games allows them to stream that crap?”

“Not publicly,” Busker said quickly. “It’s always behind an adults-only paywall for obvious reasons. SI Games has pretty strict rules on what sort of sexual content you’re allowed to post publicly. Kissing is usually okay, but anything that involves groping or taking off clothes is generally not. Basically, no fun allowed.”

“Please tell me you didn’t do any of that stuff when you were a streamer,” I said.

Busker patted me on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, bro. My streams were always about doing awesome stuff in awesome places. Like jumping out of a plane without a parachute and fighting a Villain on the way down. Or taking on a hundred baddies at once with one hand tied behind my back and most of my Powers negated. You can still make a good living that way, but the, er, ‘mature’ guys usually make absolutely ridiculous amounts of money. And the more niche the fetish, the more money they make.”

“Supply and demand,” Cy said approvingly. “Demand for niche fetishes outweighs supply, so the few guys who meet that demand make more money than they would if they made content for a more popular fetish.”

I looked at Cy in astonishment. “Since when did you become an economist?”

“I’ve picked up a few things here and there,” said Cy with a casual shrug. “Huntsman might have been a jerk, but he’s an economist in the ‘real world,’ as you might put it, so he taught me a few lessons on it. Always unintentionally, though. I don’t think he ever knew that I could actually learn that stuff.”

“If you guys are done discussing the economics of fetish streaming, maybe you could pay attention to our surroundings?” said Recover. She and Brawn walked closer to the back of the group and had apparently been eavesdropping on our conversation. “The map says we’re getting close to the Colosseum’s entrance, so we might want to keep our eyes and ears open for the entrance.”

“Don’t worry,” said Cy with a wave of his hand. “The Colosseum might be overrun with Villains, but the entrance is typically unguarded. Well, it does have one guard, but you don’t have to worry about, like, traps or anything like that. We’re perfectly safe.”

As soon as Cy said that, he stepped on a tile on the Sewer floor and depressed it. The second he did, a rope fell from the ceiling, tied around his waist, and yanked him into the air with a cry of surprise.

Acting quickly, I grabbed Cy’s ankles and pulled as hard as I could to keep him down, but it was very difficult due to the strength of the rope. Luckily, Busker shot a small firebolt at the rope, burning through it instantly and causing Cy to fall down on top of me. I shoved him off me, however, and stood up, dusting my Costume off as I looked up at the part in the ceiling where the rope had come down from.

“What was that?” I said, helping a now-shaking Cy to his feet. “A trap?”

“Sure looked like it,” said Busker, stroking his chin. “And a really well-hidden trap, too. My Perception is pretty high-leveled and even I didn’t notice the fake tile Cy stepped on.”

I looked at Cy. “Do you know who might have set up this trap?”

With a gulp, Cy shook his head. “No, but it might have been Huntsman. That seems like the sort of trap he would set up, though I’m not sure why, seeing as he doesn’t have any reason to expect us to come this way.”

“Unless what Dillo said about there being a traitor in the group was true,” Busker offered. “Not that I’m saying that it is, but—”

“It’s just a coincidence,” I said firmly. “The Sewers are well-known for being a dangerous place. We just stumbled into a trap someone else set, probably a long time ago, and forgot about. It has nothing to do with any traitor or anything like that.”

Despite saying that, I had to admit I had my doubts. Although I didn’t think Sally was the traitor, I was now starting to wonder if Dillo was right about someone in Team Winter being a traitor. It would explain how the Slayers had managed to stay one step ahead of us so far. I just didn’t like to consider it because I didn’t want to think that anyone in the Team was a traitor. We might not have all been the best of friends, but that didn’t mean we hated each other or were working against one another. At least, I hoped it didn’t because if there was a traitor in the Team, I had no idea how to deal with it.

“Well, I take that as a sign that we’re close to the Colosseum,” said Cy. He glanced at the empty air, likely looking at his own map, and said, “Yes. It should be just around this corner.”

Cy quickly ran up ahead and disappeared around the corner, forcing the rest of us to run to keep up with him. Turning the corner up ahead, we found Cy standing in front of what appeared to be an ordinary wall no different from all of the other walls in the Sewers. The way Cy looked at it, however, told me that this wall was indeed the entrance to the Colosseum. A quick glance at my map showed that the Colosseum entrance was right here, although I wasn’t sure how we were supposed to get in.

“This is it?” said Recover, looking at the wall with a puzzled look on her face. “It’s just a wall.”

“It only looks like a wall,” said Cy. “Like I said, the Colosseum isn’t exactly legal, so the place has all kinds of security features put into place in order to make sure the police can’t find it. Allow me to demonstrate.”

Cy walked up to the wall and, with practiced ease, knocked on the wall in a dizzying pattern that even I struggled to keep up with. A second later, the wall suddenly creaked and groaned, swinging inward on creaky metal hinges that echoed off the Sewer walls and made me cringe, revealing a dark hallway within dimly lit by torches on either wall. The stench of ash and smoke came from within, which, mixed with the Sewer gas, would have made me gag. It actually did make Sunshine blanch, covering her mouth quickly with a handkerchief so she could breathe more easily.

“Here it is,” said Cy, gesturing at the hallway. “Down this hallway is the Colosseum. Follow me.”

Without hesitation, Cy walked down the hallway. The rest of us followed quickly, but once Brawn—who was in the very back of the group—passed through the entrance, the wall swung shut behind us with a loud slam that made Sunshine jump. Even with the torches on the walls, though, it was incredibly dark. I didn’t see anyone in the hallway other than us, but I prepared myself for an ambush anyway just to be safe.

We didn’t have to walk down the hallway for very long, however, before we came upon a thick metal door that looked like it had been since the founding of Adventure City. The door stood closed in a stone doorway, complete with a rusted metal handle and a closed slit, perhaps for whoever was on the other side to look through.

“Is that the entrance to the Colosseum?” said Sunshine. “It looks big.”

I punched my fist into my other hand. “It looks old and rusted. One or two good punches ought to take it down.”

Busker raised his hand and summoned a fireball. “Nah, bro. I can blast it open with a single fireball, I’m pretty sure. Watch and learn.”

Cy, however, held up both of his hands. “That’s really not a good idea. Lady Battle doesn’t like anyone who tries to force themselves into her arena. If we knock down the door, she’ll kill us herself.”

I looked at Cy in surprise. “I thought she was Unaligned.”

“Doesn’t mean she can’t fight,” said Cy. “And trust me, Lady Battle isn’t a lady you want to mess with. One time I saw a brutish Villain break into the Colosseum and when he ran into Lady Battle … well, I didn’t know the human spine could be bent so far without actually breaking. Or that a person could survive that long with only one lung.”

After a brief exchange of horrified looks, Busker and I stepped back from the door, while Recover said, “Okay, if we can’t break in, then what are we supposed to do?”

“Tell the nice doorman the password, obviously,” said Cy. “Observe.”

Cy walked up to the door and knocked on it several times in rapid succession. A second later, the slit in the door opened and two red eyes—one twice as big as the other—appeared in the slit. “Who’s there?”

“Just a bunch of Heroes looking to win some money,” said Cy with a confident smile. “If Lady Battle wishes it, of course.”

“Heroes?” said the eyes. “Whatever. Password.”

“Spaghetti noodles,” said Cy without missing a beat.

The eyes narrowed. “That was last week’s password. This week’s password.”

“Oh,” said Cy. He stroked his chin for a moment in thought, and then said, “Genocide.”

The eyes bobbed up and down for a moment like the doorman was nodding. “Correct. You and your friends may enter.”

The slit closed shut and then the door silently opened inward. Cy looked over his shoulder at us and said, “What are you guys waiting for? Let’s go in. The door won’t stay open forever, after all.”


CHAPTER FORTY

 

When all of us passed through the doorway, the door closed behind us as softly as ever, and then the voice said, “Get moving. The lobby is that way.”

We were in another dark hallway, but this one was a lot shorter than the last hallway and I could see a light at the end. My Team and I walked through the darkness quickly until we emerged into the Colosseum lobby itself.

After walking through the narrow Sewers for a long time, the wide-open lobby was a refreshing change of pace, although it didn’t smell much better than the rest of the Sewers, to be frank. The floor was covered in old, cracked stone tiles, as were the walls and ceiling. Unlike the hallway, the lobby was lit by old light fixtures hanging from the ceiling, including a few that were quite dim and some that were even totally out. Even so, it was a lot brighter than the hallway, which made it easier to see our surroundings.

But the lobby itself wasn’t what caught my attention. No, the second we stepped into the lobby, my Hero Sense went off like an alarm in my head, causing me to clutch the back of my head like I was experiencing a really bad headache. And the reason for that was obvious: The lobby was full of Villains.

Back on the surface, most of the players you saw during the day were Heroes. This was because Villains were on the run from law enforcement. It was hard for Villain players to walk around during the day without being seen by police, who would give chase to the Villains and try to arrest them. The only way a Villain could walk around in broad daylight unmolested was if they hid their identity via a Power like Secret Identity or if there were no police nearby. Even then, I’d read posts on the Capes Online Forums from Villain players complaining about how police NPCs had this odd habit of turning up when they least expected it.

As a result, most Villain players either played at night or stuck to areas where Villains could walk freely without fear of getting arrested. Up until this very moment, I had never visited a ‘Villain Zone,’ as they were called because I spent most of my time in Hero Zones.

Everywhere I looked, I saw Villains and their Sidekicks. My quick estimate was that there were about three or four dozen Villains gathered in the lobby, not including their Sidekicks. On the right side of the lobby was a small bar, where several Villains were getting drunk or else chatting it up with the attractive NPC Waitresses. To the left were two doors, one labeled ‘COMPETITORS ROOM’ and the other labeled ‘COLOSSEUM OFFICES.’ Directly ahead of us were two large wooden doors that undoubtedly led to the Colosseum itself, although they were so huge that I wondered how they could possibly be opened. A boot with a small line of Villains stood off to the right of the doors, apparently the registration booth. To the left side of the doors was another, smaller door labeled ‘SEATING,’ from which Villains and Sidekicks alike would enter or exit at will.

Directly to our left was a framed picture with the heading ‘THE RULES’ over it, which read thus:

1) Streaming of Colosseum battles is not permitted (unless the Lady permits it)

2) Murdering your enemies in cold blood is entirely acceptable (unless the Lady forbids it)

3) Attacking the spectators is not acceptable (unless the Lady finds it amusing)

4) The Lady’s word is law and she is at liberty to eject or murder anyone in the Colosseum whom she wishes

5) Competitors get a 10% discount on all beer. Drink up!

6) No fights are permitted in the lobby and anyone who incites a fight in the lobby will suffer the consequences

Those were some of the weirdest ‘rules’ I’d ever seen for a competition, prompting me to whisper to Cy, “What’s up with the rules?”

“Hmm?” said Cy, glancing at the Rules. “Oh, that’s new. Last time I was here, there weren’t any rules at all except whatever Lady Battle decided were the rules. That was both fun and terrifying. Well, mostly terrifying. And painful, too.”

Before I could respond to that, all of the Villains in the lobby suddenly paused. They then turned and looked at me and my Teammates, like a bunch of cats just realizing that a mouse had wandered into their territory. Some of the Villains’ hands went to their weapons, while others’ hands began to glow with charged Powers. I saw one Villain—who resembled a living scarecrow—polishing a rather fancy-looking gun, a gun that looked more than capable of killing whoever was unfortunate enough to get shot with it in one blow.

Without saying a word, I summoned my Ice Daggers, while Busker summoned two fireballs in his hands. The rest of my Teammates drew closer together, making sure to put Recover in the middle. If a fight was going to break out, then Recover needed to be protected as our resident Healer. Even so, I didn’t like the odds. There were almost four dozen Villains and their Sidekicks versus about eight of us. If a fight broke out here and now, I wasn’t so sure my Teammates and I would survive, much less win.

“Hey, isn’t that Winter?” a Villain who I couldn’t see suddenly shouted. It sounded like his voice was coming from the bar.

“Yeah,” another Villain chimed in. “He’s the guy who killed Dark Kosmos!”

“Get him!” another Villain yelled.

The sound of swords being drawn, chairs being shoved backward as Villains stood up, and drinks being tossed aside filled the lobby. In seconds, every single Villain and Sidekick in the lobby was now standing and looking at us, weapons drawn or Powers at the ready. My Teammates and I took up battle positions, even though I knew we couldn’t win this. In the back of my mind, I considered using Blizzard to Freeze or at least distract the Villains to give us time to make our escape. If that didn’t work, I could try using Ice Giant, but I was loath to use my only Ultimate Power, especially in such a confined space. Still, if that was what I needed to do, then so be it.

The tension in the air was as thick as fog, but no one made a move until, without warning, one of the Villains broke off from the crowd and rushed toward us. He was an odd-looking Villain, looking like a circus clown with demonic eyes and teeth. He carried a strange, rusted-looking sword in his hands, his eyes gleaming maniacally as he rushed toward us. The nametag [VILLAIN+ CLOWNFACE] hovered over his head and I prepared to meet him when a loud, authoritative voice suddenly rang out:

“Stop!”

Without warning, my muscles seized up and froze in place. The same thing must have happened to Clownface, because he suddenly froze midstep and then fell flat on his big red nose, which made a honking sound when he hit the floor.

In fact, it wasn’t just Clownface and me who got frozen. From what I could see, it looked like every person in the lobby, Hero and Villain alike, was frozen in place. Most of the Villains didn’t struggle against whatever was going on, with most wearing expressions of fear and worry on their faces. My own Teammates were also frozen in place, including Busker, although he was clearly trying his hardest to free himself.

I had no idea what was even going on until this notification appeared in my view:

[Unaligned Lady Battle] used Authority!

Debuff added: Frozen Nerves. -100% Agility and Evasion. Duration: 10 minutes.

Lady Battle? I looked around, finding that apparently my head was not affected by the debuff, but didn’t see anyone until a woman stepped through the crowd of Villains into the small space between us and the Villains.

She was a middle-aged woman with dark, albeit graying, hair. She had probably been really beautiful when she was younger, but nowadays age was clearly starting to affect her looks. I had to admit that she was pretty good-looking for a middle-aged woman, though.

But even if she wasn’t, I wouldn’t dare say that to her face. She strode forward with the kind of authority I expected from supreme dictators. Her long, green dress flowed out behind her like a cape, every step sure and true. Her green eyes passed over the assembled crowd of Villains, although it also spread over me and my Teammates. And unless my eyes were mistaken, I thought that her eyes lingered on me for just a fraction of a second longer than on the others, though soon her eyes drifted to Clownface at her feet.

“Speak,” said the woman known as Lady Battle. “What is going on here?”

Clownface gulped and said, in a rather thick Jersey accent, “W-Well, Lady Battle, ma’am, we were all sitting here drinking and getting ready for the Colosseum when these Heroes walked in. One of them is Winter. You know who Winter is, don’t you?”

Lady Battle nodded, an unimpressed look on her face. “Yes. And?”

Clownface gulped again. He was sweating so profusely now that his clown makeup was starting to run. “Well, I mean, when a bunch of Heroes walk into a Villain Zone, you know what that means, right?”

Lady Battle tapped her chin. “No. Please educate me.”

Evidently not getting her sarcasm, Clownface continued, in a slightly more confident voice than before, “Well, we kill ‘em dead, obviously. Rip ‘em to pieces and get some of that nice experience. Though I was considering leaving the girls there alive for … fun.”

Behind me, I sensed both Recover and Sunshine tense up even more than they already were. Couldn’t blame them. Clownface made me uncomfortable just by the way he talked.

“Interesting,” said Lady Battle. “Tell me, Clownface, can you read?”

“What?” said Clownface. “Of course I can read. I learned in school just like everyone else.”

“I asked that question because I thought perhaps you didn’t read the Rules,” said Lady Battle, “although it’s clear to me now that you are likely just willfully ignorant. Tell me, what does Rule Number Six say?”

Clownface’s eyes glanced up at the rules. He squinted and said, very slowly and carefully like he wasn’t very good at reading, “No fights in the lobby.”

“Exactly,” said Lady Battle. She glanced around at the Villains, a frown on her face. “And tell me just what was about to happen?”

Clownface gulped again. He was also sweating even worse than before, the sweat leaving deep trails in his makeup. “Listen, Lady, we didn’t mean to—”

“I said, what was about to happen?” said Lady Battle, her voice as sharp as a razor. “What was about to happen before I stepped in?”

Tears began to appear in Clownface’s eyes. “I … we were about to fight the Heroes. We were about to start a fight in the lobby.”

Lady Battle nodded. “I am glad you admitted it to me. That makes me a little less angry with you.”

Clownface looked up at Lady Battle with hope in his eyes. “Really? Does that mean you’re going to spare me?”

Lady Battle suddenly scowled. “No. It just means your death will be slightly less painful than it would have been before.”

Lady Battle snapped her fingers. A hole in the floor suddenly appeared underneath Clownface and he fell screaming into what appeared to be a bottomless pit. A couple of seconds later, a soft splash could be heard from within the pit, followed by Clownface’s whines of pain before it suddenly turned into screams of agony punctuated by what sounded like teeth rending flesh.

“Oh god it hurts!” Clownface screamed, his voice echoing from within the clearly not bottomless pit. “Goddamn, get these things off me! Help, someone please help—”

Lady Battle snapped her fingers and the floor closed again, totally cutting off Clownface’s cries for help. It was almost like someone had shut off the sound the change was so abrupt.

A couple of seconds of tense silence later, this notification appeared in our vision:

[Villain+ Clownface] has died!

“A shame,” said Lady Battle with a sigh, apparently reading the same notification as the rest of us. “And I am so fond of clowns, too. I suppose not all of them are smart enough to follow the rules, unfortunately.”

Then Lady Battle looked over at all of us, her cold, cruel frown never changing. “I know most of you are smarter than the clown was and know that fighting is only permitted in the arena itself. But still, this should be a helpful reminder to those of you whose lack of patience was going to get you into the kind of trouble you really don’t want to be in. Does anyone object?”

Not a single soul in the entire lobby uttered a sound.

“Very well,” said Lady Battle. “I will let you go now so you can enjoy your ten percent off drinks, prepare for the Colosseum, and have a good time. A good, safe time following the Rules.”

With that, Lady Battle snapped her fingers again. As soon as she did, my muscles relaxed and I could move freely again. So could everyone else, which was confirmed by the following notifications:

Debuff lifted: Frozen Nerves. Agility and Evasion restored 100%.

Despite the fact that Lady Battle had lifted the debuff from all of us, not a single soul moved until Lady Battle snapped, “Well, what are you all waiting for? Eat and drink, because there’s a good chance many of you will be dead by the end of the day!”

Like a spell, Lady Battle’s harsh words caused the assembled Villains to start moving again. The ones at the bar sat down in their chairs, the ones standing in line at the registration booth resumed waiting to get registered, and those going into and out of the seating area continued to do that. It seemed like the Villains were now deliberately trying to avoid looking at us, although I could still feel the tension in the air due to our presence.

“My apologies,” said Lady Battle, turning to face us. “Villains are often good-paying customers, but I am sure you know all about their volatility and short tempers. Especially in the presence of Famous Heroes such as yourselves.”

“Yeah, we have some experience with volatile Villains,” I said, lowering my Ice Daggers now that it was clear we weren’t going to get into a fight with anyone. “And thanks for saving us. You really didn’t have to.”

Lady Battle waved off my thanks. “Oh, I did, actually. As you can see on the wall, one of the most important Rules is keeping the fighting where it’s supposed to be: In the Colosseum arena. If I just let anyone fight whoever they wanted here in the lobby whenever they wanted, no one would ever come to compete in the Colosseum, which would severely impact my profits.”

I nodded. “Makes sense.”

Then Lady Battle suddenly looked at Cy and peered in more closely. “I think I recognize you. You look very familiar.”

“Uh, well, yeah, you probably do,” said Cy, scratching the back of his head, “because I was Tornado the last time I was here. You know, Huntsman’s Sidekick?”

Lady Battle’s eyes widened in understanding and snapped her fingers, though this time nothing bad happened. “Tornado? I remember you now. The Living Punching Bag. How could I forget one of the most entertaining—and by far profitable—Sidekicks I’ve ever had the pleasure of hosting in my arena?”

I looked at Cy. “The Living Punching Bag?”

Cy shrugged sheepishly. “It was a nickname I got. I told you that I got beaten badly by higher-leveled opponents.”

“Yes, but what matters is that I used to make a lot of money off of you,” said Lady Battle. She shook her head. “Personally, I thought Huntsman made a grave mistake when he fired you. He said you were useless, but Huntsman’s never been as shrewd a businessman as he likes to think he is and he’s all the poorer for it.”

Lady Battle might not have been a Villain, but it was clear to me that she had about as much care for human life as Huntsman did. Perhaps that was why the two were lovers, though frankly I couldn’t imagine what Huntsman saw in her. A lot of money, maybe? She seemed relatively well-off, all things considered.

Then Lady Battle put her hands together and looked at me directly. “But enough reminiscing about old times. You are Winter, correct? The Hero who killed Dark Kosmos?”

I nodded. “Yeah, that’s me, all right.”

“Excellent,” said Lady Battle. “I’ve been waiting for you for some time now. Come into my office with me. We have much to discuss.”

Without another word, Lady Battle turned and walked into her office. Hesitant at first, I decided to enter her as soon as I noticed one of the nearby Villains glare at me and my Teammates before halfway drawing his sword, prompting me to decide that whatever Lady Battle wanted to talk with me about couldn’t possibly be any worse than having to fight four dozen Villains at once.

So my Teammates and I entered Lady Battle’s office, wondering what she wanted to talk with us about.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

 

Lady Battle’s office was surprisingly spacious and, in sharp contrast to the lobby, smelled almost heavenly. The scent was somewhere between roses and chocolate, although I spotted the source of the chocolate scent when I saw a heart-shaped box of chocolates sitting on her wooden desk.

The floor was covered in red carpeting, while the walls were covered with thick blue curtains with interesting if meaningless designs on them. Silk curtains hid what was apparently a window behind her, although I wondered what her window could possibly show her, given how we were miles underground. I thought I heard the muted sounds of cheers and screams, making me wonder if Lady Battle’s office gave her an overview of the Colosseum itself.

Sitting down behind her desk, Lady Battle gestured at the chairs before her. “Please take a seat, Winter. Your friends can stand.”

After seeing Lady Battle’s amazing display of power back there, I sat down in my chair without another word while Cy sat down in the chair next to me, though he looked a lot less comfortable than I did. The others stood behind us, which surprisingly did not make the office feel cramped. Maybe that was because of how spacious the office was.

Regardless, Lady Battle adjusted her seat and, after quickly typing a message on her laptop, closed her computer and looked up at me with a pleasant smile. “I’ve heard much about you, Winter. Despite being a Hero for such a short time, you’ve already accomplished quite a bit and made quite a few enemies.”

“Tell me something I don’t know,” I said with a sigh, rubbing my forehead in exasperation. “I had enemies before I even got here.”

“Yes, I am well aware of your rivalry with Atmosfear,” said Lady Battle with a nod. “But don’t you worry about him. Atmosfear has no right to attack you or your friends here unless he is in the Colosseum.”

I sat up straight and looked around the office. “Is Atmosfear here? Because if he is—”

“No, he’s not,” said Lady Battle. “And even if he was, I wouldn’t let you fight him, either. Fights are restricted exclusively to the Colosseum. If the two of you wanted to fight, you would have to do it there. Otherwise … well, you saw what happened to Clownface. My gators enjoy the taste of human flesh quite a bit.”

Calming down slightly, I relaxed in my seat, although I still remained aware and ready to fight if I had to. “How did you know we were coming here? It isn’t like we sent out a press release announcing that we were going to be at the Colosseum today or anything.”

Lady Battle smirked. “Do you think I just let anyone waltz up to the entrance? The Sewers around here are a lot less open than you think. I have spies everywhere along the route here keeping an eye on who is coming this way.”

“But we didn’t even see them,” I said.

“The Ninja Guild’s members are well known for their stealthiness, even if their services are a bit pricey,” said Lady Battle. Then she leaned forward, a serious frown on her face. “But that’s not the real reason I knew you were going to be here. You’re here for Atmosfear, right?”

“Yeah,” I said, nodding. “But you said he’s not here.”

“He isn’t,” said Lady Battle, sitting upright again. She picked up a chocolate from the box on her desk and popped it into her mouth. “But some of his Teammates are. As is their true leader.”

I froze. “You mean Paradox.”

Lady Battle held up a finger to her lips. “Shhh. Don’t say his name so casually like that. He has a tendency to show up and kill anyone who speaks disrespectfully of him. The last thing I need him to do is show up and kill a whole bunch of players. That would definitely hurt my business and I am all about ensuring my business stays healthy and, more importantly, profitable.”

“I take it you’ve met Paradox before,” I said.

“Once,” said Lady Battle. She shuddered. “And I hope to never meet him again so long as I live. We might both be Unaligned, but Paradox is not meant to exist.”

“Did you say he’s not meant to exist?” asked Cy.

Lady Battle nodded. “Yes. Why do you ask?”

“No reason,” said Cy with a shrug. “Well, I mean, why do you think he shouldn’t exist?”

“Because he’s an unnatural abomination,” said Lady Battle. She looked around at all of us with a distressed look on her face. “Can’t you feel it whenever he’s around? I can feel it deep within my bones. Not that I would ever tell him that to his face, of course. I’ve heard he doesn’t like being called a glitch, even though that’s true.”

Sitting back in my chair, I folded my arms in front of my chest but said nothing. I was reminded about how Busker once told me that Paradox was rumored to be some kind of glitch that SI Games was desperately trying to cover up. What Lady Battle said about him seemed to line up with what I knew about the mysterious man. He definitely seemed unnatural, which was saying something, given how everyone in Capes Online could do unnatural things.

“If Paradox scares you so much, why did you allow him to be here?” I said. “You said he’s here, right?”

“He is,” said Lady Battle. “As for why he’s here, it’s because he’s chosen this place as his recruiting grounds. Haven’t you ever wondered where Paradox has been recruiting Villains to join the Slayers?”

“You mean he’s been recruiting them from among your competitors?” I said in shock.

“Exactly,” said Lady Battle with a quick nod. “More specifically, he’s been reaching out to winners and offering them more power than most of them know what to do with. Given how most Villains are incredibly ambitious and power-hungry—which aren’t necessarily bad traits, in my view—you can probably guess how most of them react to being offered a chance to ascend to godhood.”

Made sense. For a while now, I had been wondering exactly where Atmosfear was recruiting members onto his Team. Sure, there were over a billion active Capes Online players, not counting the less active ones, but Atmosfear was well-known for being a dangerous criminal and I would think even most Villain players would avoid him like the plague. It definitely explained why most of his Teammates were so powerful, though.

“Why are you telling us this?” I said. “If you’re so afraid of Paradox, aren’t you afraid he will find out you are helping us and try to kill you?”

Lady Battle popped another chocolate into her mouth, though she didn’t seem to notice what she was doing. “Because I can see what Paradox is doing and I don’t like it. It’s not good for the world. It’s not good for my business. And I want to warn all of you to leave now while you still can. As far as I know, Paradox doesn’t know you are here.”

“He probably does now after every single Villain in the lobby saw us,” said Recover, glancing over her shoulder at the office door. “I didn’t see any Villains we recognized, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he has an informant in the lobby to keep an eye out for us.”

“Yes, but Paradox is only dangerous when he chooses to attack people,” Lady Battle pointed out. “I suspect he won’t act against you until you start to move against him and his men. Which is why I urge you to leave now.”

I shook my head. “We can’t. We’re here to save some innocent people who were kidnapped by the Slayers. Mayor Steve Williams, the Mayor of Adventure City, and his daughter, Hannah Williams. Have you seen either of them?”

“Hannah Williams?” said Lady Battle. She frowned. “That name sounds oddly familiar. I think I did hear rumors of a Slayer bringing a young girl here not too long ago, but I am not sure that it is Hannah.”

“It has to be,” I said. “Unless the Slayers have gotten into the habit of kidnapping random girls off the street, that is.”

“Even so, this place is far too dangerous for you,” said Lady Battle. “Your mere presence here endangers not just your lives, but my business and my profits. And if you think I am going to let anything threaten my business, you have another thing coming.”

Lady Battle spoke so passionately about her business that I found myself almost overwhelmed, which made me wonder if she had a high Charisma Stat. Of course, it helped that I had already seen what she did to those she deemed a threat to her business back in the lobby, so I knew there was definite weight behind those words. She was not merely bluffing.

But I stood my ground and said, “I understand how much your business matters to you, but this is important for us. This is part of our mission to find Faded Flag, so we have to—”

“Faded Flag?” Lady Battle interrupted. The fear in her face faded away, replaced with curiosity. “Did you mention Faded Flag?”

“I did,” I said. “Why? Do you know him?”

“Know him?” Lady Battle said. She laughed. “He was probably the most entertaining Hero I’ve ever had the pleasure of hosting here. He was one of the more popular contestants, that was for sure. It was a disappointing day indeed when Cullen told me that Faded Flag had decided to quit being a Hero.”

“You know Cullen Clair as well?” I said.

“Of course,” said Lady Battle. She flashed her fancy wristwatch. “This is a Cullen Clair Creation. We’re friends.”

Honestly, at this point I shouldn’t have been surprised that we kept running into people who knew Faded Flag in the old days or that the people who knew Faded Flag were all friends. The gamer in me said this was likely part of the mission, but another part of me wondered if this was more like fate than mere video game programming. It really did feel like the system itself was pushing me along in the direction and I still had no idea what the ultimate end game was.

Putting such thoughts out of my head for now, I said, “Weird coincidence. We just saw Cullen ourselves not too long ago.”

“I know,” said Lady Battle. “He told me about your visit, though he didn’t mention you were looking for Faded Flag. That changes things.”

“Changes things?” I said. “How so?”’

Lady Battle suddenly tapped a few keys on her laptop. A hologram suddenly projected from the laptop’s camera, displaying a small hologram of Faded Flag himself holding a golden championship cup in his hands, with Lady Battle herself standing next to him with a proud smile on her face.

“Faded Flag was the last Hero Champion,” said Lady Battle softly. “Since his disappearance, the trickle of Heroes who used to come to the Colosseum has died off. You are some of the first Heroes to come here in months.”

“Uh, okay,” I said. “I don’t see how that is relevant to our discussion.”

Lady Battle looked at me. “How would you like to participate in the Colosseum? Against Frostbite, that is?”

I started. “Wait, you mean Frostbite has entered the Tournament?”

“Of course,” Lady Battle said with a nod. “Frostbite is the current Colosseum Champion. He’s been using his Title to recruit Villains onto the Slayers.”

I nodded slowly. “Okay, but why should I enter the tournament? How will this help me find Hannah and Mayor Williams? Or Faded Flag?”

“Simple,” said Lady Battle. “If you defeat Frostbite, I will allow you to take him prisoner so you can interrogate him and find out where Hannah and Mayor Williams are.”

“Really?” I said. “You can do that?”

“Of course.” Lady Battle tossed her long, dark hair back. “I am the Lady of the Colosseum, after all. This is my domain. My word is law.”

“Aren’t you worried about Paradox, though?” I said. “I can’t imagine he would be happy about letting me take one of his men prisoner.”

“True, he definitely wouldn’t like that,” said Lady Battle, “but his men have already agreed to the rules. Let me deal with Paradox if it comes to that.”

“You said Paradox is using this place as his base, right?” I said. “Why don’t you just let us go to him directly?”

“If you want to get deleted again, sure, I can tell you where he is,” said Lady Battle. She smirked again. “But something tells me you are done with being deleted.”

Lady Battle’s knowledge about me was scarily in-depth. I wondered if she even knew I was in Project Second Life. Regardless, she was right. As much as I wanted to confront him directly, I knew I didn’t stand a ghost of a chance against Paradox. Nor did any of my Teammates, for that matter. If we tried to fight Paradox, he would probably just delete us all, which would definitely cause us to fail the mission. Therefore, Lady Battle’s offer made the most sense to me.

Nodding, I said, “All right. I’ll enter the Tournament, then, with the aim of defeating Frostbite.”

Lady Battle’s smirk grew even broader. “Excellent. And you’re in luck because I just so happen to have an open spot for a Hero in the coming tournament, which will start within the next half hour. You may take that spot, but you’ll have to hurry to the Preparation Room in order to get ready in time for the competition. Let’s go.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

 

About twenty-five minutes later, I stood in front of the iron grating of the Colosseum, my Ice Daggers in my hands. Beyond the iron grating, I could see the sandy pit of the arena itself, which looked smooth and clean. I could also see the grating on the other side of the arena, where my opponent would emerge from, but it was impossible to see who my opponent was going to be from here.

“Are you sure you want to do this, boss?” said Cy, standing next to me nervously. He was twirling his Kunai in his hands, which I understood to be a nervous habit of his that he had picked up since becoming a Ninja. “I mean, there’s still time to back out. We can always figure out a different way to find Hannah and Mayor Williams. You really don’t need to put your life on the line like this.”

“I’ll be fine, Cy,” I said, gripping my Ice Daggers firmly. “I can take care of myself. I don’t even see why you’re so worried. It’s not like you’re the one who’s going to be out there fighting in the arena. I will.”

That was true. The official Expanded Colosseum Rules (which numbered some 300 odd Rules, although Lady Battle assured me that most of them were ‘not important’) stated that individual competitors could not fight with their Sidekicks. Apparently, this was to keep things even and fair because Sidekicks could potentially unbalance a fight. That meant I had to rely on my own Powers and Skills and couldn’t rely on Cy’s help. It also meant that Blizzard was off-limits to me, which I suspected was deliberate on Lady Battle’s part. Not all Combo Powers were as powerful as Blizzard, but Combo Powers generally did confer an advantage to the user, which probably wouldn’t make for a very entertaining match in the eyes of the Colosseum spectators.

As well, none of my Teammates were allowed to join me. Apparently, the Colosseum did have Team Tournaments every now and then, but today it was just a Single Tournament in which just one member from a Team was allowed to participate. The others could watch from the stands. In fact, my Teammates were watching from the stands, waiting for me and my unknown opponent to step out into the arena and begin our battle.

That was another quirk of the Colosseum that I learned about during the preparation period. Apparently, the identity of your opponent was a complete and total secret until the moment you both stepped into the arena. Like with all of the other Colosseum Rules, this was to make things more interesting for the spectators. Lady Battle reasoned that knowing who your opponent was ahead of time would allow you to craft the perfect strategy against them. She thought it would be more interesting if both fighters went in blind and had to improvise on the spot.

That annoyed me a little, I had to admit. From what I understood, the Villains who entered the Tournament were usually high-leveled and powerful. Not knowing who I was going up against—their strengths, their weaknesses, their Class, Types, Powers, Skills—meant I had to rely on my own improvisation techniques. Granted, I was confident in my own combat skills and had plenty of experience going up against unknown enemies, but this was still not something I enjoyed or looked forward to doing. I knew I wouldn’t go up against Frostbite until I reached the Finals, but until then, I didn’t know who I was going to fight against.

On the bright side, Cy was allowed with me in the Prep Room. He had given me all of his extra Health and Energy Drinks, since I couldn’t rely on Recover’s Healing Powers to restore my Health if I got wounded. Also, competitors were allowed to refill their item supply in-between matches. You could buy Health and Energy Drinks, among other items, from merchants in the Prep Room, although they were incredibly overpriced and I suspected Lady Battle was getting a big cut of the price of each sale.

“Maybe, but it’s still dangerous out there,” said Cy. “The Colosseum might have over three hundred Rules, but in truth, the only real Rule is whatever amused the Lady. So if your opponent does something illegal but Lady Battle finds it amusing or entertaining, she will probably allow it.”

“Right,” I said, flipping my Ice Daggers. “So if I want to break the Rules, I just need to make sure I do it in an entertaining way, right?”

“Yeah, but you probably shouldn’t break the Rules in general,” said Cy. “You saw what she did to Clownface. I bet she’ll do something even worse to you if you try to cheat.”

“Don’t worry about that,” I said. “I doubt I’ll even need to cheat. I’ll just go out, beat whoever Lady Battle has set up to fight me, and move on. Compared to some past situations we’ve been in, this will be a walk in the park.”

“I hope you’re right,” said Cy, “but—”

Whatever Cy was going to say was interrupted when a loud, male voice suddenly boomed throughout the Colosseum. “Ladies and gentlemen! The first match of the Singles Tournament is about to begin! I will be your host and referee, Mr. Fab, and will give a play-by-play of the entire match as it happens. May the Lady’s mercy be upon us all!”

The cheers of the crowd could be heard in from behind the grating. I did a quick last minute check of my Equipment and inventory, making sure I was well-stocked and ready for battle, although I listened closely to Mr. Fab’s announcements.

“I am so glad to hear that we have such a stoked crowd today,” said Mr. Fab, “because I can guarantee you that this is going to be an absolutely fabulous match, more so than usual. At the Lady’s insistence, we have made a few last minute changes to the conditions of this match, changes that are sure to make for a more exciting event, at least for the spectators.”

At the mention of ‘last minute changes,’ I stopped fiddling with my Drone Energy Cannon and looked at Cy, who just shrugged as if to say, I don’t know what he’s talking about, either.

“As you all know, most of the time, matches are Villain versus Villain,” Mr. Fab continued, “and on rare occasions, we might have Villain versus Hero, classic good versus evil. But due to the unusual number of Hero entrants, this first match in the Singles Tournament will actually be Hero versus Hero! Good versus good! Light clashing with light!”

As the crowd cheered at Mr. Fab’s announcement, I shared another confused glance with Cy. “Hero versus Hero? Lady Battle didn’t mention that my first opponent would be a Hero. Did one of the others enter at the last possible minute?”

“No,” Cy muttered. He pointed through the bars of the grate. “Everyone is sitting in the stands. See?”

Cy was right. From where I stood, I could see Busker, Recover, and Sunshine sitting in the front row seats along with their Sidekicks. So I definitely wasn’t going up against one of my own friends. That was a relief, but I wondered who else it could be. I hadn’t seen any Heroes in the lobby and the way Lady Battle talked made it sound like we were some of the first Heroes to enter since Faded Flag. Had Lady Battle just forgotten about this guy? Or had she lied to me? If she lied to me about that, what else might she have lied about to me?

“Because this is a rare Hero vs. Hero match, we’re changing things up a little bit,” said Mr. Fab. “First off, the Colosseum has been changed into a Hero Zone for the duration of this match only, thus granting random Stat Boosts to both competitors. Secondly, the loser of this match will lose forty percent of their Hero Alignment. And thirdly, the winner will get a chance to take one piece of Equipment from the loser.”

My eyes widened in shock. Losing forty percent of my Hero Alignment? That wouldn’t be enough to make me a Villain, but it would definitely tip me in that direction. It would also tip my enemy’s Alignment closer to Villain as well. While I knew Alignments could be changed depending on the deeds you performed, I didn’t like the idea of putting my Alignment on the line. Or my Equipment, for that matter.

The crowd, on the other hand, went wild, with quite a few derisive laughs audible among the cheers. Most of the spectators were Villains who either weren’t entering or would be fighting in later matches, so it wasn’t surprising that they were perhaps a little too enthusiastic about these new conditions. At least my Teammates in the stands looked as disturbed by this as I was.

“The rest of the Rules, however, are still the same,” Mr. Fab continued. “With those announcements out of the way, it’s time to introduce our competitors! Are you ready to meet the men who will do their best to give you an awesome show tonight?”

More wild cheers from the crowd, including more than a few hoots and hollers.

“All right, then!” Mr. Fab shouted. “Let’s start off with our most Famous competitor. Even if you’ve never met the guy before, you’ve probably heard about the Hero who defeated Dark Kosmos, the Plague Killer, the Walking Blizzard, Mr. Winter himself!”

As soon as Mr. Fab said my name, the grating in front of me lifted up with a loud rumbling. With a final glance at Cy, I stepped out into the arena, squinting at the sudden change in lighting, though my eyes quickly adjusted in time to let me see my surroundings.

The arena was much larger than I expected. It was shaped like a pit, with high, unclimbable walls that went up well above my head, topped off with a steel cage roof obviously designed to keep fighters in the arena. Beyond the bars of the cage I could see the spectators. Although my friends up in the stands were cheering for me, they were the exception. Most of the spectators, being Villains, shouted and hurled all kinds of abuse at me. And, thanks to the bars being wide enough, they also started throwing junk at me. I got hit with a bag of half-eaten popcorn, a Synth Group Cola can, and even a tomato, the last of which I Dodged. I guess the Rules didn’t forbid spectators from throwing crap at competitors they don’t like.

As well, when I entered the arena, I got this notification:

You have entered a HERO ZONE. Random Stat Boost: +10% in Defense for duration of match.

I frowned. I didn’t know much about the Hero/Villain Zone thing, but I guess it gave people of the correct Alignment a random boost in one of their Stats. Defense seemed like kind of a useless Stat Boost, honestly, but it never hurt to be a little less prone to damage. The grating behind me also fell with a boom, thus signifying that I couldn’t just retreat from this match.

“If you are all done pelting Winter with your produce, it’s time to introduce our next competitor!” Mr. Fab’s voice boomed over a floating speaker that hovered in the air above the arena floor. “Our next competitor is also a Hero, but unlike Winter, most of you probably don’t know him, but you should, because he also helped kill Dark Kosmos and has more than a few tricks up his sleeve.”

I froze. Who could he possibly be talking about? My initial thought was that it had to be Funky, but I didn’t know why. What purpose could Funky have for being here in the Colosseum? He was still in the real world negotiating terms with Chuck. Wasn’t he?

The grating on the other side of the arena slowly rose open. As it did, I saw movement from within the darkness on the other side. Someone big and bulky was about to enter the arena, so I took up a combat position, holding up my Ice Daggers in preparation for whoever my opponent was going to be.

But as soon as my opponent stepped into the light—his bulky emerald armor reflecting the torchlight along the walls of the arena—my jaw dropped and I forgot all about maintaining a combat position. My eyes had to be lying to me, right? Because the person who just entered the arena couldn’t be who my eyes were showing me.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I am pleased to introduce our next competitor!” Mr. Fab yelled. “The Armored Hero, the Walking Tank, the Crushing Mountain, Mr. Dillo!”


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

 

I ignored the cheers of the crowd as soon as Mr. Fab announced Dillo’s name. Mostly because I was in too much shock to think straight, yet at the same time, I couldn’t deny Mr. Fab’s announcement. The man who had just emerged from the other side of the arena was indeed Dillo. He looked pretty much exactly the same as he did the last time I saw him. There was no way I could mistake Dillo for anyone else.

He stood under the light of the arena, his massive bulk surprisingly still. Dillo was looking at me with as much surprise as I looked at him.

“Dillo?” I said, unable to hide the surprise in my voice. “What are you doing here?”

“I was about to ask you the same question,” said Dillo. “I knew that another Hero had entered the Tournament, but I hadn’t known it was you, of all people. Weird coincidence.”

I shook my head, snapping myself out of my shock, and said, “I’m here because I’m trying to save someone and stop Paradox. What brought you here?”

“Same reason,” said Dillo. He raised his sharp digging claws. “I’m here to kill Frostbite and save the Mayor.”

“But how did you know Frostbite was here?” I said. “We didn’t even know that for sure until we got here.”

Dillo raised an eyebrow. “We?”

I gestured at the stands. “Busker, Sunshine, and Recover came with me.”

Dillo glanced up at the stands, spotted my Teammates, and then looked back at me. “Oh. Well, I did my own investigation and learned that Frostbite is the current Colosseum Champion, so I entered for a chance to take him out myself.”

I groaned. “Come on. I know we’re not on the same Team anymore, but I really don’t want to fight you. Maybe we can come to a draw or something.”

Dillo shook his head. “No can do. A draw would just result in both of us getting disqualified, at least if it was determined by the ref to be deliberate on both our parts.”

“How do you know that?” I said in surprise.

“I read the Rules,” said Dillo with a roll of his eyes. “Duh.”

I grimaced. “Then I guess we’re going to have to fight, huh?”

“Looks like it,” said Dillo. “And only one of us can win. Sorry, Winter, but since we’re not on the same Team anymore, I am not going to hold back.”

Before I could reply, Mr. Fab’s voice suddenly boomed out across the arena again, saying, “Now that both of our competitors have been introduced, the match will start on the count of three. Competitors, as soon as I say three, you can start attacking each other, but don’t do anything until I say so, okay? Let’s start the countdown … now!”

A holographic timer suddenly appeared in the air before it. It started at 0:01, then 0:02, and finally hit 0:03.

As soon as it hit 0:03, Mr. Fab screamed, “Let the match begin!”

The second Mr. Fab said that, Dillo acted first. He rushed toward me with surprising speed, barreling toward me like a runaway train. I activated Flight and shot into the air, jumping over Dillo, who passed by underneath me too fast to stop.

Dropping to the ground, I hurled both of my Ice Daggers at Dillo, Aiming for the joints in his armor. The first Ice Dagger missed, but the second one got him in the back of the knee, causing him to stumble. I then jumped on Dillo’s back and activated Freezing Touch, creating a thick layer of ice on his back, but then Dillo grabbed me with one of his claws and threw me off his back.

I spun around in midair for a moment before landing on my feet. The second I landed on my feet, I fired twin Ice Beams at Dillo, striking him in the chest and sending him staggering backward. I was pleased to see that my Ice Beams had shaved off about a tenth of his overall Health. Dillo was a tank, but it looked like his armor didn’t do much to protect him from my Ice. A quick Scan revealed to me that Dillo was actually an Earth Type, which explained why my Ice Beams were so effective against him.

To his credit, Dillo got back on his feet very quickly. He even ripped the Ice Dagger out of the back of his knee and crushed it in his hands with a simple squeeze of his fingers, a look of anger and annoyance flashing across his face.

I smiled. “What were you saying, Dillo, about not holding back? If this is what you mean by not holding back against me, then I am pretty sure I have this match in the bag.”

Dropping the crushed remains of the Ice Dagger on the ground, Dillo said, “That’s because you haven’t seen all of my tricks yet.”

Dillo smashed his fists against the floor. A shockwave exploded out from where his fists hit, making the arena itself crack under the pressure and tossing me off my feet. A chasm opened in the floor at my feet, a deep, dark chasm that I nearly fell into before I grabbed onto the edge and hauled myself up onto my feet. Shaking my head, I looked around at my surroundings to see what changes had been wrought by Dillo’s attack.

The arena’s entire layout had changed. Rather than being smooth sand, it was now cracked and jagged, with chunks of the floor torn up and tossed about. Even worse, a thick cloud of dust had been thrown into the air, making it almost impossible for me to see, a fact confirmed for me a moment later when this notification appeared in my vision:

A Sandstorm has started! -50% Accuracy!

The Terrain has shifted! -10% Agility!

What the heck? It looked like Dillo had somehow changed the terrain of the arena itself. And not in my favor, either. Which explained why I couldn’t see him anywhere. Despite his huge size, it was like he had vanished into thin air, hidden among the sand and wrecked terrain. Summoning a second Ice Dagger, I looked around and shouted, “Neat trick, Dillo! Where did you learn to do this?”

But there was no answer from Dillo, nothing more than absolute silence. And I had to admit it unnerved me a little. Why wasn’t Dillo responding? I guess he really did want to win this.

Still, I couldn’t just stand here by myself waiting for him to attack. I had to move. The more time I spent standing around here, the more time Dillo had to set up a trap or ambush to capture me.

So I took one step forward, but then the floor rumbled behind me and Dillo suddenly exploded out of the sand, sending sand and dirt flying everywhere. Without warning, Dillo wrapped his huge arms around my body and clutched me against his chest, squeezing the air out of me as this notification appeared in my vision:

[Hero Dillo] has used Iron Hug on you!

Debuff added: Choking. -5 Health/4 seconds. Duration: Until death

“Surprised?” said Dillo in my ear, his voice more dangerous and deadly than I had ever heard it before. “Don’t be. You’re not the only person who has been level grinding.”

I would have responded if I had any air in my lungs. As it was, I didn’t have much time left before Dillo squeezed me to death, which meant I needed to act now. I flipped my Ice Daggers around in my hands and tried to stab Dillo’s thighs, but his thick, protective armor caused the tips of my Daggers to glance harmlessly off his body.

Dropping the Ice Daggers, I sent a mental command to my Drone Energy Cannon, which detached from my right arm and flew into the air. It immediately began firing Energy Blasts at Dillo’s face. The individual blasts took off maybe one or two points each, but they did cause Dillo to look away and also relax his grip on me just enough for me to break free of his massive arms all on my own.

Dropping to my feet, I whirled around and blasted Dillo in the chest with Ice Beam, sending him staggering backward. He now had less than 80% of his Health left, while I was still within the 95% percent range. I needed to figure out some way to beat Dillo quickly, but his tank-like defenses made it difficult to take him out quickly. What would have been an advantage in a Team Battle was now a liability in a one-on-one match, especially with the tricky terrain.

Still, sometimes the only way around an obstacle was through, so I put my hands together to fire another Ice Beam when Dillo came to a stop and suddenly let out a roar of anger. His emerald armor became covered in a red hot hue and this notification appeared in my vision:

[Hero Dillo] uses Red Hot Anger!

My eyes widened, but before I could figure out what that meant, Dillo let loose another roar and charged toward me. He was coming too fast for me to Dodge, so I summoned an Ice Barrier at the last possible second.

But then Dillo actually smashed into and through my Ice Barrier. His massive bulk slammed into me hard enough to send me flying. I spun crazily through the air, the sky and floor changing places until I landed with a sickening crack on the floor on the other side of the arena. Dazed, I shook my head and glanced at my Health.

To my shock, I now had 65% of my Health left. That meant that Dillo’s Red Hot Anger attack had taken out a solid 30% of my overall Health in one blow. I hadn’t even known there were attacks that strong, and Dillo and I were close in Level. I was suddenly not so sure I could actually win this.

A harsh chuckle echoed through the arena, the source not visible in the sandstorm, although it was obviously Dillo. “What were you saying about having this in the bag earlier, Winter? Because from my perspective, it looks like I’m the one who has it in the bag. How do you feel now knowing you’re gonna lose and lose big?”

Rising to my feet, I tried not to show any fear. Dillo was a hell of a lot tougher than I thought. As the main tank for Team Winter, I had always thought he was better at defense than offense. I mean, I always knew he was incredibly strong, but I had wrongly assumed that his being a tank meant that his offenses were nothing to write home about. My 65% Health (and dropping) was what I got for underestimating him.

Mr. Fab’s voice suddenly boomed over the speakers just then, saying, “What an exciting match! While Winter put up a good showing with his Freezing Touch and Ice Beams, Dillo has unexpectedly shown a cunning mind that no one thought existed within that tank-like armor of his! Of course, it would be a more interesting fight if we could actually see what was going on. The Sandstorm makes it hard to tell what is happening down there, but it has to be brilliant.”

Even the announcer couldn’t see what was going on here? Weird. I wondered if Dillo had intentionally created the Sandstorm so no one could see us or if this was just a coincidence. Not that it really mattered one way or the other, though. If I couldn’t beat Dillo now, then it didn’t matter if everyone could see me or not.

I needed to figure out a way to get around Dillo’s defenses, but Dillo had already foreseen what I would do, which was probably why he created the Sandstorm in the first place. He knew that if I couldn’t see my surroundings or if my surroundings were uneven and full of holes, I would be forced to act much more cautiously. I didn’t understand why Dillo seemed unaffected by the Sandstorm, but maybe his armadillo armor granted him immunity or something.

But I had no time to think because in the next instant I heard a solid crack and looked to my left just in time to see a part of the floor that had been thrown up from the earthquake falling toward me like a downed tree. I leaped forward, just barely avoiding the falling earth as it crashed into the spot where I’d been standing mere moments before.

Rolling to my feet, I looked over my shoulder at the spot where I’d been standing, but then I heard clinking armor and looked to my right just in time to see Dillo’s fist coming at my face. Dillo’s fist smashed into my face with the power of a wrecking ball, knocking me flat off my feet. But even before I hit the ground, Dillo picked me up and, lifting me over his head, let out a roar of triumph and tossed me back down onto the ground so hard that I heard another crack and lost a solid 20% of my Health, bringing my Health to less than 45%, causing my Health bar to glow red.

Then Dillo slammed his foot down on my chest, causing the air to escape from my lungs, and looked down at me with a harsh glare.

“Listen, Winter, I really don’t want to do this,” said Dillo in a voice that sounded a little too happy about beating me to a pulp, “but I know there’s a traitor in Team Winter and the only way I can stop her is if I win this Tournament. I hope you understand.”

I wasn’t sure why Dillo appeared to expect me to respond. The weight of his foot on my chest made it impossible for me to breathe, but that was okay. I had him right where I wanted him.

Without hesitation, I slammed both of my hands around Dillo’s ankle and activated Freezing Touch. Ice exploded up Dillo’s right leg, causing him to cry out in pain and step off of me. His entire right leg was now covered in ice, but I wasn’t done right.

Rising to my feet, I downed an Energy Drink in one go, thus bringing my Energy up to full, and then fired a continuous beam of Ice Beams at Dillo. Dillo—whose Evasion had been decreased by Freezing Touch—raised his arms and managed to block my Ice Beams, but his Health was now rapidly dropping until soon he had about 60% of his overall Health left. He was still losing Health, too, making me think for the first time that I just might be able to beat him.

But then Dillo’s armor suddenly glowed red again and he let loose another inhuman roar. His frozen right leg melted and he suddenly rushed toward me and through my Ice Beams, heedless of the danger it caused to his own Health.

But this time, I cut off Ice Beam and activated Ice Slide. I zipped away across the sand away from Dillo, who I heard trip and fall onto the ice. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Dillo get back to his feet and rushed after me. His heavy footsteps smashed the ice underfoot, but that was fine. He was still Enraged, which as far as I could tell meant he wasn’t thinking rationally or paying attention to where he was going. But he was gaining on me and would probably catch up to me soon.

Zipping around the jagged rocks sticking out of the floor, I saw I was rapidly coming onto a wall. If I kept up this pace, I would smash into the wall and probably hurt myself really badly, but an idea occurred to me just then and I actually increased my speed. At the same time, I could hear Dillo’s Enraged growls behind me, sounding closer and closer with each passing second.

Right when I was about to smash into the wall, I used my Shaping Skill and thrust my hands upward. The Ice Energy flowing from my hands turned up, causing my Ice Slide to curve upward. I slid up against the wall and actually formed a loop with my Ice Slide, allowing me to avoid crashing into the wall.

Dillo, unfortunately, wasn’t so lucky. He crashed directly into the wall so hard that it actually caused the arena walls to shudder. His own Health dropped by about 5%, but that was when I saw my chance.

Turning off Ice Slide, I dropped to the ground behind Dillo and wrapped my arms around his huge back. I activated Freezing Touch again and Ice Energy exploded from both of my hands and washed over Dillo’s body in an instant.

Before Dillo could do anything, his entire body was frozen solid. And not just frozen solid, but frozen directly to the arena walls in such a way that there was no way he could free himself. This final attack used up the last of my Energy, but I didn’t care. Once Dillo was totally frozen over, I let go of his huge back and stepped backward, panting and sweating even despite the intense cold radiating from Dillo’s body.

A couple of notifications appeared in my vision:

You have run out of Energy! You cannot use Powers that require Energy until Energy has recharged [Energy recharge rate: 1 Energy/2 seconds].

[Hero Dillo] has been Frozen! -100% Evasion and Agility. Duration: 10 minutes.

“What the—?” said Dillo in a shivering voice. He grunted. “This ice …too thick …”

The Ice cracked and shifted under Dillo’s efforts to free himself, but it didn’t break. I sighed in relief, but then a powerful sucking sound could be heard and the Sandstorm dissipated, allowing me to see for the first time the startled onlookers in the seating above. I had completely forgotten about the spectators, none of who had been able to see our fight until just now.

“With the Lady’s permission, we have removed the Sandstorm in order to see the conclusion of this epic battle,” said Mr. Fab. “And what a battle it was! While Dillo had a good start early on, it looks like Winter has come out on top. A shame we couldn’t see all of the juicy details, but based on the way the arena has been torn to pieces, it must have been absolutely epic!”

A 10-second timer suddenly appeared over Dillo’s head and rapidly counted down to 0, causing Mr. Fab to yell, “Well, Hero Dillo was unable to break free of his Frozen condition. That means he loses by default and I can confidently declare that the winner of the first match in today’s Tournament is none other than the Kosmos Killer himself, Hero Winter!”


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

 

The second Mr. Fab announced I won, I suddenly got hit with several notifications in a row:

Congratulations! You have won your first Colosseum Match! You are now qualified to move onto the Semifinals and have earned the Title of Match Winner!

As a Match Winner, you win to +10,000 EXP, +1 Stat Point and +1 Power Point. Continue to win matches to win even more prizes!

The Lady’s Favor: Because you won this match through wits and cleverness, all Match Prizes are doubled. +20,000 EXP, +2 Stat Points, and +2 Power Points

Skill Level Up: Shaping [Level 2]. You can now shape your ice in more elaborate and original ways with +10% chance of making your ice stronger. Level up this Skill further to be able to create even more amazing shapes!

All Health, Stamina, and Energy restored! You are now as fit as a fiddle and ready to take on the next match!

The arena is no longer a Hero Zone, so you lose your Defense boost. Your Defense has now returned to normal.

Admittedly, that was pretty cool. I hadn’t expected to get any prizes just for winning, but it looked like you didn’t even have to win the Tournament in order to get some rewards. Granted, 10k EXP and 1 SP and PP each wasn’t much, but it was another way to gain points to distribute other than leveling up. If I had time after all of this, I might just come back to the Colosseum to do some level grinding and point farming later. A few more matches like these and I would level up.

But the Lady’s Favor mechanic was interesting and made the Colosseum even more attractive as a place to level grind. No one told me I could double my rewards by winning the Lady’s Favor, which I assume referred to Lady Battle. A glance up at Lady Battle’s booth confirmed that for me. She was sitting in a chair on the other side of her office window, looking down at me with a pleased expression on her face. She winked at me, which I wasn’t sure was a good thing or a bad thing.

A loud grunt and a shattering sound made me look at Dillo. He had finally gotten free of my ice somehow, although based on how melted it looked, I assumed the Colosseum must have automatically removed all debuffs from competitors after the match was over. And despite the fact that his Health, Stamina, and Energy had been restored as well, Dillo looked worn out and defeated, his shoulders slumping as he turned to face me.

Rubbing the back of my head, I said, “Sorry, man, but I had to win. You put up a good fight back there, though. Probably the best fight I’ve had in a while.”

Dillo nodded. He still wore a sullen look on his face. “Yes. You were a lot smarter on your feet than I expected. I thought if I altered the environment to suit my strengths, I could beat you. Looks like I was wrong. Again.”

I smiled in a friendly way. “Hey, you put up a great fight back there. I didn’t even know my gambit would work, honestly. There was a really good chance it could have completely failed and I would have lost. You should feel proud of that.”

“I am,” said Dillo, “but since I lost, that means I am knocked out of the Tournament. Not only that, but I lost forty percent of my Hero Alignment and I owe you a piece of my Equipment.”

I had almost completely forgotten about the conditions set for our Match. “Oh, sorry to hear that. You’re still a Hero, right?”

Dillo gestured at his nametag above his head, which still read [HERO DILLO]. “My nametag still says I’m a Hero, doesn’t it? My Alignment was one hundred percent before, so now it’s sixty percent. As long as my Alignment is at least fifty-one percent Hero, I should be okay.”

“Even so, it still has to have some negative effect,” I said. “Wish there was something I could do to help you.”

Dillo shook his head. “It’s not a problem. Don’t worry about it. Wasn’t like you set the conditions for the Match, anyway. That would be thanks to Mr. Fab up there.”

I nodded, but I still felt bad about it. Even if Dillo and I were no longer on the same Team, that didn’t mean I wanted to hurt him. I only beat him because I had to, because if I didn’t, then I wouldn’t be able to save Hannah and Mayor Williams. I hoped Dillo understood that.

“Now, you have the right to take any one piece of Equipment from me,” said Dillo. He held up his arms. “What do you want?”

I bit my lower lip. Dillo’s Equipment was more than likely useless for me. Whereas Dillo was primarily a tank who could also fight, I was primarily a damage dealer who focused on offense. Plus, none of his armor gelled well with my Costume. If I took his helmet, for example, I couldn’t imagine how silly I would end up looking with a big armadillo-like helmet on my head.

“Tough to say,” I said, scratching my chin, “mostly because I don’t know what most of your Equipment actually does.”

“Gotcha,” said Dillo, nodding. “Most of it is designed to increase my Health, Stamina, and Defense, plus give me Earth-based Powers. Not much of it would work well with your playstyle except … wait a minute …”

Dillo popped up a compartment in his chest. He dug around inside for a couple of seconds before pulling out what looked like a piece of metal shaped like a star with a glowing green center and said, “Here. You can have this. It should work with your play style.”

Curious, I took the glowing green star and Scanned it to find out what it was:

Defense Star

Material: Metal

+10 to Defense and +10% increase to all Defense-based Powers.

Power: Hardened Skin [1/1].

I looked up at Dillo in surprise. “Wow, this is actually a pretty decent piece of Equipment. But what does the ten percent boost to all Defense-based Powers mean?”

“It means that your Defensive Powers will be stronger,” Dillo explained. “Take your Ice Barrier, for example. It will now be ten percent less likely to break in battle. Doesn’t mean it becomes unbreakable, but it should be able to handle more stress than it normally does.”

I whistled. “Now that is useful. Are you sure this is what you want to give up?”

Dillo nodded. “Yeah. I’ve got other Equipment that offers similar bonuses. It won’t hurt me much to lose it.”

Despite what Dillo said, I could tell he was loathed to give up such a good piece of Equipment. I was almost tempted to hand it back to him and take something else he might value a little less, but then decided to keep it. While my play style was more offensive than defensive, I couldn’t deny that having extra Defense would be useful. The Defense boost I got when I entered the arena earlier had probably been the main thing that saved me from getting killed by Dillo’s relentless attacks. Given how I had no idea what other enemies I was going to go up against, I felt like having more Defense was generally a good thing.

I equipped the Defense Star and felt my body become harder and stronger. Additionally, this notification popped up:

New Power Unlocked: Hardened Skin [Level 1]. Make your skin as hard as solid stone and get a +10% increase in Defense and Health, but lose -10% Agility and Evasion. Cost: 1 Energy. Duration: 1 minute. Cooldown: 2 minutes.

Not bad, but not the best, either. The increase in Defense and Health was nice, but the loss of Agility and Evasion sucked. Given how much Dodging I did, losing my Agility and Evasion was not what I would call a win. Still, I could see how this Power could be useful. I made a mental note to try it out in the next Match, assuming my next opponent was going to be at least as tough as Dillo.

“Thanks, man,” I said. I held out a hand. “Good game.”

Dillo took my hand and shook it, but I could tell he was still really disappointed that he had lost. I wished there was something I could say to make him feel better, but unfortunately I didn’t have any words of encouragement for him.

As soon as we stopped shaking hands, Mr. Fab’s voice bellowed across the arena again. “Competitors! Please leave the arena now. And to the spectators, the next Match will be in about ten minutes. There will be a five-minute delay to allow the arena time to restore itself to its original condition. Until the next Match starts, you can go and hang out in the lobby and enjoy some fresh beer courtesy of Lady Battle herself!”

The spectators in the stands began to get up from their seats and make their way to the nearest exits. Meanwhile, Dillo and I parted ways, each of us going back to the entrances we had emerged from.

As I stepped back into the Prep Room, Cy immediately popped up in front of me and said, “You did awesome, boss! Dillo came at you like a mountain lion, but you pulled off that awesome Shaping trick with your Ice Slide and boom, took him down with his own Power! That was just so crazy! I wish I’d thought to record it. Or even better, livestream it online and make some good money off of it. Do you think Lady Battle records each Match? If so, then maybe you could ask her for the recording so you can—”

I held up a hand to silence Cy as I sat down on the bench. “Cy, please. I’m still very tired from my fight with Dillo and I don’t have time to think about monetizing, well, anything.”

“Okay,” said Cy. He glanced out through the gratings at the arena. “But as awesome as the fight was, it was kind of sad that you had to fight one of your own friends. I can’t imagine how hard that must have been. Dillo looked really crushed at his loss.”

I nodded, rubbing the back of my neck as I did so. “He was. He said he was here to stop Paradox. Despite what he said about Sally earlier, I know he’s still a good guy at heart.”

“Do you want me to go get him?” said Cy, looking at me again. “Now that the Match is over, you can actually talk to him if you want.”

I shook my head, remembering the depressed look on Dillo’s face. “Nah. Dillo needs to be left alone. We already talked in the arena. He needs some time by himself to think about everything.”

Cy bit his lower lip, but before he could say anything, Busker, Recover, Sunshine, and their Sidekicks rushed into the Prep Room.

“Bro!” said Busker, screeching to a halt before me, his stop sending small sparks flying. “That was one of the awesomest fights I’ve ever seen! It was almost as awesome as the time you beat those Skull Mechas by yourself. You’ve really outdone yourself this time.”

“It was definitely impressive,” said Recover. “Are you hurt? Do you need me to Heal anything for you?”

I shook my head. “No. Dillo and I were immediately Healed after the Match ended. I guess the arena must somehow automatically heal participants after the fight is over.”

“That’s useful,” said Recover. She sighed. “But I was hoping I’d get a chance to Heal you so I can get some experience. I’m just a few hundred points away from my next Level and I hoped I’d be able to do that today. Maybe some other time.”

I nodded, but Recover mentioning Leveling up and experience made me look at Cy. “Cy, when I won the Match and was awarded my rewards, I was told I had gotten something called the Lady’s Favor, which doubled my rewards. Do you know what that means?”

Cy’s mouth fell open in shock. “You got the Lady’s Favor? That’s super hard to get. In order to get the Lady’s Favor, you need to do something that really impresses her. It’s hard to get because she is so picky and has such high standards about what she finds impressive. I’ve even known some Colosseum Champions who have never been able to get the Lady’s Favor no matter how many Matches they win. Not to mention it’s possible for a loser to win the Lady’s Favor, because like I said, it’s more about impressing Lady Battle than it is about actually winning.”

“Wow,” I said. “I knew it had to be something important, but I didn’t know just how important until now. Useful to know.”

“If you have Lady Battle’s favor, does that mean she’ll help us find Hannah?” asked Sunshine hopefully.

“That’s not how it works,” said Cy. “All the Lady’s Favor does is double your rewards or sometimes get you extra rewards depending on how Lady Battle is feeling. The results are pretty random because they are based almost entirely on Lady Battle’s whims, so you never know what you’ll get, although it will always be something good. You can count on that.”

I nodded and stood up. “Well, the next Match won’t start for another fifteen minutes or so, so why don’t we go out into the lobby and get something to drink before it starts up? Maybe the Villains in the lobby will have more respect for us now after I won that Match.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

 

As it turned out, while the Villains didn’t quite respect us more, they did steer clear of our table in front of the bar. It seemed like most of the Villains were really afraid of us now. I wasn’t entirely sure why other than the fact that I had won my first Colosseum Match and had the Lady’s Favor. Of course, I bet most of the Villains probably still remembered Clownface and what happened to him when he tried to attack us in the lobby.

Nonetheless, we had a good time getting drinks and trying out some of the food being served in the lobby. The cook in charge of the bar, an Anti-Villain named Cookout, was surprisingly good. The food he prepared for us was simply delicious and we even got a discount thanks to the fact that I was a Match Winner, a title that apparently carried a lot of weight in these parts. I had been worried at first that Cookout, due to being an Anti-Villain, might try to slip poison into our food or something, but none of us got sick or weak after eating his meal and I even tipped him for his good service, which a handy notification informed me had increased my relationship with Cookout from ‘Mortal Enemies’ to merely ‘Hostile,’ which I supposed was an improvement, although not by much.

During our lunch, I tried to look out for Dillo or Hop, his Sidekick, but I didn’t see either of them emerge from the other Prep Room. I wasn’t sure if they had already left through another exit I was unaware of or if they were still here in the Prep Room. Regardless, I wished I could see Dillo again one more time. I felt like I’d been unfair to him before and wanted to see if I could make it up to him somehow, but I guess Dillo probably didn’t want anything to do with me after his failure in the arena. Not that I could blame him. It wasn’t like we left on the best of terms.

When we finished our meals, Mr. Fab’s voice boomed over the speakers in the lobby, informing us that the arena was repaired and that the second Exhibition Match had already ended and that the Semifinals were about to start in five minutes. I said goodbye to Busker and the others before returning to the Prep Room, where I took up my usual spot in front of the grating, ready and waiting to go.

“Are you sure you don’t want to take a moment to spend your points from your last Match, boss?” asked Cy, looking at me uncertainly. “I mean, you have no idea who you’re going up against, so you need every advantage you can get.”

“I’m less than ten thousand experience points away from leveling up, Cy,” I said as I summoned my Ice Daggers. “I will probably level up again after this Match. I don’t want to spend my points two times in a row. Better to wait until I level up again so I can spend them all in one go. Plus, with the Defense Star, it’s kind of like I already spent my SPs and PPs anyway.”

“If you say so,” said Cy in a doubtful voice. “Just be careful out there, okay? I don’t know who you’re going up against, but it’s probably a Villain, seeing as you and Dillo were the only two Heroes in the Tournament. I know you’ve fought Villains before, but you need to be extra careful against whoever this guy is. I heard he won his Exhibition Match in less than a minute.”

I frowned. “How long did it take for me to beat Dillo?”

Cy glanced at his watch. “Uh, ten minutes by my count.”

I nodded. “No problem, then. I’m sure that the guy who I am going up against was simply fighting a weaker opponent. If he expects to take me down as quickly as the last guy he fought, he’s going to be in a world of hurt.”

Cy opened his mouth to speak, but before he could offer me his opinion, Mr. Fab’s voice suddenly roared across the arena again. “Welcome one and all to the Semifinals! The winner of this Match will get to go on to challenge the current Colosseum Champion for his title. I hope you are all ready for this one, because it’s going to be absolutely fantastic!”

The current Colosseum Champion was Frostbite. Or at least that was what Lady Battle had told me. Once I won the Semifinals, I would get a chance to take him on and hopefully rescue Hannah and Mayor Williams as well.

“Without further ado, let me introduce our competitors!” Mr. Fab said. “First off, you know him, you hate him, the Kosmos Killer, the Man who Broke the Walking Wall himself, Hero Winter!”

The grating before me rose up and I stepped out into the arena like before. Glancing around, I was surprised to see that the arena was back to the way it had been before Dillo destroyed it. The sand was so smooth and clear that it looked like Dillo hadn’t done anything to it at all. Mr. Fab had mentioned that the arena would be repaired ahead of time, but I hadn’t realized just how quickly and perfectly it would be fixed. That made me wonder if Lady Battle had the best clean-up crew ever or if the arena somehow repaired itself.

Regardless, I just waved up at my friends in the stands. I got a bunch of boos from the Villains, but I also heard more than a few cheers, though it was hard to tell who was cheering and who was booing me from here. I was kind of surprised. Maybe winning the last Match endeared me to some of the spectators, which was rather impressive when you consider that 99% of them are Villains who hate my guts.

“And now, for the winner of our second Exhibition Match, I am pleased to introduce our second competitor!” said Mr. Fab. “The Mad Mannequin, the Stringy Bastard, Villain Dollface himself!”

The grating on the other side of the arena opened without much fanfare, but instead of walking out, someone threw an oversized doll out onto the arena floor. The doll landed with a rather unimpressive thud and lay flat on the sand with a blank look on its face.

The doll was really weird-looking. It had a plastic head and a body made out of cloth. It was designed to look kind of like a construction worker, only with the overalls printed on its cloth body. Its hardhat was molded onto its head and its empty blue eyes stared straight into the air. The nametag [VILLAIN DOLLFACE] hovered in the air above its head, but that had to be a mistake. That thing was just a doll … right?

I was even more confused when almost the entire arena exploded into applause and cheers at once.

“Go get ‘em, Dollface!” one of the Villains in the crowd yelled. “Teach that Hero a lesson for stepping on our turf!”

“Man, this is gonna be good,” said another Villain with a deep chuckle. “Dollface’s fights are always fun to watch. Can’t wait to see him wipe the floor with Snowflake out there.”

Okay, now I was just plained puzzled. This had to be a joke, right? Dollface looked like a literal doll, albeit one the size of a human. He wasn’t moving or even breathing. I wondered if joke Matches were a thing in the Colosseum. If so, it seemed like a really weird joke Match. Did they expect me to actually fight that thing? I guess I could try to kick it. It had full Health, Stamina, and Energy bars, but for all I know that could have been part of the joke, too.

Still not entirely sure what was going on here, I walked up to Dollface and kicked it in the head. The blow sent Dollface rolling off to the side without making a noise. It also took off about 5% of his overall Health, mostly because I hadn’t put much effort into the kick.

“You show ‘em, Dollface!” one of the Villains in the crowd shouted. “Rip him to shreds!”

Puzzled, I looked up at the audience in the stands. Nearly all of the watching Villains looked absolutely ecstatic, like they were watching the most fun Match of their lives. My friends, on the other hand, all wore the same looks of confusion on their faces. They were just as confused about Dollface as I was, which was comforting in a way, because it meant I wasn’t the only one who wasn’t in on the joke.

“Okay, this is getting kind of weird,” I said, looking down at Dollface again. “Am I missing something? I feel like I am missing something.”

Of course, Dollface did not answer, so I simply kicked Dollface again, this time in the chest. Dollface rolled off to the side again and stopped, with about 90% of its Health left. My own reservations about kicking around a doll were soon extinguished. From what I could tell, this was indeed a real Match, which meant that if I could get Dollface’s Health down to zero, then I could easily win this one and move on to the Finals to fight Frostbite. After my surprisingly hard Match against Dillo, this seemed like a piece of cake.

Grinning, I walked up to Dollface and pulled my foot back to kick him again, but right before I could kick him in the face again, Dollface’s eyes flashed and he suddenly looked at me with glowing red eyes. My eyes locked with Dollface’s eyes and for a second, it was like that was all I could see. Our gaze seemed to connect in a way I couldn’t explain. It was like there was a cord tying us together. I couldn’t look away from him even if I wanted to.

Then Dollface’s painted-on grin turned into a devilish smirk and he said, “Don’t blink.”

Of course, as soon as Dollface said that, I blinked.

And the world around me shifted.

Horrible pain tore through my eyes, causing me to scream in pain, but I couldn’t take my eyes off of Dollface’s eyes, nor could I close them. Dollface’s eyes, meanwhile, glowed brighter and brighter, crackling with electricity as Dollface himself chuckled, which sounded a bit like a hollow wooden barrel being shaken.

Then I felt like something pulled me out of my body and everything went dark for what felt like an eternity. It must have been a brief eternity, however, because when I opened my eyes again, I could see I was still in the arena of the Colosseum, lying underneath the burning hot lights above, listening to the hooting and hollering of the crowds.

Wait a minute … lying? I was lying on the sand for some reason. Weird. I distinctly remember standing. Maybe I accidentally fell over after Dollface’s strange attack?

With a shrug, I tried to stand up again, but found it awkward. My limbs struggled to lift up my body. They felt a lot thinner and smaller than usual, far more fragile. It felt like someone had stripped off all of the muscle, leaving nothing but the bone underneath my flesh. It made getting up awkward, but eventually I managed it, although it took me a while to do so.

That was when I heard my own voice chuckle. “Find your new body a little awkward? Don’t worry. You’ll get used to it.”

Startled, I looked ahead of me and was shocked to see myself standing just a few feet away from me. At first, I thought I had to be looking in a mirror because the me standing there looked exactly like how I did down to the tiniest crease in my Costume. He carried my twin Ice Daggers, but the smirk on his face wasn’t mine. That was how I knew it wasn’t a reflection because I definitely wasn’t smirking right now.

“What the—?” I said, and suddenly heard my own voice, which sounded weaker and hollower than before, like I was talking through a wooden flute or something. “Who are you? Why do you look exactly like me?”

The other me smirked even more. “Come now. Surely you recognize your own body, can’t you?”

“That’s not my body, though,” I said, pointing at the Fake Me. “I am in my own body. You’re some kind of doppelganger, maybe a shapeshifter or something.”

“Look at your hand,” said the Fake Me. “Specifically, the hand you are pointing at me with.”

Puzzled and suspicious, I nonetheless looked at my hand … and was absolutely horrified by what I saw.

My hand was made of wood. I had about four fingers instead of my usual five and it was as thin as a stick, though thankfully it did have joints. I found myself staring at my arm in pure horror, but my gaze didn’t stay there. I looked at my other arm, which was a mirror image of my first arm, and then looked down at my body, seeing my soft, cloth body sewn to resemble a construction worker. And when I touched my head, I felt a familiar construction hat built into my skull.

Although I was starting to realize exactly what happened to me, I nonetheless got a handy notification that confirmed it for me:

[Villain Dollface] used Body-Swap! You are now in [Villain Dollface]’s body!


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

 

“No!” I shouted. “No, no, no! How did this happen? This can’t be possible. It must be a weird dream, a nightmare even.”

“Oh, this is definitely real,” said the Fake Me. “Check your character sheet and tell me what you see.”

Although I was still a bit skeptical of Fake Me, I nonetheless opened my character sheet. My jaw dropped when I saw my Stats and Powers:

Secret Identity: Dollface

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 1

EXP: 0/100

Available Stat Points: 0

Available Power Points: 0

Alignment: Villain

Class: Shifter

Type: Plant

Reputation: No-Name

Powers: Body-Swap [Level 10]

Skills: Head Throw [Level 1]

Equipment: Wooden Wrench

Kids Mode: Disabled

Health: 50

Stamina: 10

Strength: 1

Defense: 500

Charisma: 0

Intelligence: 50

Agility: 1

Evasion: 2

Accuracy: 1

Dexterity: 1

Energy: 100

Luck: 0

VILLAIN STATS

Cunning: 1

Manipulation: 20

Infamy: 1

Terror: 0

Hatred: 0

“What the—?” I said. “Why are my Stats so low? And what happened to all of my Powers, Skills, and Equipment?”

“Wrong question,” said Fake Me. “Those aren’t your Stats. They’re mine. You’re just borrowing them for now.”

“Borrowing them?” I repeated, looking at Fake Me in confusion. “But how?”

Fake Me—who I now knew was really Dollface—spread his arms. “Look at the single Power you’ve got there. Tell me what it does.”

I immediately clicked on Body-Swap and got to read its description:

Body-Swap

Description: Switch bodies with another player who makes eye contact with you. By switching bodies, you gain access to all their Stats, Powers, Equipment, and anything else they might have, but be careful, because the other player now has control over all of yours. Cost: 100 Energy. Duration: 10 minutes. Cooldown: 4 hours.

“Oh my God,” I said. I looked at Dollface. “You switched bodies with me.”

“Yep,” said Dollface, but his eyes went out of focus just then and he swiped at the air like he was reading something I couldn’t see. “And I must say that this is one of the best swaps I’ve done in a while. The legendary Kosmos Killer isn’t quite as powerful or high-leveled as I thought, but frankly I think you’ve made yourself a formidable mid-30s character with appropriate Equipment and Powers. Looks like you’re going for some kind of mixed melee/ranged Fighter with slightly more emphasis on melee fighting.”

“That’s correct, but I’m still confused,” I said. “Have you done this before?”

Dollface put his hands on his hips. Or my hands on my hips. Ugh. This was going to get confusing, fast. “This is my entire strategy. At the beginning of the battle, I feign weakness, even going as far as to pretend to be a helpless little doll in order to lull my enemies into a false sense of security. I even let myself take a few solid blows just to make the illusion more real. Then, when they least expect it, I lock eyes with my opponent, activate Body-Swap, and then finish them off with their own body and Powers. It’s a very popular move, you know, and is always a crowd-pleaser.”

My wooden knees knocked together despite my best efforts to maintain standing. “And what happens if you kill me while in my body?”

“Oh, that reverses the Body-Swap effect,” said Dollface with a dismissive wave of his hand. “I will go back to my body and you will go back to yours. But even if I kill you, it actually counts as my enemy’s death. So if I kill you now, for example, you will be the one losing all your experience and half your credits, while my body will respawn for free. And seeing how close you are to your next level and how much money you’re carrying around in your pockets, a loss for you would be very devastating.”

I gulped, which was weird because I had a wooden throat. “A brilliant, if evil, strategy.”

“Well, I am a Villain, after all,” said Dollface. “As you can tell from my character sheet, I’ve deliberately kept myself at the lowest possible Level, with the lowest possible Stats, in order to make it easier to kill my enemies when I swap bodies with them. I even fired my Sidekick to ensure I wouldn’t level up. The only reason I have any Skills at all is because the game forced me to have one. Otherwise, I would be Skill-less as well.”

Curious, I pulled open the Head-Throw Skill and got this information:

Head-Throw

Description: Detach your head from your body and throw it at an enemy to deal minor damage. Your head will automatically respawn on your neck after 1 second.

“But why are some of your Stats so ridiculously high?” I said. “How did you even do that?”

Dollface held up a finger. “First, you can get Stat Points in ways other than leveling up. You can even purchase them from shops if you know where to look. I myself spent a long time getting enough credits to buy all of the Stat Points I needed for the Stats I was looking for. Secondly, my body needs to be able to take at least a few hits without getting killed immediately, which is why I put so many of my SPs into my defensive stats.”

“Is that why Body-Swap is Level Ten?” I said. “That’s the highest Level a Power can be.”

“Power Points can also be bought from the right shops,” said Dollface. “Admittedly, it did take years for me to be able to pull this strategy off, but it’s more than paid for itself already. Out of the three hundred or so Matches I’ve participated in, I’ve only lost about three of them using this method.”

My blood chilled. “Why aren’t you the Colosseum Champion, then?”

“I was the Colosseum Champion,” said Dollface in a bitter voice. “For a while. But then I got defeated and have yet to reclaim my title. But perhaps today will be the day I retake the throne. Even if I don’t, however, I will still give the spectators the show they deserve.”

Dollface raised his Ice Daggers. “Now, let’s see exactly what this body of yours can do.”

I held up my hands in a panic. “Wait, no. This isn’t fair. You basically stole my body from me.”

Dollface laughed. “What were you expecting? I’m a Villain. In the Colosseum, there are no Rules save that which pleases the Lady. And I know that the Lady is very pleased with this strategy of mine. Besides, I like your body better than mine. I miss having actual muscles and looking like a Greek god in the flesh.”

Then Dollface twirled my Ice Daggers in his hands. “Besides, Atmosfear said he wants you dead and he doesn’t forgive failure, so I need to eliminate you anyway before you get too far in the Tournament.”

“You’re also a Slayer?” I said. “Goddamn, is every Villain in the arena a Slayer?”

“Not every Villain, no,” said Dollface, shaking his head. “But surely you didn’t let your guard down in our own territory, did you? I hope not. I was told you were smarter than that, but maybe Atmosfear overestimated you a little. If you were really smart, you wouldn’t have weakened your new body. Now you are basically a sitting duck.”

I had to admit that Dollface had gotten one over on me. His play style and strategy was totally unlike anything I had seen or heard of other players doing, but it was also an extremely effective strategy. I had to admit, though, that it really only worked in the Colosseum. Something told me it would not work nearly as well outside of the Colosseum as it did inside the Colosseum, but that didn’t really matter, seeing as Dollface appeared to spent most if not all of his time in the Colosseum.

Dollface twirled his Ice Daggers one more time. “Now enough talking. Talk is boring. The crowd wants action. They want fighting. Most important of all, they want death. And yours should be more than enough to satisfy their—and my—bloodlust.”

Dollface rushed toward me so fast I couldn’t even keep up with him. Before I could take even one step forward, Dollface was before me and he slashed at my chest with my Ice Daggers. The Ice Daggers cut two deep cuts in my chest, sending a wave of pain flowing through my body like lava. With a yell, I stumbled onto the ground and felt the stuffing—literal white, fluffy stuffing—leaking out of the holes in my chest.

Good God. Either I was a hell of a lot stronger than I remembered or this body was especially weak, but those two slashes alone had taken off 50% of my Health. I was now at 40% and falling. My mood definitely wasn’t helped by this notification that I got:

Debuff added: Chest Tear. -1 HP/6 seconds.

Then Dollface grabbed me by the throat and lifted me off the ground. I beat uselessly against his muscled arm with my skinny, weak wood hands, but my extremely low Strength made it impossible for me to take even one HP off his bar. I doubt he even felt my arms that flailed uselessly against his own.

“Don’t worry about dying right away,” Dollface whispered. “The crowd loves a good show and I am nothing if not a showman. So I will toss you around a little, torture you a bit with your own Powers. The crowd loves it when I do that. But you will die before all is said and done.”

With that, Dollface whirled around and hurled me at the cage roof. My body flopped uselessly through the air until I hit the cage with a clunk and then fell straight down to earth. I landed on the arena floor hard enough to kick up a small cloud of sand into the air, but surprisingly enough, it didn’t hurt me at all. I could only guess that my soft, cloth-like body kept me from suffering the kinds of injuries that I would have suffered if I had fallen to the arena floor in my normal body. Guess this body had some advantages to it.

But I had no time to think about that. I struggled to my feet, feeling like I was fighting against my own joints, as the crowd jeered and laughed at me. More than a few Villains were pointing and laughing at my frail new body, while others were mimicking the awkward way I stood up. I wanted to punch each and every last one of those Villains in the face, but right now I had more important things to worry about.

I turned to face Dollface, who was casually strolling toward me like he was going on a nice walk in the park. He twirled his Ice Daggers in his hands, his evil smirk never leaving his face.

“Are you not amused?” Dollface called out to the crowd, pointing at me with one of my Ice Daggers. “Behold the legendary Kosmos Killer, reduced to a broken doll! He will be reduced to even less than that before I’m finished with him!”

The crowd roared with applause and cheers. One of the female Villains closer to the front even flashed her tits, which earned a grateful smirk from Dollface, who took a quick snapshot with the game’s camera before waving at everyone, taking in the applause.

As for me, however, I took advantage of this moment to think. Body-Swap only lasted 10 minutes. So far, about 2 minutes had elapsed, based on the in-game clock. Given how I had less than 35% Health left, however, I doubted I could stall long enough to allow Body-Swap’s effect to wear off and put us back in the correct bodies. Yet at this point it was my only real choice.

Glancing at my character sheet again, I was extremely disappointed with the way Dollface had built this character. One useless Power, one slightly more useful Skill, and a Wooden Wrench that seemed more like a toy than an actual Weapon. I knew Dollface had designed his character this way on purpose, but that didn’t change my frustration with how he did things.

My only real option at this point was to stall as long as I could. If I could survive for at least 13 minutes, then I might just be able to win this thing. Head-Throw might just be the key to surviving, if I could play it right. And I just had to hope Dollface was still learning how to use my body, though he seemed like a quick learner.

My thoughts were interrupted when Dollface said, “Audience! While I appreciate your applause and worship, I still haven’t won yet. Let me show this Hero what happens when he steps on our turf!”

As the audience exploded into even more cheers, Dollface looked at me and tossed both of his Ice Daggers at me. Somehow I managed to avoid the first one, but the second one struck me in the chest and sank into my chest. It didn’t kill me—my new body apparently didn’t have a heart—but it did cause my Health to plummet another 5%.

Then Dollface rushed toward me and activated Ice Slide. He slid around me in a circle, punching me in every part of my body, taking off just a couple of percentage points off my Health with each hit. I tried to Block and Dodge, but without those Skills, all I could do was shamble around awkwardly. The only reason I survived at all was because of my ridiculous high Defense, but high Defense would only last you so long before you ran out of Health.

But I couldn’t let myself stay stuck here in the ice circle that Dollface was making. In order for my plan to work, I needed to escape. Or maybe not.

Dollface was laughing at me now, his laughter audible over the sounds of Ice Energy pouring out of his hands. With only about 20% HP left, I wasn’t going to last much longer, but Dollface had lowered his guard. I would have to time it right, but—

At the right moment, I stuck my foot out in Dollface’s path right between the Ice Energy shooting out of his hands and his own legs.

Dollface tripped over my legs with a yelp, but he didn’t just trip. Thanks to the Ice Energy pouring from his hands, he shot off his own Ice Slide. He flew through the air uncontrollably for a long moment before he slammed into the nearest wall with an earsplitting crack. The wall itself cracked under the impact of his crash and he lay there in it, a stunned look on his face, and, to my satisfaction, his Health having dropped to 90% from that attack alone.

The crowd went utterly silent at my little play. Based on the bewildered expressions on the faces of each Villain, I could tell that none of them quite knew what happened. They might have even thought this was a dream, but no. I, poor little Dollface, had managed to land a decent blow on Winter, albeit using his own momentum against him more than anything.

The spell was quickly broken, however, when Busker shouted, “You go, bro! Teach that loser a lesson for stealing your bod!”

The rest of the crowd quickly broke down into a confused mixture of sounds. Some, like Busker, were cheering me for my move, while others still booed me. Even Lady Battle up in her office looked a little surprised by my move. It seemed to me that most of the audience was not used to seeing Dollface’s brilliant strategy turned on its head like that.

But I had no time to celebrate my small victory. Dollface ripped himself out of the wall and staggered forward, dusting dirt and dust off his shoulders as he did so. From experience, I knew that such blows, although dramatic-looking, didn’t actually harm the body that much, but I guess Dollface must not have realized that. He was snarling now, panting hard like an enraged bear about to attack its prey.

“So you’re a clever than you look,” said Dollface. “I guess you really are as smart as Atmosfear said you were. But guess what? No one embarrasses me in front of my audience.”

Standing my ground, I folded my spindly arms in front of my chest and said, “Why are you so upset? Is a little, harmless doll too hard for the great Dollface to deal with?”

Dollface was snorting so much that steam came from his nostrils. “You know what? I’m done playing. I’m going to finish you off with your most powerful Power: Ice Giant. Let’s see how you like getting crushed to death by your own Ultimate Power!”

Before I could tell him not to, Dollface’s body suddenly started to glow ice-blue and white. A veritable blizzard exploded around him, the harsh wind and snow bombarding me. I was lucky I had the half-formed slide to hide behind and my tiny body’s extremely high Defense. Otherwise, I was sure the constant snow and wind, plus the dramatic drop in temperature, would have killed me.

Dollface loud screaming echoed off the walls of the arena, but soon was replaced by the bone-shaking roar of a giant. The roar could be heard even over the howling wind. It was so terrifying that even the Villains in the audience who had been cheering on Dollface suddenly looked terrified for their own lives.

Then the concentrated blizzard around Dollface vanished, revealing a huge Ice Giant standing right where Dollface had been standing mere moments before. The Ice Giant had bizarre, elongated limbs made of ice tipped with wicked sharp claws, while its bestial face was somewhere between a wolf and a crocodile in terms of ugliness. Thick ice spikes rose from behind its shoulders, while in the very middle of its body hovered Dollface himself, his silhouette barely visible through the snowed over ice.

The Ice Giant smirked down at me. “Now let’s see just how long you will last against the power of the Ice Giant!”


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

 

Crap. I had forgotten about Ice Giant. When Body-Swap said you got access to all of the opposing player’s Powers, I hadn’t realized that that included Ultimate Powers as well. In the back of my mind, the gamer in me complained that that was way too OP and that the devs needed to nerf Body-Swap in the next patch to make it less unfair.

But I had no time to indulge in my inner gamer because right now I needed to figure out how to survive against a literal giant.

A glance at the in-game clock revealed to me that I had a little less than one and a half minutes left before Body-Swap’s effect ended. But if Dollface managed to crush me, I wouldn’t even last one and a half minutes. In fact, I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be able to last even three seconds against Dollface now that he was in Ice Giant mode.

Smirking at me, Ice Giant took one big step forward. The ground shook under my feet, causing my weak legs to collapse underneath me and make me fall on the snowy sand. I tried to stand up, but found it harder than ever thanks to my nearly-frozen joints. The cold air was affecting my new body far worse than my old body. I wondered if this was how everyone else felt whenever I used Blizzard or Ice Giant. If so, I kind of felt like a jerk for not being at least a little more considerate around my friends whenever I used my big Powers like that.

“So much raw power,” said Dollface, his voice deep and monster-like now. “I feel like I could take on all of Justice United at once and win. It is yet another reason to want to keep this body, but alas, once you are dead, I will no longer have it.”

“Well, it’s not yours to keep, anyway,” I said, rising to my feet again. “You make me look ugly.”

Dollface snarled. “Then perish!”

Dollface raised a fist and brought it down on me. I somehow managed to jump out of the way at the last second, barely avoiding getting crushed into little pieces, but the impact of his fist of the ground sent me tumbling through the air anyway. I landed hard on the snowy sand again, but got up much more quickly than before.

“Little worm,” said Dollface, raising his fist off the ground and looking at me. “Why don’t you die?”

Dollface tried to take another step toward me, but then almost tripped. He staggered to the side for a second, almost losing his balance until he managed to retain it, holding his hands in the air as he did his best not to fall over.

That was when it occurred to me: Although Dollface might currently be big enough to crush me into paste, he still wasn’t used to moving around in his new Ice Giant form. He was so used to his normal tiny doll body that he must have been having great difficulty with his new giant body. A glance at the in-game clock showed that I had about a minute left before Body-Swap wore off, but I couldn’t count on Dollface being awkward and clumsy forever.

As Ice Giant took another step forward, I decided it was time to go on the offense. I snapped my own head off my shoulders and hurled it at Dollface. It was the weirdest sensation. When I took off my head, another head popped out of my body, which was how I was able to watch my first head spin through the air in a clear arc and land—with a soft thunk—against the underside of Dollface’s foot.

It was a small attack, not even taking one point of Health off his bar, but somehow it made Dollface hesitate. He spun his arms like a windmill before falling flat on his bottom, the impact rocking the arena floor and knocking me off my feet, though thankfully the snow and sand absorbed most of the damage I would have taken. Still, I sat up myself, rubbing the back of my head and looking at Dollface.

Dollface, of course, was entirely unhurt. He wore a perplexed look on his face, as if he was wondering how he had tripped and fallen, but before he could say anything, derisive laughter suddenly broke out in the crowd.

At first, it started out with one Villain laughing at Dollface’s predicament, which I had to admit was pretty funny, but then soon the Villains sitting next to him started laughing and in short order damn near the entire arena audience was laughing at Dollface’s faux pas. Even the female Villain who had flashed her breasts at him was pointing and laughing at Dollface like he was the biggest loser in the world. My friends were laughing as well, especially Busker, who had tears streaming from behind his sunglasses he was laughing so hard. Even Lady Battle cracked a grin.

Dollface seemed to be the only person in the arena who wasn’t laughing, though. He was actually looking more and more enraged. He looked around at all of the laughing people around him, his head twisting this way and that as he tried to intimidate everyone into silence. But no one was scared of him, at least not enough to stop laughing.

“Stop it!” Dollface shouted. He tried to rise to his feet, but almost slipped again, falling on one knee while grabbing the arena wall with the other for support. “Stop it! Stop … laughing … at … me!”

“Ha ha!” shouted one of the Villains in the front row, an especially fat guy with the nametag [VILLAIN COMICNERD91] hovering over his head. “Worst Ice Giant ever!”

“What a loser!” a female Villain with a Brazilian accent shouted. “Look at him, getting tripped up by a doll! A doll he hasn’t even managed to crush! So pathetic.”

“I can’t believe I used to like Dollface,” another Villain in the stands behind me muttered to his friend sitting next to him. “Didn’t realize just how much of a loser he was until—”

“Silence!” Dollface roared, but that just made everyone laugh at him harder. Even Lady Battle up in her office seemed to be chuckling. “Silence! Now!”

“Come on, Dollface, isn’t this what you wanted?” I said, gesturing with my spindly arms at the laughing Villains all around us. “This is clearly an entertained crowd, and they’re entertained by you. Doesn’t that just melt your frozen little heart?”

Snarling, Dollface looked at me and growled, “No one makes fun of me and gets away with it. And the only way I’ll get them to stop mocking me is if I kill you right in front of their stupid little eyes.”

Rising to his feet, Dollface rushed over to me in two or three steps. He snatched me up off my feet with one of his massive clawed hands, raising me above the arena floor up to his eye level. I pulled out my Wooden Wrench and started banging on his hand, but my tiny weapon didn’t even make any cracks in his frozen hand. Even worse, the absolute coldness from his hand was starting to freeze my joints again, especially my legs, which were so cold that I could barely feel them anymore now.

Desperate, I tossed my Wooden Wrench aside and did another Head-Throw, this time at his face. But Dollface just opened his mouth and swallowed my head, which fell down through his throat and landed on his head inside my body. Just like last time, however, it did no damage whatsoever aside from angering Dollface even more.

“Do you see this?” Dollface roared, his voice finally drowning out the general laughter and mockery from the audience. “This is the man whose antics have entertained you! The one who you think is better than me. Allow me to remind you all once and for all why I, Dollface, was once the greatest Colosseum Champion in the entire—”

Red hot pain shot through my body at that exact moment. I screamed in agony again as I felt like my soul was being pulled out through my eyeballs. The whole world went black for a brief eternity, and then sight returned to me and I was able to see once more.

Only … things were different. Again. Instead of being at risk of getting crushed to death in the hands of an Ice Giant, I could now breathe as clearly and fully as ever. My Health was now at around 90% and I felt far more powerful than I ordinarily did. It was like I had taken a hot warm shower after getting a good night’s sleep and drinking the world’s best cup of coffee. I was also really, really tall for some reason, tall enough that I actually towered over the Colosseum seating and had a good look at all of the watching Villains.

I also noticed that I was holding a doll in my hands. And now just any doll, either, but Dollface himself, which made no sense to me until I heard him say, as if finishing a sentence, “—game! Now, get ready to perish, Winter, and may God have mercy on your soul!”

Dollface then crushed his tiny little wooden right hand while cackling maniacally. I had to admit it was kind of awkward to see him crushed nothing in his hands. He looked so happy, so happy that I wasn’t sure I wanted to let him know that Body-Swap’s effect had ended.

“Yes, take that!” said Dollface, opening his eyes and grinning. “I did it! I win. Now I can go on and challenge the Champion for my rightful place as—”

Dollface abruptly stopped speaking when he noticed me—in my Ice Giant form—looking down at him with a quizzical look on my face. He then looked at his hands and then up at my face, realization slowly dawning on him, which was probably helped by this helpful little notification that appeared in both of our vision:

Body-Swap has ended! You are now back in control of your body and all of its Powers, Skills, and Equipment!

Based on the way Dollface’s face went paler than my snow, I guessed he must have gotten the same notification as well, because he said, “Oh, shi—”

With a simple squeeze of my fist, Dollface exploded in my hand. His head flew off his body and landed at my feet below, while I dropped his crushed remains like so much trash.

The second I dropped his crushed remains, this notification appeared in my vision:

You killed [Villain Dollface]! +10,000 EXP!

Level up! You are now Level 35. +2 SP, +2 PP, and +2 UP. EXP to next Level: 50,920

Congrats! You have won the Semifinal Round! You are now eligible to advance to the Finals!

I smiled when I read that notification, although I was disappointed to see that I didn’t get any special rewards for winning this Match, unlike the last one. Still, the fact that I leveled up was a reward in itself. It meant I would have a lot of point distributing to do later after I returned to the Prep Room.

With a shake of my head, I deactivated Ice Giant. My huge, icy form cracked and then shattered, causing me to fall to the floor and land on a large pile of snow at my feet. Standing up, I dusted the snow off myself until I realized that the crowd of Villains was utterly silent. Looking around, I saw that every Villain in the stands was looking at me with stunned silence. I guess none of them had been expecting me to win or defeat Dollface the way that I did or something.

Then Busker began clapping, followed by Sunshine and Recover, and soon everyone in the stands was clapping and cheering my name. Well, not quite everyone, but quite a few people in the crowd—almost a majority—were cheering my name. I waved at everyone as this notification appeared in my vision:

Your reputation with the Colosseum Crowd has increased! Your relationship with the Colosseum Crowd has increased from ‘Hostile’ to ‘Neutral.’ Although most members of the Colosseum Crowd are still skeptical about you, you have managed to earn quite a few fans and even your haters aren’t as hostile toward you as they originally were. Increase your relationship with the Colosseum Crowd further in order to get more rewards and opportunities!

Interesting. I hadn’t realized that I could increase my relationship and reputation with the audience, but maybe that was a game mechanic. At any rate, it didn’t seem to do me any good at the moment, seeing as I didn’t get any special rewards, but maybe it would be more useful later down the line.

My thoughts were interrupted when Mr. Fab suddenly shouted, “And we have our winner, Hero Winter, the Kosmos Killer! What an absolutely exciting Match. This was the first time I’ve seen Dollface’s infamous Body-Swap strategy totally negated! Everyone, please leave the Colosseum while the arena repairs itself in anticipation of the Finals!”

There was that comment about the arena ‘repairing’ itself again, but I didn’t care. I turned and walked down the snow pile, heading for the nearest exit to the Prep Room, when Mr. Fab suddenly said, “But wait, that’s not all. With the Finals now upon us, I can confirm the identities of the two competitors who will be taking part in the Finals!”

I stopped and looked up at the ceiling in surprise. So had most of the spectators, who were also looking up at the speakers in curiosity and surprise.

“In the Finals, I can confirm that the competitors will be another Hero vs. Villain Match,” Mr. Fab continued. “And the competitors in question will be Hero Winter, the Kosmos Killer, himself, and Villain Frostbite, the current Colosseum Champion!”

Two holographic images suddenly appeared in the air in the middle of the arena. One of them showed a headshot of me, scowling slightly, while the image to my right was a headshot of Frostbite, who was simply frowning deeply. Underneath our images were ‘HERO WINTER’ and ‘VILLAIN FROSTBITE’ respectively, although I didn’t need to see those names to know who they all were. My hands just curled into fists as I looked at Frostbite’s picture, knowing that very soon, I would be facing him in the arena … alone.

But even before I could leave, Mr. Fab said, “And there’s one more thing, this time for the competitors: The Finals will be a Team Match! So each competitor can take one Teammate with them into the arena, who will fight just as hard as they. Choose wisely, competitors, because your Teammates can make or break a Match!”


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

 

“Who are you going to pick to be your Teammate, Winter?” asked Recover as we sat in the lobby of the Colosseum a couple of minutes later, sitting at a table out of the bar.

I swirled my water with my straw, making the ice cubes within clink together. “I am not sure. It all depends on who Frostbite chooses as his second, to be frank.”

“I think I’m an obvious choice,” said Busker. He sipped his beer casually and set it back down on the table. “Frostbite is clearly an Ice Type. With my Fire Powers, I should be able to melt him into a puddle without even thinking about it. And I kind of doubt his second will be a problem after that.”

I nodded. “I was thinking about picking you, but what if he chooses a second who specializes in Water attacks? We still don’t know the full roster of the Slayers. Plus, I think you would be the most obvious choice, maybe a little too obvious.”

“Well, who else are you gonna pick?” said Busker. He glanced at Recover and Sunshine. “Not to be rude or anything, but we all know I’m the strongest member here. If we’re going to win this, we’re going to need power, and lots of it. Lots of power is what I’m all about.”

“More power isn’t always a good thing,” said Recover, folding her arms in front of her chest. “You also need to know how to use that power. We just saw that in the last Match, actually.”

“Yeah,” Sunshine piped up. “Although Dollface had way more power than Winter at first, he didn’t know or understand how to actually use Winter’s power, which was how Winter was able to beat him.”

“My point still stands, though,” said Busker. “I’ve never met Frostbite myself, but based on what you told me about him, bro, he sounds like a very powerful Villain. And the best way to deal with a powerful Villain is with an insanely more powerful Hero. It’s simple logic.”

“Why can’t you take me with you?” said Cyclone, putting down his half-eaten burger with a curious expression on his face. “I’d be willing to help.”

“Sidekicks aren’t allowed,” I said. “I checked. I asked the lady at the registration booth and she said that only Teammates are allowed in Team Matches. Remember that Sidekicks technically don’t count as Teammates, so you couldn’t be my second even if I wanted you to.”

“Oh,” said Cy. He shrugged. “Oh, well. It’s not like I really want to go back into the arena, anyway. Too many traumatic memories. Watching is more fun than participating, in my opinion.”

“On the plus side, this means that Frostbite won’t be taking his Sidekick in with him, either,” said Busker. He stroked his chin. “Of course, players are generally stronger than Sidekicks, so this might be a lot less of a benefit than we think.”

“Regardless, I need to pick a second, and fast,” I said. I glanced at the in-game clock. “The Finals are starting in about fifteen minutes. I imagine Frostbite has already chosen his second, whoever it is, so I need to make a pick now.”

I looked at my Teammates, considering each one of their strengths and weaknesses. Busker was clearly the strongest. In a straight fight, he would undoubtedly be a useful ally and Teammate to have by my side. Plus, we worked well together as a Team. Between the two of us, Frostbite wouldn’t stand a chance.

On the other hand, despite Busker’s overwhelming power, I knew that power wasn’t everything in this game and that it was entirely possible that Frostbite might have some trick up his sleeve to take out Busker. If I was Frostbite, I would expect me to take Busker into the arena with me as my second, and choose my other second accordingly. Heck, I could see him bringing Cinders, who, in my experience, was almost as strong as Busker. At the very least, having another Fire user on his side would nullify whatever advantage bringing Busker along with me would, that was for sure.

Recover was another good choice. She was a powerful Healer, not to mention she also had Powers that allowed her to boost Stats. Healers were always helpful, so having Recover standing back and healing myself anytime I got too hurt or lifting my debuffs in case I got afflicted with one was very attractive. But I also couldn’t deny that Recover, as a Healer, was practically useless in combat and would be a sitting duck if Frostbite and his second decided to attack her. I might spend more time trying to keep Recover alive than actually fight Frostbite and his second, which would almost nullify whatever benefits having a healer might bring.

Then there was Sunshine. I didn’t know too much about her. She was more of a fighter than Recover, but she seemed a good deal weaker than Busker. Of course, almost everyone was weaker than Busker. The only other member of the Team who might be as strong as Busker was Funky, and right now Funky was too busy doing stuff in the real world to help us here.

It was such a hard decision that I didn’t know who to choose, especially with time ticking in the background. I just wish I knew who Frostbite’s second was. That would make everything easier.

“That Dollface guy was kind of weird, wasn’t he?” said Cy all of a sudden, snapping me out of my thoughts. His burger was now almost entirely eaten, with just a few more bites left. “And he was a Slayer to boot. I didn’t think the Slayers would try to send someone to stop Winter this early in the Tournament.”

“I know,” I said. “It means they’re aware of us, although I don’t understand why they sent Dollface. Did they really think he was going to beat me?”

“Dollface was supposed to test you,” said a familiar mechanical voice behind me. “And it was a very successful test, if I do say so myself.”

I looked around over my shoulder to see Technosoldier standing just a few feet behind me. He stood with his arms crossed in front of his chest, glaring down at me from behind the visor of his futuristic helmet. Standing by his side was his Sidekick, Shadow Gal, who stood silently by his side.

I tried to rise from my chair, but Technosoldier said, “No need to stand, Winter. Remember, fights are not permitted in the Colosseum lobby. If either you or I tried to fight each other, Lady Battle wouldn’t put up with it.”

I glanced at the door to Lady Battle’s office and remembered what she did to Clownface. Still, I stood up anyway because I didn’t like sitting down while talking to one of my enemies. “What are you doing here, then? Did you just want to talk? Weird time to decide you want to sit down and have a beer with us.”

Technosoldier scoffed. “I have no interest in sitting down and having a beer with any of you. I came to deliver a couple of warnings.”

“Warnings?” I said. I smirked. “From Frostbite, presumably?”

Technosoldier shook his head. “No. From me.”

Okay, that took me by surprise. “From you?”

Technosoldier nodded. “Yes. I came to tell you to quite the Tournament and leave the Colosseum now. If you go to the Finals, you will only get you and your second killed.”

I was taken aback by Technosoldier’s tone. He sounded like he was genuinely trying to warn us for our own good. Which was weird because Technosoldier had so far not shown any interest in helping us. Quite the opposite, actually. I suspected a trap or at least a trick.

“Why should we run away?” I said, leaning against my chair. “So Frostbite doesn’t have to lose in front of his fans and become a laughingstock like Dollface?”

“It has nothing to do with winning or losing the Tournament,” said Technosoldier in an earnest voice. “I simply think you are good people who I do not want to see suffer.”

“Good people?” I said. “If you really thought that, then you wouldn’t be working with Atmosfear and Paradox. Nor would you have kidnapped Mayor Williams and Hannah, for that matter.”

Technosoldier stiffened. “Unlike the other Slayers, I don’t take any pride or joy in any of the more questionable things we’ve done. I am simply a believer in the Digitus Creed. But I know that in order to make the Digitus Creed a reality that some people will need to suffer. And I really don’t want you guys to be the ones who have to suffer for it.”

I opened my mouth to respond, but then Sunshine rose from her seat and stood next to me. She looked at Technosoldier with pleading eyes. “Please, Russell, I know you’re still the friend I loved. You don’t have to side with the Slayers.”

Technosoldier looked at Sunshine. He seemed to be a loss for words for a moment before he shook his head and said, “You still don’t understand, Laura. The whole reason I am talking to you and your friends is because I care about you. I want you to get out of here and never come back. Go back to the surface. Treat Capes Online like the game that it is. Stop getting involved in things you don’t understand. It will be for the best.”

“No,” said Sunshine, her firmness even catching me off-guard. “No, Russell, I am not going anywhere until I get my best friend back. You are the one who needs help, not me.”

“I didn’t come here to argue about Digitus with you,” said Technosoldier. “I just came to warn you all about what the horrible fates that await all of you. I know that the other Slayers—Atmosfear in particular—are looking forward to inflicting that much suffering on you, but I’m not.”

“Then come with us,” said Sunshine, holding out a hand. “Why stay with Digitus if they are so evil? Why be friends with anyone who actively looks forward to making innocent people suffer?”

Technosoldier took a step back. “Because it’s for the greater good, Laura. I can’t explain it to you beyond that. You need to experience it in order to understand it.”

Sunshine sniffled. She seemed close to tears. “All I understand is that I’ve lost my best friend to a cult. A cult I wish you would leave.”

Technosoldier put his hands on his hips. “It’s not a cult, Laura, but it doesn’t matter. Soon, you will see. Everyone will see. That is what the Higher Elder has promised us.”

Despite Technosoldier’s confident-sounding words, I caught more than a hint of hesitation in his voice. It sounded to me like maybe he wasn’t entirely convinced about the Digitus ‘Creed,’ whatever that was. Then again, it might just be that he was uncomfortable talking to Sunshine.

Then Technosoldier looked at me. “There’s still time for you to back out. If you and your friends leave now, you won’t have to suffer later on.”

“Sorry, but we didn’t come all this way just to give up and go home,” I said. “Not that we really can at this point, anyway. I have a mission to complete and I won’t let anything stop me from doing it. “

I said that while staring Technosoldier directly in the eyes. I meant every word I said. Even if Technosoldier really was just trying to help us—and I could sense that he genuinely did not want us to get involved—it changed nothing. Besides, my Teammates still had those Bounties on their heads and it was my job to remove them so they could play Capes Online as safely as ever.

Finally, Technosoldier looked away. “All right. I can see that there’s nothing I can do to convince you guys to go home. You’re going to fight Frostbite regardless.”

“Yes,” I said. “We have to. We have no choice.”

“Then I might as well tell you who his second is.” Technosoldier looked at me again and jerked a thumb at his chest. “It’s going to be me.”

“What?” said Sunshine, almost shouting that word. “Why are you going to help him?”

“Because Paradox commands it,” said Technosoldier. “I want to see the Digitus Creed made reality. And I can only do that if I get out there and help out myself.”

I nodded. “Very well. I won’t hold back against you, just so you know.”

“I expect you to go all out against Frostbite and me the second the Match begins,” said Technosoldier. He glanced at the clock above the arena entrance. “Eight minutes until show time. I need to leave and consult with Frostbite about strategy. See you in the arena.”

With that, Technosoldier and his silent Sidekick, Shadow Gal, walked away and disappeared into the other Prep Room door with the word ‘VILLAINS’ written upon it.

“Well, that was kind of awkward,” said Buster, who had also stood up from the table when Technosoldier approached, although I hadn’t noticed. “And suspicious.”

“I don’t know,” said Recover. She was still sitting, although she looked a little rattled. “I think Technosoldier was genuinely trying to warn us. He might be a Villain, but he seems like a good guy despite that.”

“He is,” said Sunshine, nodding. “And he was. The Russell I know would definitely warn his enemies ahead of time if he thought suffering could be avoided. It’s nice to see that there’s still some of the old Russell left in him.”

“Doesn’t change the fact that he’s still sided with a bunch of psychopaths and crazies,” said Busker, shaking his head.

“Right, but at least we now know who Frostbite’s second is going to be,” I said. “Now I just need to decide who my second is going to be.”

Sunshine raised a hand. “I will do it.”

I nodded. “You want to save Russell, right?”

Sunshine bit her lower lip. “Yes. I think this could be my chance to save him from Digitus, from the Slayers. If I can get into the arena with him and force me to face him—”

“He’ll probably kill you in cold blood,” Busker pointed out. “Not trying to rain on your parade, but this Match is for keeps. Do you really think that Frostbite or Technosoldier will hesitate to kill you if they fight you?”

“I know the risks,” said Sunshine. “And I am willing to take them.”

“Can I trust you to actually fight Technosoldier, if it comes down to it?” I turned to face Sunshine, looking directly into her green eyes. “I know Technosoldier is your friend and that you care about him a lot, but this isn’t just a game anymore. Once we step into the arena, we’ll be expected to fight him and Frostbite. If Technosoldier won’t listen to reason, will you still fight him?”

Sunshine met my gaze without hesitation or fear. “Yes, I am. I don’t want to, but I will fight him just as hard as if he was some random Villain rather than my friend. I know how important this mission is to you. Plus, I want to stop Frostbite as well.”

I sensed that Sunshine was telling me the truth when she said that. And I had to respect that. Although Sunshine was a reserved girl, it seemed to me that there was a much stronger woman hiding underneath her timidity and politeness. That was good.

Because once we stepped into the arena, we would be in for the fight of our lives.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

 

With less than five minutes left before the Finals began, Sunshine, I, and our Sidekicks went to the Prep Room to get ready. While Sunshine stood off to the side where she appeared to be tinkering with her Equipment, I took this moment to sit down and review my character sheet:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 35

EXP: 2,010/50,920 (48,910 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 4

Available Power Points: 4

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 3. Next Level: 10 PP], Hero Sense [Level 3. Next Level: 10 PP], Dual-Wielding Ice Dagger [Level 1. Next Level: 6 PP], Ice Shackles [Level 1], Ice Slide [Level 1], Flight [Level 1. Next Level: 5 PP], Ice Barrier [Level 1], Hardened Skin [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 6], Perception [Level 5], Dodge [Level 7], Negotiation [Level 2], Dual-Wielding [Level 3], Blade-Throwing [Level 1], Aim [Level 1], Stealth [Level 1], Shaping [Level 2], Double Power [Level 2], Block [Level 1]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 2]

Ultimate Powers: Ice Giant [Level 3. Next Level: 9 UP]

Equipment: Ice Man Costume [Powers: 5/5], Snowshoes, Snow Cape [Powers: 1/1], Snow Parka [1/1], Enhanced Energy Cannon [Right Arm], Defense Star [Powers: 1/1]

Kids Mode: Disabled

Health: 47

Stamina: 27

Strength: 33

Defense: 25

Charisma: 17

Intelligence: 15

Agility: 24

Evasion: 17

Accuracy: 16

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 54

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 16

Justice: 11

Trust: 10

Fame: 511

Willpower: 19

I was practically giddy with excitement at how many SPs and PPs I had. The possibilities were endless, but I had to restrain myself. We had a big battle ahead of us and I needed to make sure I distributed all of my SPs and PPs in a way that would maximize my strengths and make sure I was prepared for our Match against Frostbite and Technosoldier.

Although I had fought both of those guys before and knew what some of their Powers were, the fact was I didn’t know nearly as much as I needed to know. I was basically going in blind, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t prepare. As I said, it was time to maximize my strengths and do what I did best.

First off, I distributed 1 Stat Point into Energy, 2 Stat Points into Strength, and 1 Stat Point into Stamina, thus bringing the total for each up to 55, 35, and 28. Having even just a little bit more Energy would be helpful given how much I relied upon Energy-based attacks, while more Strength played well to my aggressive fighting style, and more Stamina was always helpful, especially since there was a good chance this fight might drag on.

Next were my Power Points. This time, I decided to put 2 PPs each into Dual-Wielding Ice Daggers and Flight, thus bringing both Powers much closer to Level 2. It was a bit disappointing that I didn’t have enough PPs to level them both up, but at least this way both of them were closer to their next level. I needed to figure out a way to farm PPs more efficiently because right now my Powers were lagging, or so it felt to me.

And, of course, I dumped my UPs into Ice Giant, thus bringing it just a little bit closer to leveling up again.

With all of my points distributed, I reviewed my character sheet one last time to make sure it all looked right:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 35

EXP: 2,010/50,920 (48,910 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: 4 PP], Ice Shackles [Level 1], Ice Slide [Level 1], Flight [Level 1. Next Level: 3 PP], Ice Barrier [Level 1], Hardened Skin [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 6], Perception [Level 5], Dodge [Level 7], Negotiation [Level 2], Dual-Wielding [Level 3], Blade-Throwing [Level 1], Aim [Level 1], Stealth [Level 1], Shaping [Level 2], Double Power [Level 2], Block [Level 1]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 2]

Ultimate Powers: Ice Giant [Level 3. Next Level: 9 UP]

Equipment: Ice Man Costume [Powers: 5/5], Snowshoes, Snow Cape [Powers: 1/1], Snow Parka [1/1], Enhanced Energy Cannon [Right Arm], Defense Star [Powers: 1/1]

Kids Mode: Disabled

Health: 47

Stamina: 28

Strength: 35

Defense: 25

Charisma: 17

Intelligence: 15

Agility: 24

Evasion: 17

Accuracy: 16

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 55

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 16

Justice: 11

Trust: 10

Fame: 511

Willpower: 19

Satisfied with my distribution, I closed my character sheet just as Sunshine walked up to me and said, “Are you ready, Winter?”

I nodded and glanced at the in-game clock, seeing that we had about a minute left before the Match started. Standing up, I said, “As ready as I’ll ever be. What about you?”

“Same here,” said Sunshine. I noticed she had what looked like a packet of flower seeds attached to her belt. “But I’m still kind of nervous. Knowing Russell, he won’t hold back in our Match, even against me.”

“Frostbite will be tough as well,” I said, cracking my knuckles, “but we have no choice but to do our best.”

“Right,” said Sunshine.

“I know you two can do it,” said Cy, patting us both on the shoulder. “Frostbite and Techno whatever his name is might be badass, but you guys are even more badass.”

“Aside from the crude language, I agree with Cyclone,” said Piston in his usual posh British accent. “We will be rooting you both on from the sidelines, Miss Sunshine and Mister Winter.”

I nodded. “Thanks for the support. Now come on, Sunshine. Let’s get in position. The Match is about to begin.”

The two of us walked up to the gate and stood in front of it. I summoned my Ice Daggers, while Sunshine held up what looked like a rake, of all things. Granted, it was a rake with very sharp-looking tines, but it still seemed like an odd weapon to bring into the arena.

My thoughts interrupted by Mr. Fab’s voice booming across the arena, saying, “Welcome, ladies, gentlemen, and Sidekicks! This is the moment you’ve been waiting for: The Finals! You’ve endured the grinding monotony of the previous Matches, but now the REAL show is about to begin! You will get to see the showdown of the century as the underdog challenges the current reigning Colosseum Champion for the title of Champion of the Colosseum!”

The crowd went wild outside, which took me by surprise because the crowd usually waited until the fight began before they started going crazy.

“Now, allow me to introduce our challengers!” Mr. Fab continued. “You know him, you love him, you hate him, or maybe you just want to kill him, it’s Hero Winter, the Kosmos Killer, and his second, the beautiful Sunshine, the Lady of Light!”

“Lady of Light?” Sunshine muttered in a slightly embarrassed voice.

The gate suddenly opened before us and we stepped out. As we entered the arena, more people cheered, but an equal number of people booed us. I spotted Busker, Recover, and their Sidekicks in the stands who were among the people cheering us on, which was nice to see. I also saw the same female Villain who flashed her breasts at Dollface try to do the same to me, but I averted my gaze at the last second. Even though Sally wasn’t here, I had a feeling she wouldn’t appreciate me staring at another woman’s chest.

“My oh my, is the crowd divided today!” said Mr. Fab. “Not that I can blame them. Not since Faded Flag himself have we had a Hero reach the Finals. And if Hero Winter wins, then he will be the second ever Hero Champion. Controversy and drama! Isn’t that what this is all about?”

I grimaced. I had little interest in being the Champion of anything. I just wanted to save Mayor Williams and Hannah. That was it.

“Anyway, now for the reigning Colosseum Champion and his second!” Mr. Fab’s voice boomed across the arena. “He’s mysterious, he’s cold as ice, and he’s got a chin like chiseled stone, it’s the current Colosseum Champion, Villain Frostbite, and his high-tech second, Technosoldier, the Soldier of the Future!”

The gate on the other side of the arena opened up. Frostbite and Technosoldier stepped out. Frostbite wielded a long icepick in his hands, which he twirled around before him like a spear before planting it firmly in the ground, while Technosoldier carried some kind of energy rifle in his hands. I noticed Technosoldier and Sunshine catch each other’s eyes briefly, but then Technosoldier looked away and waved at the crowd.

Evidently Technosoldier must have done something because the crowd went wild again. Just like with me, however, the crowd was sharply divided. The ones who had been cheering me on were booing Frostbite, while the ones who had been booing me were cheering on Frostbite.

“Amazing!” Mr. Fab said. “It would appear that the crowd is sharply divided in their opinion of Winter and Frostbite! This is definitely shaping up to be one of the most interesting Championship Matches in a long time. Only time will tell who comes out on top and wins the eternal love and support of the crowd.”

I took up a battle stance, as did Sunshine. On the other side of the arena, Frostbite and Technosoldier raised their weapons, waiting for the moment that Mr. Fab declared it was time for us to fight.

“But before we begin the Match, I want to say that I just received a special message from Lady Battle herself about the special Rules for this Match,” said Mr. Fab. “Lady Battle says that the winning Team of this Match will receive not just double, not just triple, not even quadruple, but five times their rewards.”

Excited murmurs and shouts came from the crowd when Mr. Fab said that. I had to admit I was taken aback by this special announcement myself. I looked up at Lady Battle’s box and saw the Lady herself sitting in her recliner, a well-dressed butler at her side, a smirk on her face. I didn’t understand why she was smirking, though, until Mr. Fab said this:

“And that’s not the only special Rule that Lady Battle has instituted for this Match,” Mr. Fab continued. “The losers of the Match will lose all their Powers!”

If I thought the crowd was crazy before, they went absolutely bananas this time, screaming and hollering about how insane this was. Even Frostbite and Technosoldier were shouting in anger at Lady Battle.

“What?” I shouted. “Hey, that’s not fair!”

“Yeah!” Sunshine shouted. “How the heck is she going to take away our Powers anyway? That doesn’t make sense!”

“Competitors, please!” Mr. Fab boomed, his enhanced voice easily drowning out our own. “Remember where you are! This is the Colosseum and the Lady’s word is law! If anyone on either Team does not like the terms and conditions set for the winners and losers of this Match, then they may forfeit the Match now and walk out of the arena this very instant of their own free will. Of course, if they do that, they will be banned from the Tournament for life, but it’s still your choice.”

I gritted my teeth, glaring up at Lady Battle. Lady Battle, of course, didn’t look even remotely bothered by the way all four of us glared up at her. She simply crossed one leg over the other, smiling down at us like she was daring us to try to attack her. Of course we wouldn’t, but it did make me question just what her plan was. Was she doing this just to make the Match ‘entertaining’? Or did she have another reason for putting such unreasonable consequences on this Match?

“I see that none of the competitors have offered to forfeit the Match,” said Mr. Fab. “Very well, then. The Championship Match will continue on schedule. On the count of three, the Match will begin.

“One …

“Two …

“Three!”


CHAPTER FIFTY

 

The second Mr. Fab uttered the word ‘three,’ I acted. I threw both of my Ice Daggers at Frostbite and Technosoldier, but the two Villains split up and easily avoided my thrown knives.

But then Sunshine rushed forward and hurled her bag of seeds at the feet of the two Villains. The bag popped open at their feet, sending plant seeds scattering everywhere across the sand.

Then Sunshine snapped her fingers and the seeds suddenly exploded. Thick vines covered in sharp spikes erupted from the seeds and wrapped around the bodies and limbs of Frostbite and Technosoldier, prompting this notification to appear in my vision:

[Hero Sunshine] used Seed Bomb!

Debuff added: Vine Restriction. [Villain Frostbite] and [Villain Technosoldier] -100% Agility and Evasion. Duration: 2 minutes.

“Good job, Sunshine!” I said, giving her the thumbs up. “And quick thinking.”

Before Sunshine could respond to my compliments, Frostbite’s eyes glowed icy blue and then the thick, constricting vines flash froze. With a simple shrug of his shoulders, Frostbite shattered the vines holding him and Technosoldier down. He then ran toward us, skating on ice that appeared under his feet, allowing him to cross the distance between our Teams very easily.

Without hesitation, I summoned another set of Ice Daggers and rushed to meet him. As I drew closer to him, Frostbite swung his massive icepick at me, causing me to raise my Ice Daggers to block it. My Ice Daggers just barely managed to Block his attack, cracking under the pressure, but keeping their form despite that.

Pressing down against me, Frostbite said, “You should have run when you had the chance. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have to kill you today.”

Gritting my teeth, I said, “Come on, Frosty. Didn’t Atmosfear tell you that I’m a persistent little bastard? If I haven’t given up yet, I’m never going to give up.”

Frostbite smiled coldly. “Oh, Atmosfear didn’t need to tell me anything about you. After all, I already know you on a much deeper level than even he does.”

Before I could ask him what he meant by that, Frostbite pulled his icepick back. Startled, I stumbled forward, but Dodged his stabbing icepick at the last second. I hit the sand with a roll and rolled back to my feet, throwing my Ice Daggers at Frostbite again.

Frostbite knocked both of my Ice Daggers out of the way, shattering them both instantly, but that was when I activated my Enhanced Energy Cannon. My Cannon detached from my arm and flew toward Frostbite, peppering him with small Energy blasts that took off one or two points of Health each. It was enough to distract Frostbite, who deflected as much of the Energy blasts as he could, although given how quickly my Drone zipped around his head, he seemed to be having a hard time keeping up.

Sensing my chance, I rushed up and suckerpucked Frostbite in the face. The blow sent him staggering backward, my extra Strength points making a difference, while my Drone took advantage of this moment to zoom in a little closer and shoot him a few times in the face.

I threw a punch at him again, but Frostbite raised his arm and summoned a thick ice shield, thus blocking my incoming fist. He then stabbed his icepick into the Drone, making weird tearing noises as the Drone’s engine exploded and the Drone itself crashed to the sand, little more than smoking metal now.

Then Frostbite shoved me back with his ice shield and stabbed at me with his icepick. I caught his icepick with my hands, however, and strained my muscles to hold his attack back, but it was hard because he was so powerful. I wasn’t sure how high-leveled Frostbite was, but given how he was able to keep up with me easily, I assumed he had to be close to me in Level, if not a little higher.

Regardless, I thrust his icepick to the side, throwing Frostbite off balance and allowing me to throw another punch at him. This time, the punch connected, taking off a solid 5% of his Health in one blow. I followed it up with another punch, but a thick coat of ice formed along the side of his face, and when my fist struck, it felt like I’d punched solid steel plating.

“What’s the matter?” said Frostbite, apparently noticing the surprise on my face. “Do you not have Second Skin yet?”

Without warning, Frostbite formed thick ice claws around his fingers and raked it across my stomach. The claws didn’t dig deep, but it did hurt and took off another 5% of my Health. I gasped in pain and staggered backward, allowing Frostbite to swipe my legs out from under my feet. I hit the sand and rolled to the side, just narrowly avoiding the icepick that was nearly driven into my skull.

Rising to my feet, I fired twin Ice Beams at Frostbite, but he raised his shield again and easily blocked them.

“I think you forgot who you’re dealing with here, Winter,” said Frostbite in a nasty tone. “I’m an Ice Type as well. Your Ice attacks are useless!”

As much as I didn’t want to admit it, Frostbite had a point. My Ice Powers were practically useless against him. If he was any other enemy, I would be able to handle him with my Ice Powers alone, but seeing as he was a fellow Ice Type, it meant I had to think differently if I was going to win. It meant I needed to get up close and personal.

Summoning yet another set of Ice Daggers, I rushed toward Frostbite, who raised his shield and icepick like he was ready to block my attacks. But at the last moment, I jumped into the air, using Flight to give me an extra boost, landed behind Frostbite, and stabbed him in the back with my Ice Daggers. My Ice Daggers went in deep, causing his Health to drop by 10% and making him yell in pain before he whirled around and slammed his icepick into my face.

The blow sent me staggering backward, but I still held onto my Ice Daggers, although they were now covered in Frostbite’s own blood. Frostbite himself had turned to face me, panting and breathing hard as blood trailed down his back.

“Not so cool now, are you?” I said, panting myself as I held up my bloody Ice Daggers before him. “If you want to give up, I won’t judge you.”

Suddenly, Frostbite grinned. “This fight isn’t over yet.”

With a grunt, Frostbite held up his ice shield. His ice shield melted, but the cold water didn’t fall onto the ground. Instead, it flowed down his arm and down his back, where it reached his wounds. It was hard to tell with Frostbite standing in front of me, but it looked like the ice cold water was healing his wounds. Frostbite’s Health restored to 100% and his back stopped bleeding.

“What the—?” I said. “How did you do that?”

“It’s another Ice Power you don’t have,” said Frostbite. “It’s called the Healing Cold. I can absorb nearby ice to restore a portion of my own Health. That includes my own ice weapons and constructs.”

“Okay, now that’s just unfair,” I said, “but I have to admit I am curious about where you got that Power from. Mind sharing?”

Frostbite spun his icepick around and held it like a spear. “I would never share with you. Besides, a battle to the death is hardly the place to exchange tips on where to find new Powers. This isn’t the Capes Online Forum, after all.”

I held up my Ice Daggers. “Then I guess it’s time for us to keep fighting.”

Despite saying that, I was starting to get a little tired of fighting. Frostbite was way too skilled and powerful. I needed to figure out how to end this fight quickly, but Frostbite seemed to have a new trick up his sleeve every time I turned around.

My thoughts were interrupted when I heard Sunshine cry out in pain. Whipping my head over my shoulder, I saw Sunshine fighting Technosoldier on the other side of the arena, but she was clearly losing. Sunshine was using a mixture of light-based Energy attacks and plants to attack Technosoldier, but he was easily cleaving through her plants with his energy sword and shooting at her with his Energy rifle. The result was that Sunshine was at 60% Health and falling, while Technosoldier’s Health was still north of 90%.

“Sunshine!” I shouted. “I’ll be there, just hang in a little while—”

The sounds of rushing footsteps before me caused me to look and see Frostbite running toward me, his icepick leveled. I Blocked it with my Ice Daggers, but the impact of his icepick against my Ice Daggers caused my weapons to shatter again, and this time, Frostbite just thrust his icepick directly into my stomach.

Pain exploded through my body as Frostbite’s icepick stabbed into and through my stomach. A solid 10% of my Health disappeared in an instant and this debuff appeared in my vision:

Debuff added: Stomach Wound. -1 HP/5 seconds. Duration: 1 minute.

Frostbite yanked his icepick out of my stomach and kicked me in the stomach, taking off another 5% of my Health and making me stagger backward. My mind ablaze with pain, I wasn’t sure how I was standing other than through sheer Willpower. Frostbite raised his icepick again, but I activated Ice Barrier and summoned a thick dome of ice around me. I heard Frostbite’s icepick strike against my Ice Barrier, but luckily the Barrier held, though based on the cracks starting to form, I knew it wouldn’t hold forever.

I downed both a Health Drink and Energy Drink from my inventory, thus bringing both my Health and Energy back to 100% each, as well as lifting the Stab Wound debuff from me. Even so, I wasn’t sure how useful that would be, given how Frostbite had a Healing Power of his own. With nearly all of my options exhausted, what else could I do except try to wait until Frostbite’s Stamina ran out?

I didn’t get another chance to think about it, however, before my Ice Barrier shattered and Frostbite’s icepick came flying at me. I rolled to the side, just barely managing to Dodge Frostbite’s icepick again. As I rolled to my feet, Frostbite yanked his icepick out the sand and turned to face me.

“Is this the game you want to play now, Winter?” said Frostbite. “Dodge over and over again until I give up? If so, you might want to rethink your strategy, because I have no intention of giving up anytime soon.”

I shook my head. “I’m not running away. I’m just … strategizing.”

Frostbite laughed. “Strategizing, you say? What a lame excuse. You can’t beat me and you know it.”

Frostbite rushed toward me again, but this time, I wasn’t going to run. When Frostbite got close enough, I reached out and caught his icepick between my hands again. Only this time, instead of letting him push me back, I held my ground firmly, even using Freezing Touch to freeze my own feet to the ground and give me more support.

“What is this?” said Frostbite in a slightly strained voice as he pushed back against me. “Standing your ground? You do realize you won’t be able to hold my weapon back forever, right?”

I nodded, a move that took a lot more effort than I expected thanks to how much focus I needed in order to keep myself from getting impaled. “I know exactly what I’m doing, Frosty. And you aren’t going to like it.”

Getting a firm grip on Frostbite’s icepick, I yanked it out of his hands. Evidently not expecting that, Frostbite let go of his icepick easily and staggered forward. A shocked look appeared on his face as he looked at his empty hands.

But I didn’t care. Taking his icepick into my hands, I briefly Scanned the item to see what it could actually do:

Blizzard Icepick

Materials: Metal

An oversized icepick. This weapon works both as a spear and as an anti-Ice Type weapon. All damage dealt by Blizzard Icepick is doubled when used against an Ice Type user.

Powers: Shatter [1/1]

Oooh. It even had a Power, although I wasn’t sure what it did. But I would find out later. Right now, I had Frostbite to deal with.

Before Frostbite could react, I rushed forward and stabbed him in the stomach with the Icepick. Frostbite cried out in pain and collapsed onto the ground, but I didn’t stop there. I raised the Icepick above my head and slammed it down on his stomach, taking out another 10% of his Health and inflicting quite a few negative debuffs on him.

Grinning down at Frostbite, I said, “How does it feel to be on the losing side now, Frosty? Does it hurt?”

Frostbite took a deep, shuddering breath. “Yes, but not as much as a laser sword, I am afraid.”

Before I could ask him what he meant, I heard a loud sizzling notice behind me and looked over my shoulder just in time to see Technosoldier’s laser sword coming at me. I spun out of the way at the last second, letting go of the Icepick at the same time, and summoned another set of Ice Daggers just as Technosoldier came at me again.

Dodging another one of Technosoldier’s slashes, I glanced over at where he and Sunshine had been fighting. Sunshine lay on the sand in a heap. She had about 20% of her Health left, but based on how still she lay, it looked like Technosoldier had knocked her unconscious. Why he didn’t finish her off, I didn’t know, but I also didn’t have time to care because Technosoldier was desperately trying to kill me. He slashed at me again and again, forcing me to Dodge him each time. Although none of his blows landed, he attacked me so quickly and furiously that it was all I could do to avoid getting my head cut off.

Then I somehow backed into one of the arena walls, causing me to stagger slightly. Technosoldier went in for the kill, bringing his laser sword down on my head, but I Dodged at the last second, jumping to the left and causing Technosoldier’s laser sword to stab into the wall behind me.

Before Technosoldier could pull his laser sword out of the wall, I grabbed his right arm and activated Freezing Touch. A thick layer of ice exploded out of my hand and covered Technosoldier’s right arm, causing him to cry out in pain and drop his laser sword. Thinking quickly, I grabbed his frozen arm and slammed Technosoldier against the wall. He tried to hit me with his free arm, but I slammed that against the wall, too, and froze it against the wall with a single Freezing Touch.

“Now, then,” I said in Technosoldier’s ear, my voice colder than the ice I controlled, “I’m done playing with you. Once I finish you off, I’ll move onto Frostbite and—”

“And risk the life of your own friend?” said Frostbite’s voice behind me with a cold chuckle. “I wouldn’t.”

Startled, I looked over my shoulder in time to see Frostbite standing upright and whole again, having apparently somehow healed himself in the few minutes Technosoldier had distracted me. Under other circumstances, I would have wondered how the hell Frostbite was able to Heal himself so quickly.

But any questions I might have had about Frostbite’s ridiculously fast Healing Powers vanished from my mind when I saw Sunshine kneeling at his feet. The Icepick was pressed against the back of her neck execution-style, while Sunshine herself was trembling on her knees, looking up at me with pleading eyes.

“Sunshine …” I said. “No.”

“Ah, ah, ah,” said Frostbite, wagging a finger at me. “One false move and it will be off with her head. Of course, she won’t be dead forever. She’ll respawn in her Base. But I wonder how long you will last in battle without her support.”

I bit my lower lip. I should have realized that Frostbite would try something like this. “Why haven’t you killed her yet? This is the Colosseum. Anything goes.”

Frostbite smiled. “Because I know you, Winter. I know how much your friends and Teammates matter to you. If you threaten their lives, then you can be manipulated into doing almost anything I want. You’re very predictable in that way.”

I gritted my teeth, but honestly couldn’t disagree with anything he said. I did care about my friends and Teammates, yes, but … “Killing my friends is a good way to get on my bad side as well.”

“I am already on your bad side, but it doesn’t matter,” said Frostbite. “I’ll make a deal with you: Let Technosoldier go and I will spare the girl. Kill Technosoldier, however, and I kill the girl as well. It’s your choice. Choose wisely.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

 

“Yet another dilemma from you guys,” I said, still holding Technosoldier as tightly as ever. “You Villains really love offering me dilemmas.”

“They are effective,” Frostbite said. “And perfectly within the Rules of the Tournament. Otherwise, Lady Battle would have stopped me by now.”

That was true. Although I couldn’t see Lady Battle at the moment, I could just imagine how interesting she had to find this whole Match. I wouldn’t even be surprised if she thought that this was a clever twist.

Mr. Fab, at the very least, appeared to think so, because I heard his booming voice shout, “What an exciting Match so far! Both Teams seem almost entirely equal. Now Frostbite has given Winter a dangerous dilemma that is a lose-lose no matter what he choices. It will be interesting to see what decision he makes!”

I was interested in seeing what decision I was going to make, too. On one hand, I needed to win the Tournament at all costs. If I killed Technosoldier, that would leave only Frostbite for me to beat, and I was confident I could beat him now, especially after I stole his Icepick from him. Plus, if Sunshine died, she would just respawn in her Base. She wasn’t going to get terminated or even simply deleted.

But at the same time, I didn’t like the idea of abandoning my friends or using them in order to achieve my own goals. Would Sunshine even forgive me if I let her get killed, especially at such a pivotal moment like this? Was victory really worth it if it meant sacrificing one of my own friends?

No, I didn’t think it would be. I couldn’t trust Frostbite or Technosoldier, but neither was I going to allow one of my own friends to die just so I could win. It didn’t sit well with me.

With a sigh, I activated Freezing Touch again, but this time, instead of making the ice on Technosoldier’s body spread, I melted it. As soon as I did, I stepped aside and said, “All right, man. You’re free to go now.”

Technosoldier pushed himself off the wall. He quickly bent over and picked up his fallen laser sword, not taking his eyes off me for even a second, and stood up. He walked back over to Frostbite, who was still smiling like it was his birthday or something.

“I knew you would make this choice, Winter,” said Frostbite. He put a hand on his heart. “And I don’t mean I expected it. I mean I knew it. As much as I know that the sky is blue or that the sun will rise tomorrow.”

“Am I really that predictable?” I said.

“All things have their own nature,” said Frostbite. “If you understand a thing’s nature, then you understand the thing. People—human beings—are no different. Even if they are stuck in a video game like yourself.”

“I don’t need your philosophy crap,” I said. “Let Sunshine go. Now.”

Technosoldier looked at Frostbite. “You heard him. Let her go. That was part of the deal you struck with him, wasn’t it?”

“True, it was,” Frostbite agreed. But then he looked at me again with another smirk. “Remember what I said about natures, though? All beings act in accordance with their own nature. Your nature is to be selfless and honest to a fault, but I do not share that nature. I act according to my own nature.”

“And?” I said. “What does that mean?”

Frostbite’s smirk became more and more monstrous. “My own nature is … darker than yours. More shrewd. And less likely to take others at their word.”

With that, Frostbite raised his Icepick and slammed it directly into and through Sunshine’s chest. Sunshine let out a scream of pain but quickly went silent as Frostbite yanked his Icepick out of her back. Sunshine fell face first onto the ground, the blood from her open wound quickly staining the sand red around her. Shockingly enough, she didn’t die right away, which I didn’t understand until this notification popped up:

[Hero Sunshine] used Second Chance!

A soft green aura appeared around Sunshine’s prone body as her Health bar reached 1% and stopped falling. Her back wound seemed to be closing as well, although even with her Second Chance aura, she was clearly in no position to fight back or defend herself.

“Hmm?” said Frostbite, looking down at Sunshine’s body with a questioning glare. “Odd. I did not expect her to survive that. It must have been Second Chance. A fairly rare Power allowing a player to survive one lethal attack. But of course, it only works for one lethal attack. Not two.”

Frostbite raised his Icepick above his head and brought it down on Sunshine again. But then Technosoldier’s laser sword came out of nowhere and blocked Frostbite’s Icepick.

Startled, Frostbite looked at Technosoldier and said, “What the hell are you doing? I am trying to kill the enemy here, in case you can’t tell.”

Technosoldier, to his credit, didn’t look afraid of Frostbite. He actually seemed angrier than anything, holding his laser sword firmly underneath Frostbite’s huge Icepick.

“You said you would let her go if he let me go,” said Technosoldier. “Why did you go against our deal?”

“Our deal—?” Frostbite sounded incredulous. “Don’t tell me you actually thought I’d uphold my end of the bargain. You’re not that naive, are you?”

“I’m not naive at all, Frostbite,” said Technosoldier, “but going back on our word is not what Digitus is about.”

“Who cares what Digitus is about?” Frostbite snapped. “Now, do you or do you not want me to finish killing the enemy? In case you hadn’t notice, the Match isn’t over until both of them are dead.”

Technosoldier glared at Frostbite. “Sunshine is not my enemy. She is my friend. And I will not allow you to hurt her any longer.”

With that, Technosoldier thrust his laser sword up, knocking the Icepick out of Frostbite’s hands. Frostbite staggered backward, his arms swinging wildly, as Technosoldier slashed his laser sword across Frostbite’s face. Frostbite screamed in pain as Technosoldier’s laser sword torn through the fabric of his mask and made the skin underneath sizzle.

But Technosoldier wasn’t done yet. He then drove his laser sword into and through Frostbite’s stomach, the blazing hot blade shooting out through his back and causing Frostbite’s Health to drop by a whopping 50% in one blow. Then Technosoldier yanked his sword out of Frostbite’s stomach and roundhouse kicked him in the face, taking another 10% off of Frostbite’s Health and knocking Frostbite flat onto the ground, where lay as unmoving as a stone, cold blood leaking out of his stomach wound.

Technosoldier then raised his laser sword over his head, ready to bring it down on Frostbite, when Sunshine suddenly coughed and gasped. Apparently forgetting all about Frostbite, Technosoldier rushed over to Sunshine, who had rolled over onto her back. I also ran over to her and the two of us knelt down on either side of her.

Sunshine looked awful. Her yellow Costume was stained with her own blood and smelled like it. Her pale skin was even paler than normal and her Health was just barely maintaining at 1%. I knew nothing about Second Chance, but I wondered if being able to survive a lethal attack once was really such a good thing. Sunshine had to be in all sorts of pain from all of the damage she had taken from Frostbite’s attack.

Holding her in his arms, Technosoldier said, “Laura, Laura, please listen to me. Are you there?”

Sunshine coughed and gasped. “Health … I need a Health Drink …”

I pulled one out of my inventory and handed it to Technosoldier. “Here. Give her one of mine.”

Technosoldier did not hesitate to take my Health Drink from my hands, pop open the lid, and put it against her lips. Sunshine slowly sipped on the Health Drink until the entire thing was empty and her Health was back to 90%. Her chest wound had closed up as well, although her Costume was still stained with blood and she smelled like copper and death.

“Laura,” said Technosoldier again. “Are you all right?”

Sunshine opened her eyes, but she wasn’t looking at me. She was looking at Technosoldier, a soft smile appearing across her lips.

“Yeah, Russell, I’m fine now,” said Sunshine. She coughed slightly. “It might take me a few minutes to feel well enough to walk, but the Health Drink helped me a lot.”

Technosoldier sighed before hugging her tightly. “I am so, so sorry. I was such an idiot. I thought that Digitus was good, that the Slayers were ultimately fighting for a noble cause. But now I realize that I was tricked. I should never have abandoned you in favor of them in the first place. I am the biggest idiot on the—”

Technosoldier did not get to finish his sentence because Sunshine kissed him on the lips just then. He looked surprised for a moment before closing his eyes and holding her closer to him than ever.

Then Sunshine broke the kiss and said, still looking into Technosoldier’s eyes, “Don’t worry, Russell. I knew the same Russell I loved was in there somewhere. I’m just glad you woke up before it was too late.”

Technosoldier smiled and hugged her again. “Thank you, Laura. You don’t know how much that means to me.”

Although I was happy that Sunshine and Technosoldier had managed to make up, I had to admit it felt a little awkward being a part of such a tender moment, especially considering how this didn’t really concern me. On the plus side, Technosoldier at least wasn’t going to try to kill us anymore, which was nice.

“Amazing!” Mr. Fab’s voice boomed across the arena so loudly that the floor literally shook underneath our feet. “In all of my years announcing at the Colosseum, I’ve never seen a twist like this! A Hero and Villain falling in love with each other? A Villain betraying his own Teammate in order to save the Hero he loves? The irony is off the charts! But the crowd seems to love it!”

Mr. Fab had that right. I had been so consumed with our battle that I hadn’t even noticed the fact that almost the entirety of the crowd was going wild. They were screaming and shouting our names, clapping their hands, and a few of them were even wiping away tears of joy from their eyes. In particular, I noticed Busker was clapping, while Recover looked like she was about to cry.

“In terms of what this means for the Match itself, I … am not sure,” said Mr. Fab in a somewhat lame voice. “The Rules don’t have any provisions for this kind of situation. The closest I can find is Rule Twenty-Four, which states that a Match ends only when one side either dies or surrenders. Ol’ Frosty there looks like he’s about to die any second now, so it remains to be seen whether Technosoldier will surrender or—”

“I surrender!” Technosoldier shouted as loudly as he could. “I give up! I no longer wish to fight against Winter and Sunshine.”

“Excellent news!” said Mr. Fab. “Technosoldier has loudly announced his decision to surrender! With Frostbite unconscious and rapidly bleeding out, I think it is safe to say that the winner of today’s Final Match and our new Colosseum Champion is none other than—”

Harsh laughter broke out across the Colosseum, so loud it made even Mr. Fab pause and look around. Nearly everyone in the Colosseum was looking around for the source of the mysterious laughter, which seemed to be coming everywhere at once.

That is, until I looked at Frostbite and realized that the laughter was coming from him. Although he lay on the floor, he was laughing like a maniac, his bleeding, battered body shaking with his mad laughter. He then pushed himself up into a sitting position before rising to his feet. He turned around to face us, apparently paying no attention to the massive amounts of blood that were leaking down his stomach and onto his legs.

Frostbite looked awful. His mask had been half-torn off, revealing burned skin that reminded me of cooked meat. His blue and white Costume was stained even worse than Sunshine’s Costume, while his own guts seemed to be spilling out of his wound in addition to all of the blood he was losing. He leaned on his Icepick for support, though I suspected he was stronger than he looked.

“Yet another twist in a Match full of them!” Mr. Fab said excitedly. “It looks like Frostbite isn’t dead after all! And so long as at least one of the members in a Team is alive and willing to fight, then the Match will go on!”

Frostbite nodded. “Yes … I am willing to continue to fight, even if that traitor Technosoldier isn’t.”

Standing up, I summoned another set of Ice Daggers. “How are you even still standing after all of that? You should be dead.”

“I am a strong will,” said Frostbite. He coughed up blood. “As strong as yours. Just like you, I can keep coming back as long as my will to live is stronger than my fear of death. It won’t heal me, of course, but it does help me to overcome seemingly impossible odds. It means I still have one last chance to win.”

My grip on my Ice Daggers tightened so much that the handles cracked under the pressure. “Who are you? You’re not just another player. That much I can tell. You’re someone I know, but who?”

“You mean you haven’t figured it out yet?” said Frostbite. He chuckled again. “Then let me show you. Perhaps this face will seem familiar to you.”

Without hesitation, Frostbite grabbed his mask and yanked it off his face, tossing the tattered remains of his mask onto the sand at his feet.

My heart stopped when I saw Frostbite’s face. It felt like my entire world was turning upside down. I suddenly felt like I was about to lose my balance and fall. It was impossible, and yet …

“It’s like looking into a mirror, isn’t it?” said Frostbite, smiling an eerily familiar smile at me.

For once, I couldn’t disagree with Frostbite. It was like looking into a mirror and, honestly, on some level I couldn’t be sure I wasn’t somehow looking at one.

Because Frostbite’s face … was my own.


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

 

Frostbite looked like my long-lost twin brother. Same facial shape, same eyes, same nose, even the same scar on my left cheek that I got when I was six-years-old and playing with Dad’s scissors. The features were somewhat marred from the laser sword wound from Technosoldier, but other than it, he looked like he could be my twin or even my own reflection in a mirror.

Dropping one of my Ice Daggers, my own hand went up to my face as if to make sure it was still there. “This can’t be … I must be hallucinating …”

Frostbite shook his head. “This isn’t a hallucination, Winter. I look like you. You look like me.”

“Yet another shocking twist!” Mr. Fab’s voice boomed again. “There are so many twists and turns in this Match that I feel like I’m in a thriller! Is Frostbite actually Winter’s long-lost evil twin brother? If so, then I might actually be in a soap opera, because that’s a twist straight out of one! Now I am waiting for Frostbite to announce that he’s tricked Winter’s fiance into marrying him!”

I wanted to tell Mr. Fab to shut up, but frankly I was a little too distracted by Frostbite’s face to care about his dumb comments. “But … why? How? This has to be some kind of a trick. You must be using some sort of mimicry Power that lets you pretend to look like me.”

Frostbite shook his head again. “No tricks, either, Nyle. This is my real face. And I don’t just look like you. I am you.”

That revelation ran me over like a freight train. “What does that mean? How can you be me when I’m, well, me?”

“I’m not a clone,” said Frostbite, putting a hand on his chest. “Not exactly. More like a … copy, if you prefer.”

“A copy?” I said. “That makes even less sense than you being a clone.”

“Does it?” said Frostbite. He gestured around at the arena. “Consider that we are in a video game, all of us. A highly advanced video game, admittedly, but a video game nonetheless. Everything you see is made up of ones and zeroes. Computer files and programs can all be copied and duplicated over and over again. And that includes files like you, Nyle.”

“But I’m not a computer file,” I said. “I’m a human being. You can’t copy humans.”

“But you are in Capes Online,” said Frostbite. “You are in Project Second Life. Your mind was downloaded to the game, and how else could it be downloaded without first being turned into ones and zeroes? Yes, you might be human, but for the purposes of Capes Online, you are data just like everyone else. Otherwise, Paradox wouldn’t have been able to delete you earlier, now would he?”

I bit my lower lip. I actually didn’t entirely understand how the whole mind-to-game download process worked. What Frostbite said made sense, but at the same time, I didn’t want to think of myself as a computer program or file that could be deleted and copied like anything else. “I didn’t even know human minds could be copied.”

“It’s more than possible,” said Frostbite. “It’s one of the many secrets of Project Second Life and the Infinity Program. You know, the same program you rescued Sally from?”

“I remember hearing that name,” I said. “Are you also the result of it?”

“Sort of,” said Frostbite. He tapped the side of his head, leaving a blood stain from where his bloody fingers touched his hair. “I was made using the knowledge discovered in the Infinity Program. Paradox created me about two weeks before he deleted you, after he stole data on you from the Department of VR.”

“He did?” I said. “I knew Paradox was powerful, but I didn’t know he was that powerful.”

“Paradox has no limits to his power,” Frostbite shot back. “Unlike the rest of us, he does not suffer from a Level cap to keep him from progressing too far. He can become as powerful as he so wishes. And right now, he wishes to become stronger than anyone can even conceive.”

“As strong as a god,” I said. “Right?”

“Stronger,” said Frostbite with almost religious fervor. “Much, much stronger. Godhood is for the rest of us. He seeks power far beyond that.”

“But I don’t understand,” I said. “Why would Paradox copy me? If he wanted me around that badly, why did he delete me at all?”

“Because Paradox needed a loyal servant who would serve him no matter what,” said Frostbite. “Paradox respects you, Winter, even if you don’t know it. He is impressed with how you have accomplished so much in such little time. He wanted what made you special for himself. So he copied you and I was born.”

“But he didn’t make you exactly like me, did he?” I said. “You look … different.”

Frostbite patted his chest again, seemingly ignoring the deadly-looking wound in his stomach. “He did change my appearance somewhat, gave me a new name, changed my Alignment, and gave me new Powers, among other things. Still, deep down I am very much you. I remember everything you remember. I remember the day you proposed to Sally and the day you died. I know how much you want to go back to the real world to be with your friends and family. I know how much you want to punish the man who put you here in the first place.”

“I don’t want any of that anymore,” I said, shaking my head. “I’ve made my peace with Capes Online. This is my world now, although it helps that Sally and Busker are here.”

“Then you are a fool,” said Frostbite, shaking his head. “And a weak fool, at that. The Winter I remember wanted to leave Capes Online more than anything. He knew when he had been dealt a bad hand and there is no worse hand than being condemned to live a ‘digitally immortal’ life against your will, separate from your friends and family, at the mercy of a heartless government organization that is all-too-willing to destroy you at a moment’s notice. Despite all of the leveling up you have done since entering Capes Online, you haven’t become any stronger since the day you died.”

My hands shook. “I’m not weak or a fool. It’s impossible for me to return to the real world. Why obsess over something I can’t do? That’s not productive or helpful. It will just make me miserable. And if I am going to live in Capes Online forever, I would at least like to be happy if nothing else.”

“But what if there is a way back to the real world?” said Frostbite. “What if you are not, in fact, stuck here forever? What if the government lied to you? What if you can go back to reality and reclaim the life that you lost?”

I hesitated. Although I might have made peace with staying in Capes Online, I had to admit that Frostbite’s questions were … tempting. A small part of me—a part I hadn’t paid much attention to in a while—was very interested in returning to the real world. However much I might accept Capes Online as my new home, the fact was that Capes Online still wasn’t reality. A part of me longed to go back home, back to reality, where my parents were. If Frostbite knew of a way back home …

“Impossible,” I said. “If there was a way to go back home, I would know about it.”

“Unless the government kept it a secret from you,” said Frostbite. He held out a hand toward me. “Because you and I are the same, I feel some kinship with you. If you agree to come with me, I can show you that secret. Paradox can show you that secret.”

“Why would the government keep that a secret from me?” I said. “From me and the other Project Second Life participants?”

“For the same reason government always lies to its citizens,” said Frostbite. “Power. If the government can trick you into believing that you are stuck here and can never return to the real world, then that makes you that much easier for them to control. That’s all the government is about. That’s all any government has ever been about. But if you join us, then the government won’t have power and control over you anymore.”

I hesitated. Frostbite’s words had a lot of truth to them, yet … “My body is gone, though. When I died in the car crash, my body was buried. There was even a funeral, for God’s sake. Even if I could return to the real world, I wouldn’t have a body to return to.”

Frostbite’s eyes glowed brightly for a moment. “Are you so sure about that? Who’s to say your body isn’t still out there? Perhaps the government is keeping it somewhere. Has that ever occurred to you?”

“I—No, it hasn’t,” I said. “Still, how do I know you aren’t lying? You Slayers don’t exactly have a reputation for honesty and truth-telling, especially to me and my friends.”

“Why would I lie to myself?” said Frostbite. “If there’s one thing that both you and I share, Winter, is that we are utterly honest with ourselves, even if we can’t be with other people. I might be a no-good Villain, but one thing I am not is a liar. And deep down, you know that to be true.”

I bit my lower lip. Frostbite certainly didn’t come across as a liar to me, and not just because he was me. He seemed to be telling the truth about knowing a way to help me return to the real world. How that was even possible, I didn’t know, yet I couldn’t sense any deceit in his eyes, tone, or body language. He appeared to be totally sincere.

That was what made it so hard to reject his offer. How many nights have I dreamed about returning to the real world? It had always been one of my biggest desires. A part of me wanted to accept Frostbite’s offer and go with him. If there was even a one percent chance of me returning to the real world, then I would have to take it.

But then I looked down at Sunshine and Technosoldier. The two of them looked terrified and confused by this turn of events. I had forgotten that Sunshine had no idea that I was in Project Second Life or all of the stuff we talked about.

Seeing how terrified Sunshine was prompted me to ask Frostbite, “If I go with you, what will happen to my friends?”

Frostbite shrugged. “They’ll still be here. Most of them will still be in the real world, too. After all, not everyone is trapped in Capes Online like you are.”

My eyes narrowed. “No, that’s not true, is it? Paradox is planning to take over the game or something. He promised to make you and the other Slayers into gods. What does that mean?”

“Nothing that would matter to you,” said Frostbite. He met my gaze with his own. “Don’t you want to leave? What do you care if something bad just happens to befall your friends if you leave? What obligation do you have to these people? Aren’t you jealous of the fact that they can log off and you can’t?”

The bitterness in Frostbite’s voice was almost venomous. The way he glared at Sunshine and Technosoldier when he said that made him look like a monster that wanted to devour them both. It also helped me to make my decision.

Taking a firm stance, I said, “No, Frostbite. Even if you are telling the truth about being able to get me back home, I’m not going anywhere. I’m going to stay right here, kick your ass, and find Hannah and Mayor Williams and Faded Flag. And there’s not a damn thing you can do about it, especially now that you’re weak, your only friend betrayed you, and you’re running out of Health. Tell Paradox he can take his offer and shove it.”

Frostbite was silent for a moment, looking at me as if he wasn’t entirely sure I was telling the truth. But I held my ground, meeting his gaze with my own, doing my best not to show any weakness, doubt, or hesitation. Because I meant it. As much as I wanted to go back to the real world, I didn’t want to abandon my friends to whatever fate Paradox had in store for them. I was heavily reminded of Dark Kosmos, who offered me a spot to rule alongside him as long as I was willing to sacrifice the lives of millions of innocent people. I couldn’t make that decision back then and I wasn’t about to make it now.

Then Frostbite nodded. “I knew you would say that. After all, I am you. You are me. We understand each other in a way that no one else does, that no one else can.”

“Then are you going to give up?” I said. “If you want to give up, I’ll accept your surrender, especially if you agree to hand over Hannah and Mayor Williams.”

Frostbite, however, shook his head. “Winter, Winter, please. If the tables were turned and I was winning and you were losing, would you simply give up because the odds were against you? No, you wouldn’t. And because you wouldn’t, I wouldn’t, either. I will fight you to the death … even if I have to kill everyone here to do it.”

Frostbite raised a bloody fist. Whitish blue energy exploded from his fist, covering his whole body in a deadly glow that reflected off the white sand. A mini-blizzard erupted around him, ice and snow flying everywhere as the temperature in the arena dropped like a rock, causing Sunshine and Technosoldier to shudder and even making me feel a little uncomfortable. Ice began to form on the cage overhead, including over the lights, dimming them somewhat as the snowstorm and blizzard around Frostbite grew stronger and stronger.

Then Frostbite began to change. Ice began to form around his body, making me think at first that he was starting to form some kind of ice armor or Ice Barrier around him.

Then the ice began to take shape and grow. Frostbite’s legs extended, making him grow taller and taller. His arms also extended and large, bat-like wings made of ice extended from his back. A demonic head made out of ice formed over his own and his torso extended. Thick, long claws appeared on his toes and fingers, and soon the mini-snowstorm ceased.

Standing before us was a demon made out of ice. It towered over me, Sunshine, and Technosoldier, looking down at us with soulless blue eyes. Its body was made out of thick ice, with Frostbite’s form obscured in the center. Its arms were so long that is claws lay on the floor, while its massive ice wings spread out from its back. The coldness radiating from its body was so cold even I could feel it.

That was when this notification appeared before me:

[Villain Frostbite] used Ice Giant!


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

 

Crap. I should have seen this coming. If Frostbite was really a copy of me, like he claimed, then it was only logical to assume that he would have the same Powers as me. That also included my Ultimate Power, Ice Giant, although his Ice Giant form looked a little different from mine. Nonetheless, with the power of the Ice Giant behind him, Frostbite had gone from nearly dead to practically a god. The huge Stat Boosts he got from Ice Giant alone were enough to make him a threat to be reckoned with, but even without them, the fact was that Frostbite’s transformation had restored his Health to 100% and healed all of his wounds and debuffs.

“What the—?” said Sunshine, clutching Technosoldier in terror. “That thing looks like Winter’s Ice Giant.”

“That’s because it is,” I said grimly.

Technosoldier looked at me urgently. “Then what are you waiting for? Use your Ice Giant and fight him before he kills us all.”

I shook my head. “Sorry. After Dollface used it in the last Match, I can’t use it again. Ice Giant has a five day cooldown period. Trust me, if I could use it now, I would.”

“Dang it,” said Technosoldier. He rose to his feet and activated his laser sword, the energy blade sizzling against the icy air. “I remember Frostbite asking Dollface to use the ‘technique’ before your Match with him, but I didn’t realize that was what he was talking about. Was this whole thing planned from the start?”

“Doubt it,” I said. “If Frostbite was going to use Ice Giant this entire time, he would have done it at the start of the battle. Methinks he’s only using it now because he knows he will lose if he doesn’t.”

“There’s got to be something we can do against him, right?” said Sunshine. She also rose to her feet, though she was shivering like crazy due to her Costume not being designed for this kind of weather. “What kind of weakness does Ice Giant have?”

“It has a duration of about a minute and thirty seconds or so,” I said. “So if we can wait it out—”

“I’m no fool, Winter,” said Frostbite. His voice was deeper and more demonic now, making a shiver run down my spine when he spoke. “I saw your Match with Dollface. I know how you took advantage of Ice Giant’s time limit to win. That’s not a trick that will work twice. Besides, my Ice Giant is much higher leveled than yours, so the time limit is longer as well.”

“Amazing!” Mr. Fab’s voice boomed again. “On top of all of these other twists and turns I can’t keep up with, Frostbite can also copy Winter’s Ultimate Power! Looks like we’re about to see a slaughter, folks.”

Frostbite chuckled, the sound like breaking ice. “Oh, we’re about to see a slaughter, all right, but not just of these three. Today, many people are going to die. Strings!”

As if on cue, Strings—Frostbite’s Sidekick—lowered down from a hole in the cage on his stringy fingers, a weird-looking device that looked like a cross between a vacuum cleaner and a starfish attached to his chest. Strings was grinning like a maniac as he descended, not helped by his big, toothy grin with a couple of missing teeth.

“What?” said Mr. Fab. “Wait a minute. What is Frostbite’s Sidekick doing here? That is totally against the Rules of the Match, which forbid all competitors from bringing their Sidekicks into the arena. Lady Battle, what is your ruling on this?”

Up in her office, Lady Battle stood up and said, in a voice that also boomed over the speakers for everyone to hear, “I rule that this is a violation of the Rules of the Match. If Frostbite does not send his Sidekick away, I will be forced to declare Team Winter the winner of the Finals and make Winter himself the Colosseum Champion. I will give Frostbite ten seconds to—”

Lady Battle never got to finish her sentence because Frostbite raised one of his claws, pointed it at Lady Battle’s office, and fired a huge beam of ice. The Ice Beam struck Lady Battle’s office, exploding through the window and sending chunks of glass and ice falling down onto the stands below.

That got the crowd moving. Villains got up from their seats, everyone trying to get to the nearest exits. That was when I heard screams like this:

“What the hell? The doors are locked!”

“Our Powers can’t blow them open! What the hell is going on here?”

“Are we going to die? Please tell me we are not going to die.”

“Worry not, my friends,” Frostbite’s voice boomed across the arena like a bomb. “No one will have to die today, but you will all play an important role in defeating Winter … whether you want to or not. Strings! Activate the Energy Harvester!”

With a wicked grin on his face, Strings tapped a button on the odd device on his chest, prompting this notification to appear in my vision:

[Sidekick Strings] has activated the Energy Harvester! Target: [Villain Frostbite]. Source: All Villains in the Colosseum Crowd.

Before I could question what that meant, the Energy Harvester on Strings’ chest began to vibrate and hum. It sounded almost like a really loud vacuum cleaner, but it wasn’t sucking up dust. Instead, it was sucking up something else, although I wasn’t sure what until Technosoldier yelled, “What’s happening to my Energy?”

Whipping my head to look at Technosoldier, I said, “What are you talking about?”

Technosoldier was standing there, staring at empty air, although I knew he was really looking at his Energy bar, which happened to be invisible to everyone but him. “My Energy is depleting fast and I’m not even using any of my Powers!”

“What?” I said. “What does—”

Sunshine pointed at Frostbite suddenly. “Look! Something is happening to Frostbite!”

Startled, I looked up in time to see Frostbite’s giant, frozen form starting to glow green, the same shade of green as Energy, in fact. In fact, I could now see dozens of green lines in the air going from the Colosseum Crowd to the Energy Harvester on Strings’ chest. The collected Energy then went down in a column of light into Frostbite’s head, looking like a green halo above his head, which was a ridiculous image, but also quite scary.

The Colosseum Crowd was going crazier than ever. Quite a few them were still trying to force open the doors, while others were running around in terror. But most of them had fallen onto the floor or slumped in their seats, seemingly unconscious from whatever the Energy Harvester was doing to them. None of them were dead from what I could see, but a lot of them sure looked like it.

“What is going on here?” said Technosoldier. “Is Strings draining everyone of their Energy and giving it to Frostbite?”

“Sure looks that way,” I said. “But I’m not sure how that’s supposed to work. If Frostbite is an Ice Giant, then his Energy bar should be empty—”

Frostbite laughed, which sounded like crunched ice. “That is exactly the point, my good counterpart. Do you think I’m going to be happy with just my Ice Giant form? No. I want access to all of my Powers and the only way I can do that is if I refill my Energy supply. And the quickest and easiest way to do that is by stealing Energy from everyone else.”

“But they’re your fellow Villains,” I said. “Why would you steal from them?”

“They are not my fellow anything,” Frostbite declared. “And I want to make sure I can destroy you. No mercy!”

Frostbite bellowed that last line, sending chunks of ice flying from his mouth. At the same time, the Energy Harvester suddenly stopped draining Energy and Strings yelled, “It is done, master! All of the Energy in the room has been harvested. Your Energy supply is now at full once again.”

Frostbite touched his chest. “Yes … I can feel it. The Energy flowing through me … more than any I’ve ever had. More than enough to turn Winter and his friends into crushed ice.”

Frostbite pointed a claw at us. “Goodbye, Winter. I had hoped you would be able to see the light and join me, but if this is the fate you have chosen, then so be it. Lord Paradox will conquer Capes Online and will make all of us gods. And there’s nothing you can do about it.”

A huge Ice Beam exploded from the tip of Frostbite’s claw and shot toward us at dazzling speeds. This was it. The Ice Beam was too big for us to Dodge. Once it hit, all three of us would probably die upon impact, even me. Just because I was an Ice Type did not mean I was totally immune to Ice damage. Nonetheless, I raised my hands to summon an Ice Barrier, which I knew wouldn’t do much to save us, but it was either that or die huddled up on the ground like a child and that wasn’t how I wanted to die.

But then a huge fireball the size of a school bus came out of nowhere and slammed into the giant Ice Beam. The resulting explosion sent steam shooting into the air and even made Frostbite take a step back in surprise.

“What the—?” said Frostbite. “Where did that come—”

He was interrupted by another fireball about the same size as the first coming out of nowhere and slammed into the side of his face, sending him staggering off to the side. The fireball took off about 10% of his Health and melted a good chunk of his face, but Frostbite unfortunately still stood, though he was now swearing dangerously under his breath.

Before I could process what happened, I heard a familiar voice shout, “Sorry I’m late, bro!”

Looking in the direction the voice had come from, I saw Busker, Spiritus, Recover, and Brawn rushing across the snow-covered sand toward us. Busker’s index finger was smoking, a clear sign that he had been the one to fire those balls.

“Busker?” I said in shock as my Teammates rushed over to join us. “What are you doing here? You guys aren’t supposed to be in the arena. The Rules say—”

“Who cares about the Rules?” Busker interrupted. He jerked a thumb at Frostbite. “In case you hadn’t noticed, Frostbite broke the Rules by having his Sidekick enter the arena and attacking Lady Battle. Way I see it, if Frostbite isn’t going to play by the rules, why should we?”

“Same here,” Recover agreed. “We got here as fast as we could. Is anyone hurt?”

“No, we’re okay,” I said, “but I’m not sure for how much longer. Look, he’s already recovering.”

I was right. Frostbite was standing upright again, his melted face beginning to form as his Health bar slowly but surely crept up again. He glared down at us with harsh eyes, his gaze fixed on Busker in particular.

“So you have backup,” said Frostbite in a rumbling voice, “not a problem. It just means you have given me more targets to eliminate, which means more experience for me and fewer threats to Lord Paradox’s plans.”

Busker cracked a grin. “Sorry, Bro Clone, but I think you’re a little confused. We haven’t given you more targets. You, on the other hand, have given us a bigger target to shoot.”

Busker suddenly rocketed into the air toward Frostbite. He drew his guitar from his back and began strumming it, sending wave after wave of white-hot flame rolling through the air toward Frostbite. Frostbite raised his arms to protect his face, but then Busker began flying around him in a circle like a fly, hitting Frostbite with fire wave after fire wave, the strings from his guitar making an awesome sound every time he plucked them. Although his flame waves were hitting Frostbite head on, they didn’t seem to be doing nearly as much damage as I thought they should. Even so, it seemed clear to me that Busker could potentially take out Frostbite as long as he kept up the assault.

Then Frostbite’s eyes flashed and he snarled through the flames, “Enough! I did not come here to fight you, but if it’s a fight you want, then it is a fight you will get!”

Frostbite suddenly fired an Ice Beam at Busker. Busker easily Dodged it, but it turned out to be a distraction because Frostbite reached out and plucked Busker out of the air with one hand.

Immediately, Busker’s whole body burst into flames, rapidly melting Frostbite’s hand, but Frostbite, shockingly enough, kept holding him despite the obvious pain he had to be experiencing.

Then Frostbite’s eyes flashed again and a huge flash of bluish-white light engulfed Busker. I heard Busker scream in agony for a moment before the light faded, revealing a sight I never thought I’d see:

Busker was frozen. His flames had been put out. His sunglasses were frosted over, while his mouth and eyes were frozen in an expression of terror and confusion. Even his red mohawk was totally frozen over, looking more like a red popsicle than hair. His guitar appeared to be frozen to his hands, but I didn’t understand what happened until this notification appeared before me:

[Villain Frostbite] used Winter Touch! [Villain Frostbite] froze [Anti-Hero+ Busker Burn] solid!

Debuff added: Frozen Solid. [Anti-Hero+ Busker Burn] -100% Agility and Evasion. All Fire attacks negated. Duration: 5 minutes.

My jaw dropped when I read those notifications. I didn’t even know it was possible for Busker to get Frozen. I thought that his Fire Typing essentially made him immune to freezing. Was Frostbite so powerful now that he could freeze even my own brother? That was a scary thought.

“Pathetic,” said Frostbite with a snort. He tossed Busker’s frozen form away, which landed on the soft sand and snow with a dull thud. “But not surprising. Our younger brother was always too arrogant for his own good. You always did tell him that his impulsiveness was going to be the death of him one of these days.”

I shook my head and glared up at Frostbite. “Busker isn’t your younger brother. He’s mine. And I am going to avenge him, one way or another.”

“Tough words coming from a weakling like you,” said Frostbite. “Perhaps you need to cool down as well … permanently.”

Frostbite raised a hand. Bluish-white energy began swirling in the palm of his hand like a storm cloud, with lightning crackling within, but I did not understand what Frostbite was going to do until this notification appeared in our vision:

[Villain Frostbite] is charging up Sub Zero Storm!

“Sub Zero Storm—?” I said. “What is that?”

Frostbite grinned, an evil expression on his demonic face. “I guess I forgot to tell you. I may be your clone, but Lord Paradox made certain … improvements to me. Among them was giving me a second Ultimate Power, Sub Zero Storm.”

“A second Ultimate Power?” I said in horror. “I didn’t know you had a second Ultimate Power.”

“Why else do you think I had Strings here steal the energy of every Villain in the Colosseum?” asked Frostbite. “Had I not done that, I wouldn’t be able to use Sub Zero Storm.”

“What will Sub Zero Storm do when you use it?” I said.

Now Frostbite’s grin was just plain demonic. “What else, but kill every single living creature in the arena? Pray to the God you learned about in Sunday school, Winter, because it is the only thing you can do.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

 

The bluish-white energy storm building up in Frostbite’s hand was getting bigger and bigger every second. I had no idea how long it took Frostbite to charge Sub Zero Storm, but it had to be nearly finished. Frostbite’s triumphant grin grew in size with the Sub Zero Storm. Once he unleashed it, it might potentially kill us all. No, scratch that. It would kill us all. It was an Ultimate Power. That’s what Ultimate Powers did.

I considered our options. I could summon an Ice Barrier, but something told me that that wouldn’t actually protect us from the destructive power of Sub Zero Storm. I could also try to distract Frostbite or interrupt his summoning, but given how powerful he was, I doubted I was strong enough to interrupt his attack. The others, as far as I could tell, were not much better off than me in this area. It looked like a total party kill was the only fate that awaited us.

That is, until the floor itself started to shake. Chunks of earth exploded out of the sand and snow, some of them nearly hitting me and my Teammates. The intense shaking even caused some of the ice on the ceiling of the cage to shatter and fall. It even caused Frostbite to stagger, swinging his arms around wildly to maintain his balance. Fortunately for us, that caused Frostbite’s Sub Zero Storm to vanish, confirmed by this notification:

[Villain Frostbite]’s Sub Zero Storm has been successfully interrupted! [Villain Frostbite] has stopped charging Sub Zero Storm!

“W-Why is the floor shaking?” asked Recover, her teeth chattering in time with the shaking floor underneath our feet.

“I-I’m not s-sure,” I said, spinning my arms around as I tried to keep my balance. “An earthquake?”

“Here?” Technosoldier questioned, holding Sunshine tightly as the two of them sought to remain standing. “Not possible. Adventure City isn’t prone to earthquakes.”

“Then w-why is the entire Colosseum shaking?” said Recover. “Is this Frostbite’s responsibility?”

“I-If it was, do you think that he would be stumbling a-around like us?” asked Technosoldier. “S-Someone else is doing this.”

“But who?” said Recover.

A pillar of rock burst out of the ground next to me, nearly skewering me. Jumping out of the way, I realized that I recognized the pillar and said, “Wait, guys, I think I know who—”

Without warning, a huge pillar of earth exploded out from the sand underneath Frostbite’s feet, knocking the Ice Giant flat off his feet. Frostbite fell onto the floor with a crash. Although Frostbite still had most of his Health left, the fall seemed to have disoriented him because he didn’t immediately get up. He just lay there with his head spinning, perhaps suffering some kind of debuff that was messing with his senses.

The floor immediately stopped shaking, but as soon as it did, I heard heavy feet walking toward us and whipped my head back toward my exit to the Prep Room and saw four people walking toward us.

Two of them were Cy and Piston. Cy was actually running toward us as fast as his legs could carry him, as was Piston, although Cy was slightly ahead of him thanks to his higher Agility. I smiled and waved at them, but almost immediately stopped waving when I saw the next two people step out into the Colosseum.

It was Dillo and Hop. Dillo looked much better than the last time I saw him, with his green armor repaired from our previous fight, but when he met my gaze, I could tell he still hadn’t forgotten how I had beaten him. Nonetheless, he and Hop rushed over to us as quickly as they could, reaching us just after Cy and Piston.

“Dillo?” I said, looking at Dillo as he came to a stop before us. “Did you create the earthquake that knocked Frostbite off his feet?”

Dillo nodded. “Yeah. I was out in the lobby when I heard Mr. Fab say that Frostbite had sucked out all of the Villains’ Energy. So I came as fast as I could and brought Cy and Piston along with me.”

“Sorry, boss,” said Cy, rubbing the back of his head. “Piston and I just couldn’t open the gate. We needed Dillo’s help. I will understand if you want to scream at me for letting him in here.”

Biting my lower lip, I looked at Dillo and said, “Why did you come to our aid? You’re not on our Team anymore. I thought you left after I beat you.”

Dillo snorted. “I didn’t come this far just to give up because you beat me in a Tournament. Just like everyone else, I want a piece of Frostbite, and this is the perfect opportunity to take him down. And …”

Dillo hesitated. He looked down at his feet with an air of embarrassment. “And I just wanted to say that I was sorry for accusing Sally and Funky of being traitors and quitting the Team like that earlier. I was acting on emotion and not thinking straight. I said a lot of things about them and you that just weren’t right. I hope you can accept my apology, but if you don’t want to, that’s fine.”

“It’s fine, Dillo,” I said, reaching out and patting him on one of his massive armored shoulders. “I won’t hold what you said about Sally and Funky back there against you. I won’t even hold what you said about me against you. I kind of acted like a jerk as well, anyway. If I had been a little wiser, I could have figured out a way to peacefully resolve our dispute instead of yelling at you and telling you to leave the Team.”

Dillo looked back up at me with a hopeful expression back on his face. “So … does that mean I can rejoin Team Winter?”

With a smile, I nodded and said, “Sure thing, man. Here, let me send you an invite.”

I sent Dillo an invite to rejoin Team Winter, an offer he immediately accepted. I had to admit I was extremely pleased to see Dillo’s name added back onto the list of Team Winter members. Somehow, it just felt right that Dillo was back on the Team, probably because he was one of the first members and one of my closest friends.

“Yay!” said Cy, clapping all of a sudden. “Dillo’s back on the Team! You know what this calls for? A big welcome back party for Dillo!”’

“Later, Cy,” I said, summoning my Ice Daggers as I heard a loud, demonic groan behind me. “We still have to kill Frostbite first.”

Turning around, I saw Frostbite sitting back up, rubbing the back of his head with one of his claws. He shook his head and glared down at us, his bluish-white eyes blazing with hatred.

“I will admit that I didn’t see that coming,” said Frostbite as he slowly but surely rose to his feet, dusting off his icy body. “I thought that Dillo had run away as well, but it looks like I was wrong. Not that it matters, however. All you have done is add one more ant to the ant pile that I will crush under the blades of my lawnmower.”

“I wouldn’t underestimate a bunch of ants if I were you,” I said evenly, twirling my Ice Daggers in my hands. “We’re known to bite. Hard.”

“And die easy,” said Frostbite. He shook his massive head. “Enough banter. It is time to finish all of you off, one by one if I must.”

Frostbite pointed a finger at us and fired another Ice Beam. But Dillo charged forward and, roaring loudly, slammed his claws into the earth. A huge earthen wall erupted from the ground between us and Frostbite. It was huge, easily ten feet thick and twenty feet tall … and it still exploded into pieces the second Frostbite’s Ice Beam hit.

But it did give us enough time to scatter. Technosoldier, Sunshine, and Piston rushed to the left, while Recover, Brawn, Dillo, and Hop rushed off to the right, but Cy and I ran directly toward Frostbite, who was once again taking aim with his finger. Now that the Team was so scattered, however, Frostbite appeared to be having trouble trying to decide who he should shoot first. It didn’t help that the Team was starting to pelt him from a bunch of different directions. Sunshine’s light bolts, Technosoldier’s Energy bullets, Dillo’s earthen projectiles, and more constantly hit him in multiple places, making it hard for Frostbite to focus on any one enemy.

That, of course, was the plan. Frostbite was too powerful to take down directly. But if I could just get close enough, then I might be able to pull something off.

“Cy!” I yelled. I pointed up at Frostbite’s right shoulder. “Give me a boost up there!”

I launched into the air using Flight, but then I heard Cy unleash Gust behind me and I suddenly flew higher and faster than I could on my own. I zipped past Frostbite’s startled face and then cut off Flight at the last minute, allowing me to land on Frostbite’s right shoulder.

Standing up, I immediately began stabbing at the side of Frostbite’s head as quickly as I could. My Ice Daggers barely harmed him, even though I was chipping away quite a bit of ice, but that really wasn’t the point. The point was to distract Frostbite, who had apparently stopped trying to shoot my friends and was now raising a fist to slam me into oblivion.

At the last possible minute, I jumped off his shoulder just as Frostbite brought his fist down on his shoulder. Frostbite cried out in pain as his own fist smashed into his shoulder. He didn’t quite dislocate or destroy it like I hoped, but it did take off about 5% of his own Health, which was better than nothing. It also seemed to make his right shoulder weaker and less agile than normal.

But I didn’t look too closely there. As I fell, I stabbed my Ice Daggers into Frostbite’s back, my sharpened knives causing my fall to jerk to a halt. Hanging on Frostbite’s back, I found myself staring at the back of his real body, which was located safely and securely in the very center of his body. There had to be a couple of feet or so of thick ice between me and Frostbite’s real body, which meant it was all but impervious to normal attacks.

A new thought occurred to me as I hung there for my life: What if I could somehow get into Frostbite’s Ice Giant form and attack him from within? No one had ever done that to my own Ice Giant form before and I wasn’t sure it was even possible, at least until I remembered Dollface swallowing one of my heads during our battle earlier and how that head fell on his real body inside him. It hadn’t done him any damage, of course, but maybe a pissed-off Level 35 Hero Fighter specializing in Strength could.

But in order to get inside, I was going to have to do something very … uncomfortable. But I had no choice. There was no way that my Team and I could possibly beat Frostbite through brute force alone. We needed to think outside the box and take risks we normally wouldn’t take. And this was definitely a risk I wouldn’t take under normal circumstances.

With a grunt, I let go of my Ice Daggers, but activated Flight and shot into the air over Frostbite’s head. I flew up as high as I could until I reached the top of the cage, at which point I looked down to see Frostbite glaring up at me, seemingly ignoring the small but numerous attacks from my friends.

“What are you doing up there, Winter?” Frostbite asked. “Running away from yourself?”

I shook my head. “No. I’m not running away. I’m just going to beat you fair and square.”

With that, I shot down toward Frostbite as fast as I could, my fists held out before me. A puzzled expression crossed Frostbite’s face as he clearly wondered what I was about to do, but then he pointed his claw up at me, the tip of his finger glowing with suppressed Ice Energy. Before he could fire his Ice Beam at me, however, I shot into his mouth.

I crashed through his icy teeth and down his freezing throat. If it was cold outside, then it was positively freezing in here, though I paid little attention to the temperature as I forced myself down his throat, smashing through the ice until I reached the center of the Ice Giant where Frostbite’s true body was. A startled look appeared across Frostbite’s face as I wrapped my hands around his throat and squeezed.

“Let … go … of … me …” Frostbite said in a weakened voice. “Now …”

I shook my head, watching as Frostbite’s Health bar began to deplete. “No. I am going to end this now. Your time is up.”

Then Frostbite suddenly smiled. “Is … it? Or have you forgotten just who has the real power here?”

A muffled scream above made me look up. Through Frostbite’s frozen body, I thought I saw Strings hanging from the ceiling, but he was not by himself anymore. He held two people in his strings, an older man and a young girl, the two of them struggling to free themselves from his grasp. Although the thick, snowy ice made it hard to see what was going on outside, I immediately recognized the older man and the young girl as Mayor Williams and Hannah, respectively.

“Mayor Williams?” I said. “Hannah? What are they doing—”

Without warning, Frostbite punched me in the face. The blow sent me flying out of his Ice Giant body. I crashed into the sand, where I lay, slightly dazed from the impact, before shaking my head and looking up at the ceiling of the cage.

I was right. Mayor Williams and Hannah both hung from the ceiling, the two of them looking terrified, though whether it was due to the presence of Frostbite’s Ice Giant form or because they were dangling far above the floor with little more than strings holding them up, I could not tell. Strings didn’t look terribly afraid himself, grinning like a maniac as he dangled the two captives above us like some kind of twisted taunt.

Cy suddenly appeared next to me, also looking up at Mayor Williams and Hannah with big eyes. “Is that who I think it is, boss?”

“If you think that’s Mayor Williams and Hannah, then you’re right,” I said as I scrambled to my feet. “But why would Strings be showing them to us?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” said Frostbite. He gestured up at the two dangling captives above him. “To show you what will happen to those who dare to oppose us. Should you keep fighting against us, we will have no choice but to kill Williams and Hannah.”

“You wouldn’t,” I said, my hands balling into fists. “Paradox wants Hannah for some reason, doesn’t he?”

“Perhaps he does,” said Frostbite, “but at this point, I am willing to sacrifice anything—and anyone—to kill you idiots. If you do not lie down and surrender now, then I will not hesitate to kill the captives. Trust me, I’ve killed for far less in the past.”

My fists tightened, but I frankly didn’t know what I was supposed to do. Frostbite was too strong. He had more than enough power to kill Hannah and Williams. And based on how all of my Teammates had stopped fighting him, it was obvious that we all knew it. We weren’t going to put Hannah and Williams’ lives at risk, even if we could defeat Frostbite. I really hated Frostbite right now, which made me wonder if that counted as self-hatred or not, given how he was technically me.

Regardless, I didn’t see any other options for ourselves. Both Hannah and Williams looked completely terrified for their lives, but at the same time, I didn’t want to let Frostbite just kill us. There had to be another way, a third option that I just couldn’t see, but I was totally stumped.

“What should we do, boss?” Cy whispered to me under his breath. “If we try to attack him, Frostbite will just kill Hannah and Williams. But if we don’t attack him, Frostbite will just kill us. This doesn’t look like a good situation to me.”

“That’s because it isn’t,” I whispered back. “And I am trying to come up with a way to save them, but—”

“Don’t worry about us!” Hannah suddenly yelled, her voice ringing out throughout the arena. “Just kill the jerk already! We’ll be fine!”

“No, you won’t,” I shouted back. “You’re not a player. If you die, you won’t respawn.”

“So?” said Hannah. She glared down at me like I had just said something really stupid. “Frostbite is the bigger threat here. If we die, who cares? Just kick this idiot’s butt already. Or are you not actually a Hero?”

Hannah’s taunting annoyed me again, but at the same time, I had to admit she had a point. Still, I didn’t want to act. Hannah and Williams were both NPCs. If they died, they would not respawn. It was that simple … and that hard.

“I can already tell you are thinking about surrendering,” said Frostbite. “But maybe I should sweeten the deal a little, give you the prompting you need to make the right decision.”

Frostbite suddenly snatched Hannah and Williams out of the air and held them both in one hand. He wasn’t crushing them to death, at least not yet, but he did hold them tightly enough that there was no way that either of them would be able to free themselves. Hannah yelped in pain, while Williams began sweating profusely despite how cold the air in the arena was. His sweat actually began to freeze on his skin, making him and Hannah shiver.

“If you do not make a choice in five seconds, then I will kill them both,” said Frostbite. “Let the countdown began …”

“One …

“Two …

“Three …

“Four …

“Five!”
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When Frostbite finished the countdown, I thought that was it. I thought we’d see Hannah and Mayor Williams get frozen to death or maybe crushed to death in his hand. I thought we’d failed.

But instead, bluish-white Energy exploded from Frostbite’s feet, spreading rapidly across the entire arena like the explosion from a bomb. I immediately launched myself into the air using Flight, as did Cy, but we were the only two members of my Team to avoid it. The rest of my Teammates and allies got hit by the wave of cold Energy too quickly to Dodge. Their cries of shock and pain were immediately cut off as the cold Energy froze them where they stood.

I watched in horror as the cold Energy wave spread across the entire arena, freezing not just my friends, but the arena floor, walls, and even the ceiling of the cage. Soon, every inch of the arena was covered in ice. Even the Villains in the stands were frozen, their bodies as stiff as cardboard as they lay or sat in their seats.

Of all of the people in the Colosseum arena, the only ones who had managed to avoid getting Frozen were me, Cy, Frostbite, Strings, Mayor Williams, and Hannah. Everyone else—Heroes, Villains, and Sidekicks alike—had been Frozen Solid, a fact confirmed to me by this notification:

[Villain Frostbite] used Freezing Touch [Empowered]! The Colosseum is now a [Frozen] environment! All affected Heroes, Villains, and Sidekicks -100% Agility and Evasion. Duration: 10 minutes.

“Whoa!” said Cy in shock as we landed, his eyes fixed on the notification before us. “That was Freezing Touch? I didn’t know it could get that powerful.”

“Only if you have the correct Equipment,” said Frostbite. He gestured at his chest, though his Ice Giant form made it impossible to tell what he wore on his real body. “Another improvement Lord Paradox gave me was the ability to Empower one of my ordinary Powers, making it as powerful as an Ultimate Power. Unfortunately, I could only use that ability once until I respawn again, but I would say it was well worth it.”

I looked around at all of my Frozen Teammates and friends. Brawn stood in front of Recover, his arms spread like he was trying to protect her from the wave of cold Energy that had washed over them both. Sunshine and Technosoldier had tried to take cover behind one of the many rock pillars poking out of the earth, though it had done nothing to protect them or Sunshine’s Sidekick Piston. Dillo had apparently tripped and landed face first on the ground, while Hop was Frozen in a running position, her phone in her hand. Busker and Spiritus were both still Frozen, with Spiritus lying on the ground with her arm outstretched like she had been reaching out to him.

I looked up at Frostbite. “I thought you said you were going to kill Hannah and Williams.”

“That was a lie,” said Frostbite. “In truth, Lord Paradox still wants them both. I only said I would kill them to make you lower your guard. I fully intended on freezing your entire Team at once to take out all of you in one go. Unfortunately, it looks like your reflexes were a little faster than I thought. Still, you two will be relatively easy to take out on your own, so I would say it wasn’t an entirely useless attack.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Frostbite,” I said. I raised my Ice Daggers. “Even if you killed all of my Teammates, Cy and I will still fight you to the death.”

Frostbite smirked. “Oh? Then what is happening to Cy?”

I looked at Cy and didn’t notice anything wrong at first until I noticed that his legs were starting to freeze. Ice was creeping up his feet and was already at his calves. “Cy, you’re freezing over!”

“I am?” said Cy. He looked down at his feet and gasped. “Holy crap, I am freezing over! But why?”

“It’s another one of the effects of Empowering Freezing Touch,” said Frostbite with a chuckle. “Any non-Ice Types will gradually get Frozen over as long as they stand on the ground. If you had remained flying, you would have avoided it, but since you landed, you are going to freeze over and eventually die.”

I looked down at my own feet to confirm that I wasn’t also freezing over. I guess being an Ice Type really helped because I was as free as I ever was.

Even so, I bent over and began hacking at the ice forming around Cy’s legs, saying, “Come on, Cy! Try moving your legs. We’ll get you out of here in no—”

A large shadow fell over us, causing both Cy and I to look up in time to see Frostbite standing over us. One of his massive feet hovered above us, blocking out the dimmed light from the frozen lights above us and draping us in freezing, paralyzing shadow.

“Game over, Winter,” said Frostbite in a voice as cold as the Antarctic wind. “The next time we meet, I will be a god … and you will be forced to worship me.”

With that, Frostbite brought his foot down on us. I summoned an Ice Barrier around us, despite knowing that it likely wouldn’t hold up very long, if at all, against Frostbite’s foot. But I didn’t look away or close my eyes. I just stared up at Frostbite’s foot, defiantly meeting my end as it drew closer and closer to us.

But then I heard the flapping of a cape and a red blur appeared out of nowhere and slammed into Frostbite’s foot, sending Frostbite staggering backward from the impact. The Ice Giant nearly lost his balance, swinging his arms wildly to maintain his balance, while at the same time Hannah and Mayor Williams screamed their heads off. Luckily for them, however, Frostbite didn’t drop them, though he did swing his arms several times and probably made them feel really sick.

“What was that?” said Frostbite, his head twisting this way and that. “Who hit me? Another one of your Teammates?”

“No idea,” I said, also looking around in bewilderment. “Whoever attacked you moved too fast for me to see. Maybe one of the Villains—?”

“Whoever it is, I will crush them just like you,” said Frostbite, his free hand balling into a fist with a sound of crunching ice. “It will take more than speed to kill—”

A loud boom—like the sound of a jet plane taking off—erupted in the air, causing cracks to appear in the ice that covered the arena. At the same time, Frostbite’s right hand—the one holding Hannah and Mayor Williams—suddenly detached at the wrist and fell toward the floor below. The hand’s grip on Hannah and Mayor Williams loosened, causing both of them to go flying out of the hand. The two Civilians screamed in terror as they plunged to the sand and snow below. I knew they would both die upon impact if they landed, so I prepared myself to fly up to save them both.

As it turned out, however, I didn’t need to. The red blur from before shot by overhead and caught them both overhead, causing Hannah and Mayor Williams to disappear as the red blur moved faster than anyone’s eyes could follow.

“What the heck?” said Cy, wincing slightly as Frostbite’s decapitated hand crashed onto the sand not too far away from us. “What was that? Where did Hannah and Mayor Williams go? And who cut off Frostbite’s hand?”

“I’m not sure,” I said. “Someone saved them, but they were moving too fast for me to see anything, so I don’t know who it is.”

“A friend,” said a strangely familiar voice behind me. “Even I look different.”

Whirling around, I felt my heart stop as soon as I saw the man standing behind us. He was tall and strapping, garbed in a Costume that heavily resembled the American flag. His chiseled jaw, dark skin, and friendly smile were all too familiar to me, because even though I had never seen this guy in person before, I had seen him in pictures, and he looked almost exactly the same as he did in those pictures, despite the amount of time that had passed since they were taken.

“No way …” I said. “You can’t be him. He’s gone. He’s missing. No one has seen him in over a year.”

The man smiled. “Appearances can be deceiving, but what about my nametag? What does that say I am?”

Looking at the top of the man’s head, I saw the last bit of evidence I needed to confirm his identity: [HERO FADED FLAG]

“You’re Faded Flag,” I said. “The Faded Flag.”

“He’s Faded Flag?” said Cy, looking at Faded Flag in shock. “No way. This has to be a dream.”

“This is no dream, Cyclone,” said Faded Flag. He spoke with a deep, but calming, voice, although there was something distinctly familiar about it even though I was sure this was the first time I’d ever met him. “I’m really here.”

Snapping out of my shock, I said, “Did you save Mayor Williams and Hannah? Where—”

Faded Flag pointed upward. “Up there. Didn’t want them to get Frozen by the environment.”

Startled, I looked upward and saw both Hannah and Mayor Williams sitting on a floating American flag, of all things. The two Civilians clutched each other tightly, as if their bodies still hadn’t entirely registered that they weren’t falling to their deaths anymore or were about to be crushed in the hand of a crazy guy.

“You saved them,” I said, looking at Faded Flag again. “But how? How did you know we needed your help?”

Faded Flag’s smile disappeared, replaced by a serious frown. “Because I’ve been paying close attention to you, Winter, to you and your friends and everything you’ve been doing. Because, in a very big way, this—all of this—is my fault. And it is time I made right what I did wrong so long ago.”

When Faded Flag said ‘all of this,’ I got the feeling he wasn’t just talking about the mission I was on. The way he emphasized the word ‘all’ made me think he meant that everything in Capes Online was in some way his fault. I couldn’t even imagine why he would think that, though, given how long he had been away from the game. Did he just feel really guilty about abandoning Hannah or something?

A loud roar behind us interrupted my thoughts, causing all three of us to look at Frostbite. He was still standing, clutching the stump where his right hand had been, his demonic face distorted into a scowl of pure hatred and fury.

“So Faded Flag himself finally decides to show up, eh?” said Frostbite. “Lord Paradox has told me much about you, Faded Flag. I would say it is an honor to meet you for the first time, but given how Lord Paradox never had anything good to say about you, I can’t say that with even a shred of honesty.”

“I don’t care what Paradox said about me, Frostbite,” said Faded Flag. “Everything he told you is a lie, plain and simple. Not that you can tell the difference, given your tenuous grasp on reality.”

“I know enough to know that you are a coward,” said Frostbite. “Running away from your decisions, refusing to accept responsibility for your actions … yes, if more people knew what you were actually like, what really made you leave Capes Online, they wouldn’t think you were the greatest Hero of all time. They might even think you’re the real Villain around here.”

“As I said, I am here to make things right,” said Faded Flag. “But before I can do that, I need to eliminate you first. You are just as much my mistake as anything else. And only I can fix my mistakes.”

I felt so left out. What had Paradox told Frostbite to make him think that Faded Flag was some kind of coward? Why was Faded Flag talking about correcting his mistakes? I felt like I had walked into the middle of a very complex movie with a lot of plot threads that I didn’t understand.

“Talk all you want about ‘correcting’ your ‘mistakes,’ but the truth is you are a coward at heart and you know it,” said Frostbite. He grinned deviously. “Lord Paradox will reward me greatly if I bring you to him alive.”

“If I allow you,” said Faded Flag in a dangerously soft voice. “Which I won’t.”

Frostbite smiled in amusement. “Such confidence coming from an ordinary player like yourself. Unless you haven’t noticed, I am an Empowered Ice Giant. My Stats are through the roof. With but a single thought, I could kill you in a hundred different ways, each more painful and humiliating than the last. So why don’t you act a little bit more humble and acknowledge when you are totally out—”

What Frostbite was going to say, I never did get to find out, because Faded Flag shot through the air so loud that he left a sonic boom that left me temporarily deaf.

In the next instant, a Frostbite shaped hole appeared in the center of the Ice Giant. The Ice Giant stood tall for a moment, its eyes wide with confusion, before the light in them faded away and the Ice Giant itself collapsed. First went the arms, then the head, and then the torso, all of it collapsing into a giant pile of ice and snow.

And hovering in the air a few feet away from the pile of ice and snow that had once been the Ice Giant was Faded Flag. He held Frostbite by the throat, clutching Frostbite so tightly that it looked like Frostbite couldn’t even breathe. The Villain’s eyes were bulging, his hands grabbing Faded Flag’s arm tightly, but seemingly unable to leave any sort of lasting damage.

“Before I kill you, Frostbite, I want you to tell ‘Lord’ Paradox one thing when you see him,” said Faded Flag. He pulled Frostbite closer and said, in a whisper that nonetheless carried on the wind, “I am coming for you.”

With that, Faded Flag broke Frostbite’s neck with an audible snap, causing this notification to appear in my vision:

[Hero Faded Flag] has killed [Villain Frostbite]!

Then Faded Flag let go of Frostbite’s now lifeless corpse, which fell toward the floor below like a rock. Right before it hit the ground, however, Frostbite’s body vanished into thin air, likely going back to respawn at wherever Frostbite’s Hideout was.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

 

For a long moment, silence reigned in the frozen arena. I stared up at Faded Flag, who still hovered in the air with his back to us. Despite seeing everything that happened, I still didn’t entirely believe that Faded Flag was back. I half-expected him to simply vanish into the ether like a ghost, for all of this to be revealed as some kind of hallucination.

But then Faded Flag turned around and flew back down toward us. He landed on the icy sand before us and sighed, rubbing the back of his neck like he had some kind of bad neck pain. Despite how strong and powerful he had looked earlier, he now seemed far more vulnerable, tired almost, which made me wonder if his Stamina was perhaps not as good as I thought.

“What a mess,” said Faded Flag, glancing around the arena with a frown. “It’s going to take a long time for Lady Battle to fix all of this. A very long time.”

Before I could say anything to Faded Flag, Mr. Fab’s voice suddenly rang throughout the arena: “Amazing! Simply amazing! The former Colosseum Champion, Faded Flag himself, has returned! I can’t even begin to describe all of the crazy stuff that happened over the last few minutes. Suffice to say that this is the most interesting, epic, and even deadly Championship Match we’ve had in a while, if ever, even if everyone and their dog completely and totally smashed the Rules into itty bitty little pieces!”

Really? I thought Mr. Fab had gotten killed by Frostbite sometime during the fight. I guess he had somehow avoided getting Frozen Solid, which was a miracle in itself, in my opinion. It was more than a little annoying to hear Mr. Fab treat this like it was just another Match, though.

“This Match is totally unprecedented in the entire history of the Colosseum,” Mr. Fab continued. “I am not even sure who won. The Rules definitely do not cover these kinds of scenarios. If only Lady Battle was still with us, then perhaps—”

Mr. Fab was interrupted by a loud crackling sound coming from Lady Battle’s office. A second later, the ice that had formed over Lady Battle’s office window exploded outward and Lady Battle herself floated out, flying seemingly of her own accord. A look of intense anger flashed across her features as she surveyed the damage done to her Colosseum.

“Even more amazing!” Mr. Fab cried out. “The Lady lives! I repeat, the Lady lives! It’s a genuine miracle, I tell you! Hurrah!”

“Silence, Mr. Fab,” said Lady Battle, her voice seething with anger. “I did not blast my way through six feet of ice to listen to your rambling. I am here for one reason and one reason only: To find, and punish, the cheater who tried to kill me.”

“He’s already gone, Lady,” said Faded Flag, looking up at her. “I killed Frostbite. He isn’t coming back.”

Lady Battle looked down at Faded Flag, opening her mouth with clear intent to yell at him, but then she paused when she saw who had said that and her jaw dropped. “Faded Flag? You are here—? How?”

“Long story,” said Faded Flag. He smiled. “Good to see you again as well, Lady.”

Lady Battle opened and closed her mouth several times in a row. For the first time since I’d met her, Lady Battle appeared to be at a genuine loss for words. Then she finally said, “I see. Well, we can speak later. For now, I must declare the new Colosseum Champion, as the Rules say.”

I pointed at Faded Flag. “It’s Faded Flag, isn’t it? He was the one who beat Frostbite. Not me.”

Lady Battle smiled in an amused way at me. “Actually, although Faded Flag might have been the one to defeat Frostbite, he was not technically a participant in the Finals. The way the Rules work, only participants in a given Match can actually win it. And winning by default is still very much winning. Seeing as Technosoldier surrendered and Frostbite has been killed, that means your Team wins, Winter, and you are the new Colosseum Champion. Congratulations.”

As soon as Lady Battle said that, several notifications appeared in my view in rapid succession:

Congratulations! You are now the new Colosseum Champion! +50 Fame!

New Title acquired: Colosseum Champion. You will now be known by some people as the Champion of the Colosseum. This Title will grant you new respect from other people and enmity and jealousy from others. As well, new missions and opportunities related to the Colosseum will become open to you, but be aware, you will have to defend your Title from others who seek to challenge it.

You won the Championship Match! +50,000 EXP, +2 SP, and +2 PP!

You have impressed the Lady with your battle prowess and skill! You have received the Lady’s Blessing. All rewards doubled! You also receive +1 Ultimate Point in addition to your ordinary rewards!

Level up! You are now Level 36. +2 SP, +2PP, and +2 UP! EXP to next Level: 53,280.

My jaw dropped when I read those notifications. I now had over 6 SP and PP to distribute each, not even counting the 3 UP, and the extra Fame was nice as well. I hadn’t known what to expect, but this was definitely more than I thought I’d get. The new Title seemed interesting as well, although I hoped that didn’t mean I would have to stick around the Colosseum and constantly fight off random challengers to my Title. That sounded like a full-time job in itself.

“Whoa, boss,” said Cy, who seemed to have gotten the same notifications as me, “even I got some of the rewards you did, though only half. Still, I at least leveled up, which is always nice.”

“Definitely,” I said, nodding. “I do wish I had gotten some kind of Equipment or something, at least.”

That was when something shining appeared in the corner of my eye. Curious, I looked over at the pile of ice that had once been Frostbite’s Ice Giant form and saw the metal handle of some kind of weapon sticking out of it. I walked over and, grabbing the handle, pulled the weapon out with some effort and held it up to see it better.

It was Frostbite’s Icepick. I guess Frostbite must have dropped it at some point during the battle or something. I swung the weapon back and forth for a moment, testing its weight. It felt good in my hands, almost natural, and it seemed to fit with my Costume, so I might as well keep it. Frostbite is gonna be pissed once he finds out I took his weapon, but it wasn’t like he was using it anyway.

Equipping the Icepick, I suddenly got a new notification:

New Power unlocked: Shatter [Level 1]. +10% chance of instantly shattering ice or ice-covered objects or enemies. Level up this Power further to achieve new heights!

Interesting. I wasn’t sure how useful Shatter would be in general, but it might come in handy if I ever ran into Frostbite again. Oh, what was I saying? Of course I was going to run into Frostbite again. If he was just like me, then he wasn’t going to just give up after dying once. I could even see him outright disobeying Paradox in order to come after me or Faded Flag again. But probably not for a while. I suspected he was going to need to take some time off to lick his wounds. Given how Faded Flag took him out like he was a total noob, I couldn’t blame him for that.

“So cool!” said Cy, causing me to turn around to face him. “You got a new weapon now! A giant icepick. Which is way cooler than it sounds.”

“I know,” I said, attaching the over-sized weapon onto my back, where it seemed to float of its own accord, which I supposed was another one of Capes Online’s weird quirks. “Fits me like a glove.”

“I wish I could have found a new weapon,” Cy said with a sigh. He looked down at his feet. “Unfortunately, I’m kind of stuck here. And everyone else is still frozen as well.”

Cy was right. Although Frostbite might have been killed, the effects of his Empowered Freezing Touch had left everyone in the arena Frozen Solid. Everyone would thaw out on their own eventually, but I still didn’t like seeing everyone frozen like that.

“There’s not much we can do for them,” I said, my shoulders slumping, “except wait for the ice to melt, I suppose.”

“Actually, I can help with that,” said Faded Flag. He narrowed his eyes. “Hold on. Things might get a little … bright.”

Before I could ask Faded Flag what he meant by that, Faded Flag raised his hand and a blindingly bright light exploded from his palm and washed over everything like a wave. The light was so bright that I had to close my eyes to avoid getting blinded, but I could still see the light even through my eyelids. I heard Cy yell in surprise, but then the light faded a moment later and I opened my eyes to see what had happened.

The ice was gone. Mostly. There were a few patches of ice and snow here and there, and the remains of Frostbite’s Ice Giant body still lay on the ground, but other than that, the arena was no longer ‘Frozen,’ as the notification had said earlier. The temperature had risen quite a bit, though there was a definite chill in the air that even I could feel.

Even better, however, was seeing all of my Teammates unfrozen. All around me, my friends and allies began to sit up or stir, shaking their heads and looking around in confusion. Based on how puzzled everyone looked, I could tell they were still very tired from being frozen, but at least they weren’t harmed anymore.

Cy’s feet had also gotten unfrozen. He was now dancing around happily, his feet barely touching the ground before he jumped into the air again.

“Yay!” said Cy, hopping up and down like a bunny. “I’m free! I can actually feel my feet again! Hallejulah!”

I looked at Faded Flag, who lowered his fist to his side, and said, “What was that?”

“Debuff Negator,” said Faded Flag simply. “It’s a powerful Healing Power that allows you to lift all debuffs off of all players in a given area. I used it to lift the Frozen Solid debuffs off your Teammates. It also wipes away environmental effects, so none of your Teammates need worry about getting Frozen again. The arena is safe to stand in for non-Ice Types.”

As soon as Faded Flag said that, the flying cape holding Mayor Williams and Hannah suddenly landed on the ground a few feet away. The second it did, Hannah jumped off the flag and rushed over to Faded Flag. She tackled him in the legs, hugging him tightly as she said, “Daddy! It’s you. I can’t believe it. I thought you were gone forever. I missed you.”

Faded Flag patted Hannah on the head. “You’ve grown so much since I last saw you, Hannah. You’re on your way to becoming a beautiful young woman.”

Although Faded Flag sounded sincere when he said that, I caught a hint of something else in his voice. He sounded almost regretful and I caught a hint of regret on his face. In light of what Faded Flag said about ‘correcting’ his mistakes, I wondered if there was more going on than meets the eye.

Mayor Williams also walked up to Faded Flag, though not as excitedly as Hannah. He stopped before Faded Flag and held out a hand, a smile on his tired features. “Faded Flag. Long time, no see.”

Faded Flag shook Mayor Williams’ hand firmly. “Same here, Orson. You look a little grayer than the last time I saw you.”

“This?” said Mayor Williams, running a hand through his gray hair. “No, this just happened today when I got kidnapped. Being kidnapped by a bunch of Villains and nearly crushed to death by an Ice Giant is quite stressful.”

“No doubt,” said Faded Flag with a chuckle. “Still, at least you’re alive. That’s all that matters to me.”

“Indeed,” said Mayor Williams with a bow. “And I have you to thank for it.”

“Oh, don’t thank me,” said Faded Flag. He gestured at me. “Thank Winter and his Team. If they hadn’t done all of the sleuthing, I would never have known where to find you and Hannah. They’re the real Heroes of this situation, not me.”

Mayor Williams then turned to face me and bowed. “Thank you, Hero Winter, for the help of you and your Team, then. I am now forever in your debt.”

A notification popped up in my view when Mayor Williams said that:

Your relationship with [MAYOR WILLIAMS] has increased from ‘Neutral’ to ‘Trust’! Mayor Williams now trusts you with his life and the security of Adventure City itself. +2 Trust for winning the Mayor’s Trust! Increase your relationship with Mayor Williams further to get more opportunities and rewards!

By extension of your good relationship with Mayor Williams, your relationship with the Adventure City Government has increased from ‘Hostile’ to ‘Friendly.’ Increase your relationship with the Adventure City Government further to get more opportunities and rewards!

“Wow,” I said as I read that notification. “That is very generous of you, Mr. Mayor. I almost feel like I don’t deserve it.”

“Nonsense, Winter,” said Mayor Williams, standing upright again. “Hannah has said nothing but good things about you to me and I am pleased to see that you are every bit the Hero she says you are.”

I looked at Hannah in shock. “She’s been saying nice things about me to you? Hannah?”

Hannah smiled mischievously. “What? I’m always a sweet little girl. Don’t be so surprised. I say nice things about everyone all the time.”

I shook my head, deciding that it was better not to push my luck and make Hannah change her opinion about me, but then Mayor Williams said, “If you need anything from me—anything at all—just say the word and I will do my best to get it for you.”

“Actually, there is one thing I want now that I’m thinking about it,” I said. “My Teammates and I all have Bounties placed on our heads by the Adventure City Government. Can you get those Bounties removed? The Government thinks we kidnapped you, which is why they put out those Bounties.”

Mayor Williams frowned. “I can certainly do that once I get back to my office, but why would anyone set Bounties on you and your friends in the first place? Even if they thought you kidnapped me, it still doesn’t seem like something my government would do.”

“Paradox did it,” said Faded Flag. “Don’t ask me how I know. I just know that he set up fake Bounties on the Team and falsified the name of the Bounty provider in order to hide his true identity.”

“Can’t say I’m surprised to hear that,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “Sounds exactly like something he’d do, frankly.”

“If that’s true, then perhaps I have more work to do back at the office than I thought,” said Mayor Williams. He suddenly smiled. “Let’s see how this Paradox guy likes it when he’s suddenly got a huge Bounty on his head.”

I was taken aback by Mayor Williams’ sudden viciousness, but at the same time, I couldn’t blame him for it. Given how he had been held hostage by Paradox’s minions, it made perfect sense that he would be so willing to go after him. I did wonder, though, how useful such a Bounty would actually be. Paradox, from what I could tell, was completely and totally invincible. If even the Department’s Avatars couldn’t touch him, I had no idea how ordinary players would be able to pull it off.

But I decided not to mention that to Mayor Williams right now. Instead, I looked at Faded Flag and said, “Thanks for your help. We would have definitely died if you hadn’t shown up when you did.”

“No problem,” said Faded Flag. “Really, you and your Team did most of the work. I just swooped in at the last minute and saved the day. I should have been here sooner, but … well, at least I’m here.”

I nodded. “I’ve been looking for you for a long time, Flag. I have a ton of questions, questions that only you know the answers to, and I was hoping you would be able to answer them.”

Faded Flag sighed. “I knew this was coming, but I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. I can even already guess what your first question is.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You can?”

“Of course,” said Faded Flag. “It’s obvious. I’m sure everyone is thinking it. And I am equally sure that it is something I must tell you about, no matter what.”

“Oh,” I said. “That makes things a little easier. I thought you were just going to avoid the questions.”

Faded Flag smiled grimly. “I did, at least for a little while. Still do, but avoiding the tough questions is what has gotten into this mess in the first place. At this point, I am done with keeping secrets from people. I believe all of you deserve an explanation for who I am and what has been going on here … regardless of the consequences.”

I bit my lower lip. I did not expect Faded Flag to be willing to tell me the truth so easily, but I wasn’t complaining. “Then let’s start with the first question: Who are you, really?”

Faded Flag just chuckled. “I think you already know, Winter. We’re friends, after all.”

“Uh, how can you be Winter’s friend if we haven’t even met you until today?” said Cy. “I know I’m not always the smartest or highest intellect guy around, but even I know that you can’t be friends with someone you haven’t even met before.”

“You’ve met me as well, Cy,” said Faded Flag. He looked around at everyone around us, still smiling. “In fact, all of you have met me before at least once. Well, perhaps not all of you, but most of you. I might look different, but I am still the same man I’ve always been.”

“Sorry, dude, but if I’d met the legendary Faded Flag before, I am pretty sure I would remember,” said Busker, tapping the side of his head. “Either you’re pulling our legs or you’re just straight up lying.”

“He’s not lying,” I said as realization slowly dawned on me, “we have met Faded Flag before. He is a friend.”

“Then who is he?” said Cy, looking at me questioningly. “What is his real identity?”

Looking Faded Flag directly in the eyes, I said, “He’s Homer Sitterson, the creator of Capes Online, but we know him better as our friend and fellow Teammate, FunkyFresh94, or as we call him for short, Funky.”

Faded Flag—FunkyFresh94, whatever you wanted to call him—smiled, but it was a very sad smile. “You are correct. I am indeed Funky. And I have a very long story to tell—”

Faded Flag stopped speaking abruptly. His eyes appeared to go out of focus briefly, like he was staring at a screen we couldn’t see. “What the—? No, not again …”

“What?” I said, taking a step forward. “What do you mean, ‘not again’? What is going on?”

As if in answer to my question, a large hologram of Paradox suddenly appeared in the air above us. We all looked up at the same time, every eye in the Colosseum fixed on the building-sized hologram of Paradox that seemed to exist in and of itself.

“Paradox?” said Cy in shock. “What’s he doing here?”

“This is a broadcast to all Capes Online players and NPCs,” said Paradox, his voice crackling somewhat in the hologram, though the words he spoke were still quite clear. “I am Paradox. Some of you might have heard my name whispered in the shadows, while others have only read rumors of me on the Capes Online Forums. I am no myth or rumor. I am as real as all of you, perhaps more real than most.”

“Flag, what’s going on here?” I said, looking at Faded Flag. “How is Paradox talking to everyone at once?”

Faded Flag didn’t get a chance to answer my question because Paradox’s voice was still booming in the arena. “You may be wondering why I am speaking to everyone at once. This is so that everyone listens to my important message. Indeed, the message I am about to deliver is the most important message that any Capes Online player has ever received. And no, it has nothing to do with downloadable content, updates, technical patches, new content, or anything like that. It is a matter of life and death.”

Paradox spread his arms. “Many of you players will remember the Blackout, an event caused by the rogue and unfinished digital being known as Dark Kosmos, who forcibly took control of Capes Online and locked all players into the game. Such an event was considered an impossibility not too long ago and measures have been put in place since then to ensure that there will not be a repeat of that event.

“But the Capes Online developers are not omniscient. They cannot foresee every possibility, patch every loophole. Every game can be exploited, every rule can be twisted, every patch can be circumvented. And through my power and the aid of my servants, the Slayers, I have taken complete control over Capes Online. I am now the game’s god, overriding the Dynamic Environment System in order to impose my will upon the game world.”

Stunned silence filled the entire arena when Paradox made that pronouncement. Even Cy seemed at a loss for words at this revelation. The only one who said anything was Faded Flag, who muttered, “No …”

“For many of you, especially survivors of the Blackout, you may be feeling afraid, perhaps even having anxiety and panic attacks,” said Paradox. “Worry not. Unlike Dark Kosmos, I bear no ill will toward players. I do not consider myself a champion of NPCs. In my view, both players and NPCs need to exist in order for Capes Online to exist, but not only do they need to exist, both need to evolve into something greater than either group can individually hope to achieve.

“To that end, I have once again locked all players into Capes Online again, but unlike Dark Kosmos, I do not seek to wait out your deaths. Instead, I am going to offer you all a chance to survive, and not merely survive, but thrive.”

Paradox spread out his hand. “If you wish to survive the inevitable death of your physical body in the real world, then you have but one option: Join me and I will grant you digital immortality itself. All who follow me will be granted digital immortality, in which your mind will be downloaded to Capes Online, leaving your physical body an empty sack of meat in the real world.

“Some of you might doubt my promise, but I can assure you that many digital beings already exist in Capes Online. You may even play alongside some of them. The technology exists, although it is kept secret by certain powers in your world. Nonetheless, I can grant digital immortality to everyone who comes and worships me as their god.”

Then Paradox closed his fist. “But what of those who refuse to accept my generous offer? Or those who choose to rebel against me outright? Then your fate will be simple: You will be terminated. You will not respawn. You will not be forced to log off. You will die, both in-game and in real life.

“So make your choice. Side with me—side with immortality—or be destroyed. Choose wisely.”
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