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CHAPTER ONE

 

I couldn’t believe my eyes. The huge Paradox hologram hovering in the center of the arena above us was like something out of a nightmare. Yet when I pinched myself and didn’t wake up, I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that I had not died. This was real life. Well, virtual reality at any rate, although the differences between the two were starting to blur together recently.

“For those who wish to join the Paradox Legion, I have put a mark on the maps of every player in the game,” said Paradox. “The mark shows you where my headquarters are. Anyone who comes to the front entrance and declares their allegiance to me shall be allowed to join my Legion. However, if you come seeking to fight or defeat me, then you shall be terminated without a second thought.”

Then Paradox looked down. Unless my eyes were mistaken, Paradox seemed to be looking directly at me. “I know what some of you are thinking. Some of you are thinking you can defeat me. Those of you who take your roles as Heroes seriously are assuming you have the power to stop me. But you can’t. This isn’t a game any longer. I am not a new, unique, or secret boss that can be defeated for rewards. I cannot be defeated at all, in fact. I am a real being, even if my existence is confined to the digital realm. I do not wish to terminate anyone, but if you refuse to follow me, then I will have no choice but to terminate you.

“Alignment does not matter to me. Hero or Villain, all are welcome to join the Paradox Legion at my headquarters in Adventure City. To achieve this effect, I have lifted the Alignment rules that normally forbid Heroes and Villains from being on the same Team.”

As soon as Paradox said that, this notification appeared in my vision:

UNIVERSAL MISSION ALERT!

UNIVERSAL MISSION: Join the Paradox Legion

The Unaligned Paradox has disabled the log-off feature for all Capes Online players but has offered every player, regardless of Alignment, a choice: Join his Legion and achieve digital immortality or oppose him and become terminated. Choose wisely.

ALIGNMENT: Unaligned

DIFFICULTY: Easy

RARITY: Unique

SUCCESS: Join the Paradox Legion

FAILURE: Oppose the Paradox Legion

REWARDS: Digital immortality

ACCEPT? Y/N

This was quickly followed by a second Universal Mission Alert:

UNIVERSAL MISSION ALERT!

MISSION: Oppose the Paradox Legion

The Unaligned Paradox has disabled the log-off feature for all Capes Online players but has offered every player, regardless of Alignment, a choice: Join his Legion and achieve digital immortality or oppose him and become terminated. Choose wisely. 

ALIGNMENT: Unaligned

DIFFICULTY: Impossible

RARITY: Unique

SUCCESS: Defeat Paradox

FAILURE: Fail to defeat Paradox

REWARDS: Freedom from Capes Online

ACCEPT? Y/N

I was getting flashbacks to Dark Kosmos and the first Blackout. He, Dark Kosmos, had locked all players into their GamePods and offered them two opposing Universal Missions. He had not, however, suspended the Alignment rules forbidding Heroes and Villains from working together on the same Team. That was new. And slightly terrifying because it meant Paradox was serious about recruiting as many players as he could regardless of Alignment.

“You do not, of course, need to accept either Universal Mission right away,” said Paradox. “But given how your physical bodies will last a few days at most in the real world without sufficient nutrition and care—even less for those of you suffering from illness or are simply weak—you don’t have too much time in which to make your decision. Additionally, I have cut off all communications with the outside world, meaning no one is coming to save you. You can only save yourselves by making the right choice. Goodbye, and, as always, choose wisely.”

With that, Paradox waved his hand and his hologram disappeared. Even though Paradox’s hologram had disappeared, however, I still felt like he was watching me like he had eyes and ears on the ground. Given how Paradox had complete control over Capes Online now, though, maybe he really did have his eyes and ears everywhere … literally.

Regardless, I looked at Recover, who was the Teammate standing nearest to me, and said, “Can you log off?”

Recover’s eyes narrowed as she focused on something I couldn’t see, likely the log-off button on her character screen. “No, I can’t. The log-off button is grayed out.”

“Same here,” said Faded Flag as he swiped at the air. “Manual override doesn’t work, either. It looks like Paradox covered his bases.”

“We can’t log off?” said Sunshine. She put a hand on her chest and started breathing heavily. “Oh, no, no, no. Not again. This can’t be happening. This has to be a nightmare or—”

Technosoldier put an arm around Sunshine’s shoulders and held her close. “Calm down, Laura. It will be fine. We will figure this out. As long as you stay with me, I’ll keep you safe.”

Sunshine smiled when Technosoldier said that, but the way she played with the cuffs of her Costume told me that she was still extremely anxious. Not surprising. Sunshine had been one of the many victims of the last Blackout, where she had gotten tortured over and over again by Dark Kosmos. I hadn’t realized until now just how much the first Blackout had traumatized her. I was surprised she wasn’t just a quivering mess on the ground, honestly, given how traumatic her experience had been.

“Can anyone contact the real world?” I said. I glanced at the grayed out ‘HELP’ button in the lower right-hand corner of my character screen. “Because my Help button doesn’t work.”

“Just tried emailing my mom,” said Dillo. He shook his head grimly. “Says mail is undeliverable, even though I just sent her an email about an hour ago. Can’t call her, either.”

I cursed under my breath. “This is just like the first Blackout, down to cutting us off from the real world. That means we can’t count SI Games or the Department of VR to come to our rescue anytime soon.”

“Then what are we supposed to do?” asked Sunshine, clutching Technosoldier tightly. “If we can’t call anyone outside of Capes Online, then what should we do?”

“Find Paradox and burn him to a crisp, obviously,” said Busker. He adjusted his sunglasses and smiled rather viciously. “So that was Paradox, huh? He’s even weirder than the rumors made him out to be. Ugly jerk. Bet his mother never loved him.”

“Killing Paradox would probably free us, just like how killing Dark Kosmos freed us the last time,” I said. “But Paradox isn’t like Dark Kosmos. He’s basically invincible. Even Avatars don’t stand a chance against him. I saw him take out the entire Department of VR by himself not too long ago.”

“Paradox is not invincible,” said Faded Flag. “He’s powerful, more powerful than most, but he isn’t a god, as much as he’d like to think he is. But defeating him will not be easy. That much I can tell you.”

I looked at Faded Flag questioningly. I had just learned that Faded Flag—the mysterious Hero who had gone missing over a year ago—was, in fact, my friend and Teammate FunkyFresh94, who was, in turn, Homer Sitterson, the creator of Capes Online and the founder of SI Games. To say that I had a million questions to ask him was an understatement, but the only one I could say now was, “How do you know so much about Paradox?”

Faded Flag sighed and looked me in the eyes. “Because I created him. That’s why.”

“You created Paradox?” said Cy, popping in out of nowhere and nearly scaring the crap out of me. “What do you mean? Like how God made Adam and Eve out of dirt?”

“It’s more complicated than that,” said Faded Flag, shaking his head again. “As I said, one of the reasons I came back to Capes Online—or at least came back as Faded Flag—was to correct mistakes I made a long time ago. And Paradox is one of those mistakes. But now, I fear that I am too late.”

“Even though you just said he could be stopped,” I said. “Right?”

“I did, but …” Faded Flag shook his head. “This is not the time and place for a story. We need to regroup at your Base and see if the rest of the Team is online or not.”

“Good idea,” I said. “I’ll put a message in the Team Chat calling all active members to my Base. I imagine everyone has to be scared and confused by this news and we’re going to need each other now more than ever if we’re going to survive this.”

Opening the Team Chat, I typed this message:

Me: Calling all Team Winter members! Regroup at my Base in Adventure City. I will explain everything once I return.

Hitting ‘SEND,’ I closed the Team Chat and looked around at the others. “Let’s go, guys. Time is running short and we’re going to need every second we can get if we’re going to beat Paradox.”

“Before we go anywhere, can I join the Team?” asked Technosoldier, holding up a hand.

I looked at Technosoldier questioningly. “But you’re a Villain.”

“But Paradox lifted the Alignment restrictions on Teams, remember?” said Technosoldier. “Probably the only good thing to come out of this mess. If you let me join the Team, then it will make it easier for me to be with Sunshine.”

He said that while giving Sunshine a little squeeze. Sunshine looked at me with big puppy dog eyes, which she was infuriatingly good at, so I nodded and said, “Sure thing. Let me send you an invite.”

I sent Technosoldier a Team invite and soon got this notification:

[Villain Technosoldier] has accepted your offer to join Team Winter! [Villain Technosoldier] has joined Team Winter! Current members: 13/100. Check the list of current Team Winter members under your ‘TEAMS’ tab on your pause menu!

WARNING: [Villain Technosoldier] is of an opposing Alignment to Team Winter’s Alignment. This will not negatively affect your Team’s Alignment, but it will limit your Team’s growth and may have other unintended consequences in the future, such as all Villain Teammates being kicked out of Team Winter once the normal Alignment restrictions are put back into place.

I frowned at that. What did it mean that having a Villain on my Team would limit my Team’s growth? And I didn’t like the vague language about other ‘unintended consequences.’ Seriously, why couldn’t the Dynamic Environment System—also known as the D.E.S., the main system that controlled Capes Online itself—be a little bit more helpful in the various notifications it showed me?

Regardless, I was glad to have Technosoldier on the Team now, though speaking of Teams, I looked at Faded Flag and said, “I know you’re on the Team as Funky, but what about as Faded Flag? Do I need to invite you onto it as Faded Flag or—?”

“Nah,” said Faded Flag, shaking his head once more. “No need. I can fix that myself.”

Faded Flag snapped his fingers. In an instant, Faded Flag was gone, replaced by FunkyFresh94, with his pet Fire Dragon Lennox sitting on his shoulders.

Hannah—the NPC girl and daughter of Faded Flag—suddenly looked up at Funky and gasped. “Hey, what happened to my daddy? You’re not Faded Flag.”

“Don’t worry, baby girl,” said Funky, rubbing the top of her head. “I might look different, but I’m still the same Faded Flag I was before.”

“Oh, my,” said Mayor Williams, who also stood nearby. “This is quite a turn of events. I had no idea that you had another superhero identity, Flag.”

“Yeah, I didn’t, either,” I said. “You have a lot of explaining to do, man.”

Funky raised his hand. “I know, which is why we need to leave now. Once we get to your Base, I’ll explain everything. Okay?”

My trust in Faded Flag had been shaken slightly by Funky hiding his real identity from us for so long, but I decided that now was not the time to discuss my feelings. “Fine. Let’s go. Sally is still waiting for us back at the Base and we don’t have enough time as it is—”

I was interrupted by a cackling laugh that cracked the air like a boom. We all looked around, but did not see anything until Hannah pointed up at the ceiling of the arena cage and said, “Look at that weird guy up there!”

Looking up, I saw Frostbite’s Sidekick, Strings, still hanging from the ceiling. In all of the excitement of our last Match, I had almost completely forgotten about Strings, who still hung from his stringy toes from the top of the cage. He was cackling like a madman, laughing so hard that he seemed to be having trouble breathing.

“Isn’t that Frostbite’s Sidekick?” said Dillo. “Shouldn’t he have respawned back in Frostbite’s Hideout after you guys killed Frostbite?”

“It stands to reason that if Frostbite isn’t a normal player, then Strings likely isn’t a normal Sidekick, either,” said Funky. “Regardless, his laughter is really unnerving.”

I couldn’t deny that. Strings was laughing like he was in on some kind of really funny private joke that only he understood. It was a really annoying laugh, making me snap, “What the hell are you laughing about, Strings? We killed Frostbite and we’ll kill you if you’re not careful.”

“Kill me all you want, Heroes,” said Strings in between laughs. “We win. Lord Paradox has taken over Capes Online. The Legion is growing. Soon, the Legion will become so big that even the mightiest Heroes will be forced to join or perish. And then, of course, all of you will also perish unless you swear your eternal loyalty to Lord Paradox.”

“Why is Paradox building a Legion?” I said. “What is going to use it for?”

“Like I’m going to tell you that,” said Strings, wagging a stringy finger at us. “I will not reveal Lord Paradox’s most important secrets to his enemies.”

“Yeah, I don’t think you understand the odds,” I said. “We outnumber you two to one. The odds are against you.”

“Oh, are they?” said Strings. “Because when I look around, I think the odds are against you.”

Confused, I also looked around and noticed the various Villains in the crowd starting to rise from their feet. Although some of the Villains had perished from getting their Energy sucked out of them by Frostbite, most of them were still alive and recovering from Frostbite’s attack. I didn’t feel particularly alarmed until Funky said, “Their nametags. Look.”

Looking more closely, I saw that the nametags of nearly every Villain in the arena were a deep blood red. It was weird because most of the time nametags were transparent, so I wondered why their nametags glowed red. Maybe I was missing something?

“Why are their nametags all red?” said Cy, voicing the same question I was wondering aloud. “I feel like I’ve seen that somewhere before, but can’t remember where.”

“We have seen that before,” said Funky grimly. “Remember the first Blackout? The nametags of players changed color depending on which Universal Mission they accepted. Those who chose to fight Dark Kosmos had blue nametags, while those who chose to fight Winter had red nametags. Remember, it’s one of the game’s features, albeit a rarely used mechanic thanks to how rare Universal Missions are.”

A deep sense of dread crawled up my spine as I realized exactly what Funky’s explanation meant. And based on the hungry looks on the eyes of every Villain in the stands around us—at least four dozen in all—they also knew what it meant.

“Yes, indeed,” said Strings with a dark chuckle. “Every single Villain you see here has chosen to side with Lord Paradox. And now they are all going to go out of their way to crush all of you once and for all, just as Lord Paradox desires.”


CHAPTER TWO

 

As soon as Strings said that, the Villains in the stands attacked. They attacked the cage surrounding the arena first, blasting it with elemental powers, smashing their powerful weapons against its metal surface, or even just using their bare hands to force holes that were big enough for them to slip through. So far the cage was holding up against their combined assault, but it was obvious to me that it was only a matter of time before the cage broke. Once that happened, all of the Villains would pour through like water from a burst dam and overwhelm me and my Teammates. That meant we needed to get out of here and fast.

“Guys!” I yelled, drawing the attention of my Teammates to me. “We can’t beat all of these guys! We need to run. Now.”

Luckily, no one argued against my command, and soon all of us were running back toward the exit to the Prep Room. With all of the Villains in the stands, both the Prep Room and the lobby beyond should be empty. If we could get through the lobby, then we could lose the Villains in the Sewers. Heck, we might even be able to hole up in Funky’s Base if necessary, which I knew was located somewhere here in the Sewers.

But we didn’t get very far before some kind of thick, purple blob poured out of the Prep Room exit, forcing me and my Teammates to come to an abrupt halt before we could run into it. The formless purple blob cut off our only escape route, the stink of rotten pineapple floating off its body and making me and most of my Team gag.

“What is that thing?” said Dillo, covering his nose with one of his large claws. “It looks like something I’d find under a rock.”

A blubbery chuckle came from the purple blob. “I’m going to make sure you cannot escape from Lord Paradox.”

Before our startled eyes, a head, face, and arms began to form out of the purple blob. The chubby face, thick arms, and droopy eyes made the purple blob look even more monstrous than before, while the nametag [VILLAIN GLOB] hovered above his head in glowing red letters.

“Oh, great,” I said. “Another Slayer.”

“Exactly,” said Glob. “My name is Glob. I am one of Lord Paradox’s top spies. I have been keeping a close eye on you, Winter, ever since you got here, and I am going to make sure that neither you nor your friends get out of here alive.”

I opened my mouth to respond, but then Busker shoved me to the side and said, “Step aside, bro, and let me show you how a real Hero beats Villains.”

“Who are you?” said Glob with a scowl. “You are not Winter.”

“I’m his younger brother,” said Busker with a smile. “Busker Burn, but you can call me Busker for short.”

“Busker Burn?” said Glob. “Ah, yes. Lord Paradox did mention that Winter had a brother. I had forgotten about you. Still, you look no stronger than your brother and are probably even easier to beat if you are younger than he is.”

“Dude, you are going to be so disappointed it’s not even funny,” said Busker. He raised his hand and made a finger gun out of his fingers. A tiny fireball appeared on the tip of his index finger, barely bigger than a ping pong ball. “On the count of three, I am going to blow you to pieces with this one simple trick that Villains don’t like.”

Glob’s eyes narrowed as he focused on Busker’s finger gun. “A fireball? That won’t even touch me. What a joke.”

As soon as Glob said that, however, the fireball began to rapidly grow in size and heat, the heat even forcing me and the others to step away. Busker, of course, just kept smiling, totally unaffected by the intense heat radiating off the fireball. Soon, the fireball was about the size of a cannonball and growing still larger all the time. Even Glob’s blubbery form was starting to sweat or melt from the heat, though Glob still didn’t look nearly as scared as he should have.

“One last chance, dude,” said Busker in his usual carefree tone that was totally at odds with the expanding fireball of death on the tip of his finger. “Move now and I won’t blow you into pieces. Stay where you are, though, and we’ll see how melted blob smells.”

Glob was starting to look worried now, but he still said, “No. I will not allow you to flee, not when we have you right where we want you. Death is a preferable alternative to having to explain my failure to Lord Paradox.”

“All right, dude,” said Busker with a shrug of his shoulders. “Say bye-bye.”

The fireball was absolutely huge now, about half as a tall as me and twice as wide. Even I was starting to get worried about it and I wasn’t the target. I knew from experience that Busker’s fireball attack could cause massive environmental damage if Busker wasn’t careful. The last thing we needed was for the whole arena to be on fire in addition to having to run away from over four dozen bloodthirsty Villains.

But it was too late now. With a simple shake of his finger, Busker fired the fireball at Glob. The fireball hurtled through the air like a missile, aiming straight and true at Glob’s face. It was moving too fast for Glob to dodge and I saw the Villain close his eyes at the last minute as if he did not want to see his own death coming upon him.

Right before the fireball hit Glob, however, it vanished into thin air, leaving nothing but tiny sparks and hot air where it had been mere moments before. It took Glob a second to open his eyes, however, but when he did, he wore a confused expression on his face.

“What just happened?” Cy muttered under his breath to me. “Where did the fireball go?”

I shrugged and looked at Busker, who, for whatever reason, was still smiling like everything was going exactly according to plan.

Glob, apparently, must have thought this was some kind of trick because he glared at Busker and snapped, “Is that all the great Busker Burn has? A simple trick? I will admit you nearly had me fooled there for a moment, but it looks like you are all show and no substance.”

Busker shrugged in a suspiciously innocent way. “Oh, well. I thought for sure that would work, but it looks like I ran out of Energy right before it hit you. Just my luck, huh?”

“Luck is clearly on my side today,” said Glob. “And now that I know you are all bark and no bite, I think I’m going to do more than just keep you from escaping the arena. I will personally kill you all myself and hand your bodies over to Lord Paradox for the reward that awaits me, for the chance to become the god I deserve to be.”

With that, Glob started to grow in size. His massive body began to churn as more and more of his purple goop poured out of the exit while still keeping it firmly closed off. My Teammates and I stepped backward, except for Busker, who kept grinning up at Glob with his hands on his hips like this was the greatest show on earth.

In seconds, Glob was now twice our size and three times as wide. He looked even less human now than he did before. His face was more pointed, with jagged, goopy teeth jutting from his crocodile-like jaws. His hands became longer and more claw-like, while his eyes were now glowing a sickly yellow that reminded me of old-fashioned gas lanterns.

“Now, then,” said Glob in a far more monstrous voice than before, his yellow eyes sweeping over us like spotlights. “Who wants to die first?”

Busker’s smile, however, just grew even bigger when Glob said that. “You do.”

Without hesitation, Busker snapped his fingers. In the next instance, the huge fireball that Busker had fired appeared in midair right in front of Glob’s face, but Glob didn’t have more than a second or two to react before the fireball exploded in his face.

The roar of the fireball was so loud that it drowned out all other sounds. The bright light from the explosion made all of us cover our eyes to protect our vision. Glob didn’t even get a chance to scream, although for all we knew he might have been screaming his head off but we just couldn’t hear him thanks to the overwhelmingly loud roar of the exploding fireball. A powerful heatwave washed over us, making my whole body break out into a sweat, though it didn’t leave me with any debuffs thankfully.

Soon, however, the explosion passed and the light faded. I lowered my hands from my eyes to see exactly what happened.

There was no hint of Glob left anywhere. The ground upon which he stood was black as ash. All of his goop appeared to have been vaporized because I couldn’t see any of it left. The only clue that Glob had been here at all was the lingering stick of burned goop in the air, which reminded me of burned feces, a scent that made me sick to my stomach.

Then this notification appeared before me:

[Villain Glob] has been killed!

“What the—?” said Dillo, who was apparently reading the same notification as me. “He’s dead already?”

“Yep,” said Busker, glancing over his shoulder at us. “One hit kill. Figured his Type was probably Smog, which is a Sub-Type of Air, which meant that it would take just the tiniest flame to make him explode. Physics is fun.”

“But your fireball,” said Dillo, “it disappeared and reappeared. How—?”

“It’s a Skill called Timed Attack,” said Busker. “Lets me set a timer on some of my attacks to explode. I use it all the time trick bad guys like Globbo there into thinking they’re safe or that I’m weak, and then boom, they’re dead. Plus, my viewers always loved it when I did that on my livestreams.”

“Well, that was certainly … flashy,” said Recover, who seemed to be at a loss for words at Busker’s trick. “That’s definitely not something I would see your brother do.”

Busker shrugged. “What can I say? I’m an entertainer at heart, even if my audience is just an audience of one.”

Because I was pretty much used to my younger brother’s flash and destructive attacks, I recovered from the shock quickly and said, “Well, at least you got Glob out of the way, which means we need to get—”

“Boss, watch out!” said Cy without warning, tackling me to the ground just as a lightning bolt passed by overhead.

Hitting the arena floor, I shook my head and looked up in time to see that some of the Villains had already managed to make a hole in the cage. They were now climbing or jumping into the arena, using their Powers to help them enter. Although there were only a few Villains in the arena now, it wouldn’t be long before all of them were here. I cursed our luck. Killing Glob might have given us an escape route, but it had also forced us to waste precious time that we didn’t have, time that the Villains had used to break into the cage.

“Looks like this is it, guys,” I said, summoning my Ice Daggers as more and more Villains poured into the arena. “Get ready for the fight of your lives.”

All of my Teammates prepared themselves for battle, despite the fact that we all knew there was no way we could win this. Even with Busker and Funky on our side, the odds were against us. Plus, we also had to worry about keeping Mayor Williams and Hannah safe, which would inevitably force us to divide our attention. I just hoped we could take out as many Villains as possible on our way down. We might not be able to win this, but we could at least make the Paradox Legion hurt if nothing else.

“Stop.”

The authoritative voice of Lady Battle echoed through the arena. All of the charging Villains came to an abrupt halt, their bodies frozen like statues. They were clearly struggling to keep moving, to attack us, but their bodies did not respond to any of their commands.

And the reason for that became obvious when Lady Battle lowered down from the air and landed on the ground between us and the Villains. She was normally a very beautiful and imposing woman, but now she looked absolutely enraged. Not that I could blame her. I knew how much Lady Battle valued everyone following the Rules of the Colosseum and right now pretty much everyone was breaking a hundred Rules at once.

“Lady Battle?” said Cy. “What are you doing here?”

“I am preventing further damage to my arena,” said Lady Battle. She glared at the Villains behind her. “In all of my time running the Colosseum, I have never seen such a blatant display of disrespect for the Rules. All of these Villains entering the arena at once in order to gang up on a bunch of other competitors … never in my life have I seen such disgusting behavior. It is beyond disrespectful. It is rude.”

Then Lady Battle looked at us. “You and your friends are not much better, Hero Winter. I might have spared you because Frostbite was the bigger problem, but that doesn’t mean I am pleased with your friends also entering the arena without my permission.”

“What are you going to do to us, then?” I said. “Punish us?”

Lady Battle shook her head. “No. Not this time. As I said, you and your friends defeated Frostbite and saved my arena from further damage. Plus, Faded Flag is one of your friends. Anyone who is a friend of Faded Flag is a friend of mine as well. Therefore, I am going to let all of you go, but you better go quickly, and if any of you other than Winter come to the Colosseum again … the consequences will be quite severe.”

“Hey, lady!” one of the Villains shouted. “Why don’t you spend less time talkin’ and more time fightin’? Or are you just going to force us to stand around here like a bunch of statues?”

Lady Battle turned to face the Villains, her eyes blazing with barely-controlled anger. “No one speakers to Lady Battle with that kind of tone! For that, I am going to punish all of you most severely. Let it be a lesson to anyone who tries to subvert the Rules of the arena to achieve their own personal goals!”

Lady Battle snapped her fingers and the portion of the arena floor that the Villains had been standing on suddenly opened up and all of the Villains—all four dozen of them—fell into the pit below screaming for their lives. A powerful wave of heat came up from the pit, along with licking flames, before the pit closed with a loud boom and the screams of the Villains were cut off entirely.

Then Lady Battle looked over her shoulder at me and my Teammates, her eyes boring into mine like drills. “And? What are you waiting for? Get out of here before I change my mind.”

I didn’t even try to argue with her. I just turned and ran into the Prep Room, my Teammates following closely behind us. Although Lady Battle might have been on our side, that did not mean I wanted to be anywhere in the same room as her, especially when she was this pissed off.

Besides, we had more important things to do than stare at Lady Battle’s angry face. We had to regroup at my Base and figure out how to defeat Paradox … if that was even possible.


CHAPTER THREE

 

Luckily for us, we didn’t have to spend too much time on the surface. Funky, who knew the Sewers of Adventure City like the back of his hand, lead us through the twisting corridors and tunnels of the Sewers until we reached a manhole that was just a few feet away from my Base. We chose to avoid the surface because, with Paradox now firmly in control of Adventure City, we had no idea how safe it was for us to travel on the surface, and a mixed group of Heroes and Villains led by yours truly would definitely attract a lot of attention from people, most of it unwanted at this point.

Emerging from the Sewers, I glanced up and down the alleyway outside of Warehouse 13 before telling the others it was safe to surface. We then ran over to the entrance to my Base, which fortunately was still locked. Unlocking it easily, I stepped inside, only to be immediately tackled by Sally, who hit me with enough force to almost knock me off my feet. I had to grab the door frame to remain standing while Sally hugged me with a vice-like grip and buried her face in my chest.

“Nyle!” said Sally, hugging me so tightly that it felt like she was trying to fuse with me. “I’m so glad you’re still alive and safe! When I saw Paradox make his announcement on the TV earlier, I became worried sick about you. I was so worried that I almost left your Base to go look for you myself. In fact, I was just about to do that before you came in and—”

“It’s okay, Sally,” I said, patting her on the back. “If you could stop squeezing the air out of me, that would be great.”

Sally loosened her grip on me, but still kept her arms wrapped around my body and her head on my chest. “I’m just glad you’re here, Nyle. I was really worried you might be dead or captured.”

“Didn’t we tell you that our fearless leader was still alive?” said a familiar British voice ahead of us. “There was not one shred of doubt in our minds that Winter would ever allow himself to be killed by a loser like Paradox. Right, brother?”

“I agree, brother,” said another British voice that sounded similar to the first, if slightly higher-pitched. “Winter is as tough as ice. Well, at least as tough as an ice cube, at any rate, which is still pretty tough.”

Surprised, I looked up to see that Sally was not the only person in the Base. Boom and Zoom—the twin Speedster brothers from Britain—were lounging on the recliners while their Sidekick, Miss Manners, was busily dusting off the coffee table. Walker, our Team’s resident Warper, was sitting on the couch with a cup of coffee in his hands, his Sidekick Tarantulos sitting next to him reading a book. Even Audionator and Pie Boy were here, Audionator leaning against the back of the kitchen while Pie Boy sat on the floor next to him, eating an entire tin of blueberry pie.

“Wow,” said Cy, who was also looking around at everyone. “It looks like the whole Team is here! First time we’ve had that in a while!”

“But where’s Gears?” I said, looking around in confusion. “Was she not online or—”

“She went off to go dig through the boxes in the Basement,” said Sally, looking up at me. “I told her there were a bunch of Equipment and weapons and stuff in there, which really seemed to catch her interest. She seemed to be getting bored waiting for you, so she was pretty happy to have something to do.”

“Well, someone needs to get her and her Sidekick out here,” I said. I glanced at Funky. “I’m calling a Team meeting and I want everyone present.”

“Sure thing, boss man,” said Boom. “Be back with her in a minute. Come, brother.”

Boom and Zoom immediately zipped up the stairs to the bathroom and returned not even a second later with Gears and her Sidekick, Monkey Wrench, in tow. Boom and Zoom held Gears and Monkey Wrench like they were little kids, which Gears clearly did not appreciate based on the annoyed scowl she wore on her lips.

“What the heck are you guys doing?” said Gears, glaring up at Boom, who was the one holding her. “Let me go, you limey jerks. There is still a ton of Equipment I need to look through and I am not in the mood to play with your stupid—”

Boom dropped Gears on her butt at the same time that Zoom dropped Monkey Wrench. It wasn’t a long drop, but it did make Gears yelp in surprise. Nonetheless, she got back to her feet quickly, dusting off her coveralls as she muttered under her breath, “And I thought the British were supposed to be the polite ones. Rude.”

“Now that the entire Team is here, I think it’s time we sat down and had a good long discussion about our current situation,” I said, putting my hands on my hips.

“That’s a mild understatement,” said Boom in a dry voice. “Our current situation is that every single player in the world is trapped in Capes Online again, only this time a living glitch did it and is demanding that we all worship him as our god or perish. Oh, and something about anyone who sides with him getting digital immortality as well, whatever that means.”

“I agree with my dear brother,” said Zoom, scratching the back of his head. “I know we missed out on the first Blackout, but it wasn’t like we actually wanted to get trapped in the game. Just our luck that the day we decide to log back on is the same day the second Blackout happens.”

“Is that what we’re going to discuss?” said Audionator, speaking up from the other side of the living room. “How to beat Paradox and free everyone from the game? Because if so, I’m ready.”

“Aren’t you with the government?” said Dillo, looking at Audionator in confusion. “Why haven’t you called the Department of VR for help yet?”

“Because when Paradox cut off all communication with the outside, that meant all communication,” said Audionator with a grunt, “including my private communication channels with the Department. So we can’t expect their help, at least until they can figure out a way to bypass Paradox’s control and contact us directly.”

“We can’t expect help from SI Games, either,” said Funky. “I’ve been attempting to contact my secretary to let her know about my condition, but my emails keep getting sent back. That means we’re entirely on our own for now, just like in the last Blackout.”

“And just like the last Blackout, it’s our job to figure out how we’re going to get out of this mess,” I said.

“That’s easy,” said Gears with a snort. “You guys saved us from the last Blackout by killing Dark Kosmos, right? So if we killed Paradox, then that should free everyone again, shouldn’t it?”

“It’s not going to be that easy,” said Funky. “Not if Paradox has done what I think he has done.”

“Oh, yeah?” said Boom, looking at Funky with a skeptical gaze. “And how would you know what he has done, mate? Have you spoken with him about this already?”

Funky shook his head. “Because I made this game. I am Homer Sitterson in real life, the creator of Capes Online.”

Boom’s mouth fell open. “What the—? Am I the only one who didn’t know this or what?”

“There are a lot of things not everyone knows,” I said, speaking up loudly enough to draw all attention on me. “That is part of the reason I called a Team meeting. Not only are we going to figure out a strategy to kill Paradox, but we’re also going to get on the same page. No more secrets. We’re all going to be totally honest with each other because, at this point, that is the only thing that will let us weather the coming storm.”

“Honest with each other, mate?” said Zoom in a slightly puzzled voice. “What do you mean? If you’re going to come out, I mean, we will accept you, but—”

“That’s not what I mean,” I said in annoyance. “Gather around, everyone. I think it’s time you all knew exactly what is going on here, starting with who and what I really am and then who and what Funky really is. Listen closely because I am not going to repeat myself.”

-

I told my Team everything, starting with the fact that I was in Project Second Life and what that meant for all of them. Most of my Teammates were already aware of my, er, condition, but not everyone was, and I felt that at this point I needed to make sure everyone knew. With Paradox luring players over to his side, I needed to make sure that none of my Teammates were tempted by his offers of digital immortality, and the only way I knew to do that was to be upfront and honest with them about everything.

Luckily, it didn’t take me very long to explain everything I knew to them. The only members of the Team who didn’t know what I really was—Walker, Boom, Zoom, and their Sidekicks—listened raptly and without interruption. This was especially surprising coming from Boom and Zoom, who always seemed to have a quip for any situation they found themselves in. It was nice, though, because it meant I didn’t have to waste time answering whatever irrelevant questions they might have.

“And now you know,” I said, finishing my story. “I am stuck in this game, as are Atmosfear and several others.”

“Which means that Paradox is telling the truth about digital immortality being real?” said Boom slowly. “It’s not just something he said to trick people into following him?”

“I don’t know if Paradox can actually grant people digital immortality,” I said, “but it’s definitely possible. I am living proof of that. As is my girlfriend, Sally.”

“That’s a wild story, mate, but I can’t dispute it,” said Zoom with a shake of his head. “I want to say it’s wrong, but if there’s one thing I know about you, Winter, it’s that you are not a liar. Plus, it explains a lot of weird stuff we’ve seen since we joined your Team.”

“I agree, it’s really weird,” said Walker, “but just like Boom and Zoom, I can’t really doubt it.”

“Good,” I said. “Like I said, I wanted to make sure everyone was on the same page. If we’re going to fight against Paradox, then it’s of utmost importance that we don’t keep secrets from each other, especially secrets that could harm our unity. Our unity needs to be stronger than ever, especially if Paradox succeeds in building up his Paradox Legion.”

“But what sort of resistance can we possibly put up against a Legion?” said Dillo doubtfully. “A Legion is more than one hundred Villains. Does Paradox have over one hundred Villains on his Team already?”

“It looks like it,” I said. “Just those arena Villains alone accounted for almost fifty. And given how we seem to run into new minions every day, it wouldn’t surprise me in the slightest if Paradox has already assembled his own Legion of Villains.”

Recover shuddered. “Why would anyone want to serve Paradox? He’s nuts. Surely even Villains can see that.”

“Not all Villains are simply people playing a role in the game,” said Technosoldier. He was leaning against the couch with Sunshine, the two of them standing very close to each other. “There is a significant subset of Villain players who are as bad as their Alignment suggests. I met more than a few of them during my time in the Slayers. They were not just playing around. They were true Villains, the kind you would expect to commit crimes in real life.”

“Like Atmosfear,” I said. “Right?”

Technosoldier nodded. “Yes. Paradox offers them all a chance to live in accordance with their own twisted values without worry about getting arrested or suffering the consequences for their crimes. And live forever while they’re at it. It’s a very tempting offer, as you might imagine.”

“No doubt,” I said. “Which is why we need to stop Paradox now before he recruits too many Villains. If he can make his Legion big enough, then no one will be able to oppose him and all of us will be forced to serve him or die.”

“Then what are we sitting around here waiting for, bro?” said Busker. “Let’s go and kick some serious Villain ass. Who’s with me on that?”

“I agree, but there are still a few more things we need to discuss before we go and fight Paradox and his Legion,” I said. I looked at Funky. “You guys have heard my story. It’s time you heard Funky’s story now.”

Boom looked at Funky skeptically. “Oh, what’s this? Are you going to tell us that you’re another digital immortal or something like that?”

“No, I’m just a normal human being like the rest of you,” said Funky. “I have a physical body in the real world that I can return to any time. Or could return to, anyway, before Paradox locked us all into the game. I am probably the only person in the game, however, who understands Paradox and knows what he is.”

“You do?” said Cy in surprise.

“He does,” I said, nodding. “You said you created Paradox, didn’t you, Funky?”

Funky nodded, though he wore a very grim frown on his lips. “I did. I am his creator. Without me, Paradox could not exist.”

“Why did you create him in the first place?” said Audionator in annoyance. “Did you deliberately create a hostile AI for your amusement or something?”

“I didn’t create him to be hostile,” said Funky. “Truth be told, Paradox should not exist. And no, not just because he is a glitch. He shouldn’t have existed even before he became a glitch.”

“Became a glitch?” said Recover, leaning forward with a questioning look on her face. “You mean Paradox wasn’t always a glitch?”

“Not always,” said Funky. “At one point, he was an ordinary NPC. Well, perhaps not entirely ordinary. Before he became a glitch, Paradox was always different from everyone else. I just didn’t realize how his differences would eventually come back to put the lives of so many innocent people in danger.”

“In what ways was Paradox different from other NPCs?” I said. “What made him so special and unique?”

Rubbing Hannah on the head, Funky said, “Because Paradox was only half-NPC. The other half was player, as in a human player like all of us.”

“Half-player, half-NPC?” said Boom. “Impossible. I’ve never even heard of such a being. It doesn’t make sense.”

“Hey, I’m half-NPC,” Hannah said, folding her arms across her chest. “Faded Flag is a player and is also my real daddy, while my mom was a Civilian.”

“But Hannah wasn’t Faded Flag’s only child, right?” I said. “He had another one, a young boy named—”

“Dean,” said Funky, nodding. He then looked around at all of us, hesitation on his face before he said, in a calm voice, “and Dean became Paradox.”


CHAPTER FOUR

 

A stunned silence descended on the living room area of my Base as Funky’s revelation hit us like a freight train. Even I hadn’t been expecting it. I half-expected Funky to say it was just a joke, but he wore a very serious expression on his face that left no room for doubt about the seriousness of his last statement.

“Sorry, Funky, but I’m not sure I heard you right,” said Recover. “Did you say that Dean was Paradox?”

“Is Paradox,” said Funky with a shrug. “Same difference, but yes, Dean is Paradox. Paradox used to be Dean.”

“But …” I pulled out the Picture Frame and looked at the baby depicted in the picture itself. “But Dean was a little baby boy. Paradox is a … thing that looks kind of humanoid but—”

“That is why I need to explain what I mean,” said Funky. “There is a reason I came back to Capes Online in my Faded Flag persona, and that was to fix a mistake I made a long time ago. Some of you already know the story of Faded Flag and the death of his family, but there are many details you don’t know. Those details are what I intend to share with you all today.”

Everyone went silent again, but not from shock. This time, it was out of anticipation for whatever Funky was about to say. Even Cy, who normally had a hard time staying still, had gone so still and silent that I might have thought him dead if not for the fact that his Health bar currently sat comfortably as 100%.

“As some of you may know, Faded Flag was another identity of mine,” said Funky. “As the creator and owner of Capes Online, I can use multiple characters at once. Over the years, I’ve changed my characters plenty of times, usually whenever I got bored with my current character or wanted an interesting challenge. Each time, I would pretend to be just an ordinary player like everyone else, albeit one more skilled than most thanks to my innate knowledge of Capes Online’s mechanics.”

“You mean cheating,” said Boom. “Right?”

“I never cheated,” Funky said quickly. “I always operated firmly within the rules of Capes Online. Because I understand the rules better than most, however, I can do all sorts of things that even the most experienced players don’t know are possible. But I never cheated. I only ever used my admin menu when I absolutely needed to. Otherwise, I played within all of the same rules as everyone else.”

I nodded. While I couldn’t speak for the others, I believed Funky when he said that. Having known him for as long as I had, I had seen him pull off some pretty amazing things, but all firmly within the rules of the game. There were only a couple of times when Funky used his position as the creator of Capes Online to benefit himself and even then, he had used his privileges in a very limited sort of way.

“So Faded Flag was my last character before I became Funky,” Funky continued. “As Faded Flag, I was a Hero-Aligned Fighter. Using my experience from my previous characters, I quickly built my character up to be one of the best Heroes in the game. I spent a lot of time building up my Trust with the Civilians of Adventure City, which is how I ended up befriending Civilians such as Mayor Williams and Cullen Clair, for example.”

“Right,” said Recover. “So when does Paradox come into this?”

Funky waved his hand. “I’m getting there. Eventually, I met a Civilian woman, named Maria, who I fell in love with.”

“You fell in love with an NPC?” said Gears. She wrinkled her nose. “Disgusting.”

Funky shrugged. “I know it’s kind of weird, but I didn’t care back then. Still don’t, to some extent. But the point is, I fell in love with Maria, married her, and had a child with her: A baby boy named Dean, who would go on to become Paradox.”

Most of the others had surprised looks on their faces, but not me. I’d already heard this story from Cullen Clair before, so I knew Faded Flag’s backstory. But I listened closely anyway because there was a difference between listening to a secondhand account and a firsthand account from someone who had actually been there.

“You had a child with her?” Gears questioned. “How is that possible? Everything I’ve read about Capes Online says it’s impossible for players to impregnate NPCs and vice versa. Even if it was possible, what would that even make Dean? Or Hannah here?”

“You’re right,” said Funky. “Normally, it is impossible for players to impregnate NPCs. But … I altered Maria’s code, as well as the programming that allowed for such a thing to be possible. Just for her. Because I wanted a child and I knew this was my best chance of getting one. Not that I hadn’t done it before with Hannah here.”

Funky said that while patting Hannah on the head. I looked at Hannah and Mayor Williams, wondering how much the two of them understood what Funky was saying. We always spoke openly about Capes Online being a game around NPCs, but for the life of me I never knew whether the NPCs around us understood what we were saying or if it all just sort of went over their heads. Given how Mayor Williams looked slightly confused, I could guess that he understood even less of what Funky was saying than we did.

“Hannah was the first,” said Funky, “but the reason I didn’t stay with her mother was because I chose … poorly. Her mother dumped me the second Hannah was born and wanted nothing to do with her. Seeing as I didn’t think I could raise a child on my own, I left Hannah with Mayor Williams in the hopes that he could be a better parent toward her than I could.”

“Don’t worry, daddy,” said Hannah, hugging Funky tightly, “I forgive you for that. Besides, my other daddy took really good care of me. I might like you more, but I’ll never forget about my other daddy.”

Funky smiled at her when she said that, but then it was Dillo who said, “So you decided to try again? Why?”

“Because I met Maria,” said Funky, looking at Dillo. “That’s why. She was the most wonderful woman I’d ever met. We both fell in love with each other. I thought we might spend the rest of our lives together. Unlike Hannah’s mom, I felt that Maria would not only be a good wife, but a good mother as well. Which, of course, is why I married her and had Dean with her.”

“But things didn’t work out, right?” I said. “One of your enemies broke out of prison and deleted Maria and Dean, didn’t he? That’s what Cullen told us.”

Funky seemed to tense when I said that, as if I had just mentioned something he would rather forget. “Yes. One month after Dean was born, one of my enemies, a Villain known as Monstar, broke out of prison, found my family by themselves, and deleted them both. It was the worst night of my life when I returned only to find that my wife and son were … gone.”

Funky sounded close to tears now. He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand, but it was obvious that talking about this traumatic event was getting to him. I was starting to feel bad about asking Funky to relive these experiences. Funky was normally one of the calmest, most levelheaded guys I knew. Seeing him get worked up about this was both understandable and yet a little scary. I just hoped that he would be able to keep talking.

“I killed Monstar,” said Funky quietly. “And even went and had him permanently banned from Capes Online. I was tempted to go after him in real life as well, but decided I would rather not have a lawsuit on me. Getting revenge on him in-game was all I could really do, though it never felt like enough.”

“I don’t get it,” said Busker. “Not trying to make light of your problems or anything, but all deleted data goes to the Junkyard, right? So why didn’t you just retrieve Dean and Maria from the Junkyard? I mean, you’re the creator of the game itself. Can’t you access the Junkyard yourself?”

“I tried that,” said Funky. He lowered his head. “But by the time I realized they were deleted, the Mist Wolves had already gotten to Dean and Maria. The Junkyard Corps searched the entire Junkyard, but couldn’t find any trace of them. Their data had already been broken down and recycled. They were truly gone … or so I thought.”

“So you thought?” said Sally. “Do you mean they weren’t actually gone?”

“Yes,” said Funky. “Sort of. It’s hard to explain. And I still don’t entirely understand what happened. Despite being the creator of this game, there’s still a lot even I don’t understand about this place. Capes Online is an incredibly complex game. Predicting the results of every action players take, of every interaction between players, NPCs, and the D.E.S., is very hard, if not impossible. That’s where glitches come from, when players break the rules.”

“Explain as best as you can,” I said. “We’re listening.”

“All right.” Funky took a deep breath. “From what I have been able to gather, when Dean and Maria were deleted, Maria died protecting Dean from the Mist Wolves. As a pure NPC, she stood no chance against the Mist Wolves, which tore her apart and consumed her data. It was the typical result of what happens when deleted data ends up in the Junkyard. But … Dean was different because he wasn’t strictly an NPC. He was half-NPC and half-player. You might even call him a digital being.”

“Like Dark Kosmos?” I said. I gestured at myself. “And like me, Atmosfear, and the other Project Second Life participants.”

“Yes, very similar,” said Funky. “Dark Kosmos himself was actually designed with data gathered from observing the participants of Project Second Life. That is why he was so real, even more real than your average NPC, because his thought patterns and behaviors were based on real human beings.”

I nodded. That explanation made sense to me. Dark Kosmos had seemed far more real than most of the NPCs in this game. It also explained his self-awareness. Ordinary NPCs seemed to have little-to-no understanding that they were in a video game. Dark Kosmos did. And that was partly what made him such a terrifying Villain in the first place.

“Of course, it worked a little too well with Dark Kosmos and we accidentally made him self-aware,” said Funky. He shook his head. “But Dark Kosmos came later. For now, I want to focus on what happened to Dean. As a digital being, the Mist Wolves did indeed try to eat him, but for some reason, they failed. I don’t know for sure entirely what happened next, but I assume that the D.E.S. did not know what to do with a being as unique as Dean, so instead of getting eaten alive, his body actually distorted the Mist Wolves and may have even dragged them into his form. This caused a glitch that turned Dean from a human baby into what he is today.”

“That doesn’t make sense, though,” said Busker. “Rumors of Paradox have existed among players for years, but if what you say is true, then Paradox is just over a year old.”

“As I said, I don’t understand what happened entirely,” said Funky. “But I do know that Dean is Paradox. I’ve seen the data and evidence, which all points to Dean and Paradox being one and the same. And that is why SI Games has always cracked down harshly on rumors about Paradox. I did not want anyone knowing that Paradox was a result of my attempts to play god. A part of me hoped that Paradox might go away if we ignored him, that the system itself might correct his existence.”

“You never even thought to send the Glitch Elimination Task Force after him?” I said.

Funky shook his head. “You don’t understand. Paradox is more than just a glitch in the system. He’s his own being, just like you and me. The Glitch Elimination Task Force couldn’t kill him any better than the Avatars could. He is simply too powerful and has only gotten more and more powerful over time, to the point where it seems like his very existence might be intertwined with the existence of the system itself, although I am still not entirely sure about that.”

“Well, ignoring Paradox clearly didn’t work,” Gears pointed out. “Maybe if you had deleted him beforehand we wouldn’t currently be stuck in this mess.”

“I know,” said Funky. “That is why I said I need to correct this mistake. If I could simply press a button and delete Paradox from Capes Online, I absolutely would. But it’s not that simple. To defeat Paradox, I need to go deeper. Much, much deeper.”

“How deep are we talking here?” I said.

“As deep as the Foundation Files of Capes Online itself,” said Funky. He pointed at the floor. “To put it simply, the only way to defeat Paradox—and save the lives of every player in the game—is to access Capes Online’s Foundational Files and forcibly remove him from them.”

“Foundational Files?” Cy questioned. “What are those?”

Funky rubbed the top of Lennox’s head. “Foundational Files are what the name implies: The files which form the basis of a particular character or location in Capes Online. Every NPC has them. Foundational Files are what make NPCs who they are. They determine an NPC’s personality, Powers, Level, history, Skills, and everything else that goes into making an NPC unique. Some aspects can be changed by players, but the most important Foundational Files are always unchangeable. Deletion targets Foundational Files directly and removes from Capes Online, which is essentially how deletion works.”

Cy nodded in understanding, though for the life of me I couldn’t understand why Cy, of all people, asked that question. But I pushed that thought out of my mind to focus on Funky, who was still speaking.

“Capes Online has Foundational Files,” Funky continued. “That is to say, the Dynamic Environment System itself. I believe that the only way to stop Paradox is to delve into the Foundational Files and delete him from within. Since he cannot be killed directly, this is our best chance of getting rid of him and saving everyone’s lives.”

“Sounds simple enough,” I said. “So where are Capes Online’s Foundational Files?”

Funky shook his head. “Wrong question. They are hidden behind layers and layers of passwords, firewalls, programming tricks, and similar defenses. Not only that, but it can only be accessed in-game by actual players like us.”

“Is that why you logged back onto Capes Online?” I said. “Because you wanted to get access to the Foundational Files?”

Funky nodded. “Yes. And I am the only player who can actually access them. Otherwise, they are completely inaccessible to the average player. Even a skilled hacker couldn’t access them even if he tried.”

“Then our mission is simple,” I said. “We find the Foundational Files for Capes Online and let you go to town on them.”

“But there’s one thing I don’t understand,” said Sally. “Why is Paradox doing any of this? If he’s basically a glorified, highly-advanced glitch, I don’t understand what his game is. Why has he been building up a Legion of immortal soldiers? Why did he lock everyone into the game? Why is he offering players a chance at digital immortality if they join him? Why does he want to be the ‘god’ of Capes Online? I don’t see how any of his actions make sense based on his background.”

“If I knew the answer to those questions, we wouldn’t even be in this situation in the first place,” said Funky. “Regardless of Paradox’s reasons for doing what he has done, we need to stop him and the only way we can do that is if we go to Capes Online’s Foundational Files. I know where they are, but I’m going to need help getting there.”

“No problem, Funky,” I said. “We’re all on the same Team here. And all of us care about stopping Paradox and saving everyone’s lives. We’ll help you however we can. Right, everyone?”

Everyone in the room nodded or affirmed their assent. It was heartwarming to see that everyone on the Team agreed about this. It gave me hope that we would eventually be able to beat Paradox.

“But first,” I said, “we need to get ready. With more and more players joining Paradox every hour, the streets of Adventure City are probably very dangerous. So before we head out, we should all take a moment to go over our character sheets to make sure we’re ready for battle. Once we leave the Base, we will undoubtedly be in for the fight of our lives.”

I stood up and looked around at my Teammates. “In one hour, we’ll head out to Capes Online’s Foundational Files. I want everyone to spend that hour getting ready, because once we leave my Base, I can’t guarantee when or if we’ll have another chance to relax ever again. Let’s do this.”


CHAPTER FIVE

 

As soon as I said that, the Team split up into multiple smaller groups. Everyone went over to different corners of the warehouse to review their sheets and make any last adjustments before we headed out. It was heartening to see everyone ready and eager to fight. It was even more heartening to know that everyone was taking advantage of this hour to prepare themselves for the inevitable battle that was to come. It meant everyone was taking this seriously, which was good. Capes Online was not just a game anymore. This time, there was no do-over. We win or we die. It was that simple.

As I usually did, I went up to my room. I asked Sally to join me, but she declined. Because she didn’t seem to have Stat Points and Power Points like the rest of us, Sally didn’t have anything to distribute or adjust. So she instead went to help Cy in the kitchen. Cy had taken it upon himself to make a good meal for the whole Team before we left. Cooking in this game didn’t require any special Powers or Skills, so Sally felt like she would be more helpful there. I suppose she had a point, but with all of this talk about digital beings and Paradox, I wondered what that made Sally.

Regardless, I had more urgent things to think about. As soon as I closed the door to my room, I sat down on my bed and opened my character sheet to start distributing my points:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 36

EXP: 2,710/55,920 (53,280 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 6

Available Power Points: 6

Available Ultimate Points: 3

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], Shatter [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], Icepick [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: 12

Fame: 561

Willpower: 19

I had quite a few SPs and PPs to distribute, so many that it was hard to figure out where to start first. Six SPs could take any of my Stats up to the next level and it was incredibly tempting to spend them all on Strength or even Energy.

But I knew that I needed to make sure that my Stats were more evenly distributed. As tempting as it was to spend all of my SPs on Strength and Energy, I knew Paradox would throw all sorts of challenges at us, so to be as prepared as possible, I needed to distribute my SPs in an even manner.

So I decided to put 2 SPs into Strength and Energy each, 1 into Stamina, and 1 into Intelligence, thus bringing each Stat up to 37, 57, 29, and 16.

The reasoning for this distribution was because it shored up my strengths while making me more efficient. Higher Strength meant I could hit harder while higher Energy meant it would take me longer to run out of Energy for my Powers. Higher Stamina meant I would last longer in a drawn-out fight or challenge, while increasing my Intelligence meant I would be able to use my Energy more efficiently.

Intelligence was one of my least used Stats, but from what I’d read up on it some time back, Intelligence was actually very important in terms of Energy conservation and usage. While it was of more importance to character Classes like Mad Scientists or Gadgeteers, having high Intelligence could still be useful for more combat-oriented Classes like my own. The higher your Intelligence, the less Energy you needed to use per Power, though it remained to be seen exactly how efficient that would make me.

Turning to my Power Points, I dumped 3 of them into Flight, thus bringing Flight up to a solid Level 2 and earning me this notification:

Power Level Up: Flight [Level 2]. You can now fly up to 20 feet for up to 2 minutes. Cost: None [Passive].

Now that was pretty nice. Both my Flight height and duration had been doubled. I wondered if it would double again at Level 3, but I suspected not. That would unbalance the game too much if Flight’s power doubled every time it leveled up.

With 3 PP left, I dumped them into Dual-Wielding Ice Dagger, thus bringing it much closer to leveling up. I just needed 1 more PP in order for Dual-Wielding Ice Dagger to reach Level 2. Given how far away I was from leveling up, I likely would not get that final PP for quite sometime. Of course, if we had to fight as many Villains as I guessed we would, then I might get that final PP much sooner than even I thought.

And finally, I dumped all three of my UPs into Ice Giant, thus bringing the cost down to 6 UPs until the next level. I was starting to wish I had more Ultimate Powers because I was kind of getting tired of dumping all of my UPs into Ice Giant, but until I got another one—unlikely, given how rare Ultimate Powers are—I would just have to make do.

With all of my points distributed, I reviewed my character sheet one last time just to make sure everything was in order:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 36

EXP: 2,710/55,920 (53,280 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: 1 PP], Ice Shackles [Level 1], Ice Slide [Level 1], Flight [Level 2. Next Level: 10 PP], Ice Barrier [Level 1], Hardened Skin [Level 1], Shatter [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: 6 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], Icepick [Powers: 1/1]

Kids Mode: Disabled

Health: 47

Stamina: 29

Strength: 37

Defense: 25

Charisma: 17

Intelligence: 16

Agility: 24

Evasion: 17

Accuracy: 16

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 57

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 16

Justice: 11

Trust: 12

Fame: 561

Willpower: 19

Pleased with my stat distribution, I closed my character sheet at the same time that I heard a loud knocking on my door.

“Yes?” I said, raising my voice. “Who is it?”

The door opened and Sally entered my room. “Hi, Nyle. Hope I’m not interrupting you. I know you were in the process of distributing your points, but—”

“No, you aren’t interrupting me at all,” I said with a smile. “I actually just finished distributing my points, so you picked the perfect time to talk. Come in and sit down here.”

Smiling, Sally walked over to my bed and sat down next to me. I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and squeezed her while she rested her head on my shoulder, a contented expression on her face.

“I thought you were in the kitchen,” I said, glancing at Sally. “Did Cy scare you off or—?”

“Nah,” said Sally, shaking her head. “I just wanted to talk to you about something in private and Cy was nice enough to let me go, though he seemed to think I was coming to, ah, do ‘sexy fun times things’ with you, as he put it.”

I sighed in exasperation. “Of course Cy would think that. He’s always thinking about that stuff.”

“Isn’t that what most men think about often, though?” said Sally with a mischievious smile. She put a hand on my thigh. “I know you think about it a lot.”

Starting to feel a little hot, I said, “Well, yeah, but I don’t like you just for that reason. I fell in love with you because I love you as a person. Not just because of, ah, other reasons.”

“Cy’s sexy fun time things?” Sally offered.

I grimaced. “Please don’t say ‘sexy fun time things’ around me. I think that will give me an aneurysm.”

Sally chuckled. “Okay, okay. That’s not what I wanted to talk about, anyway. I wanted to talk to you about us being in Capes Online.”

Looking at Sally, I said, “What do you mean?”

Sally frowned. She seemed to be trying to think about what to say. “I won’t pretend to understand everything that Funky told us about Paradox. Heck, I barely understand myself. I’ve never been a huge video game fan and being stuck in one is not my idea of a fun time, especially one as realistic and intense as Capes Online.”

I shrugged. “I didn’t choose this life, either. Someone forced it on me. Someone forced it on you, too.”

Sally looked up at me. “Don’t you ever wonder who forced it on us, though? I mean, I am not at all complaining about the fact that we are both together in this place, but you should have died in that car crash. Why didn’t you? Not that I want you to die, but it’s still weird how you survived.”

I frowned. “I still don’t know. Given all of the secrets Funky knows, I wonder if he knows who put me in Project Second Life. I know that Chuck knows, at least.”

“Chuck?” said Sally. “Do you mean the guy in charge of the Department of VR?”

“Yes,” I said. My frown deepened. “Of course, with all communication from the outside cut off, it isn’t like I’ll be able to ask him. And on the few times I did ask him, he always told me it was classified.”

“Typical government bureaucrat,” Sally sighed, running her hand up and down my thigh. “Just like the government to violate your rights and not even have the courtesy to tell you why.”

“I get what you mean, but in this case, I’m not entirely sure that this has anything to do with my rights,” I said. “I mean, if they hadn’t put me in Capes Online, I would be dead right now. And existence is usually better than nonexistence, in my opinion.”

“You’re right,” said Sally with a sigh. “I should be thanking the government for saving you. I just wish we could figure out who did it, though. Of course, I also want to know what I’m doing here, so—”

“That’s a really good question to ask,” I said, hugging Sally tighter. “I am part of Project Second Life, but you’re with the ‘Infinity Program,’ whatever that is. Even the Department of VR doesn’t know what the whole Infinity Program thing was about. Only Johnson knew and he’s dead, so we’re probably not going to find out anytime soon unless you remember. How is your memory, by the way?”

“Still blank,” said Sally. She rubbed the side of her head. “I keep trying to force myself to remember, but it’s like there’s a mental block or something. All I can remember is getting sprayed with knockout gas and then waking up in that laboratory under the Facility. I can’t tell you what happened between those two events.”

I nodded. The Facility was a secret, in-game government building. The main purpose of it was unknown, but that was where I found the ‘Test Subject,’ AKA Sally, who was inside an object called the ‘Genesis Pod.’ We still didn’t know what she was doing there or why. All we knew for sure was that Paradox wanted her, perhaps for the same reason the government did: Sally’s memories. If, somewhere in her subconscious, were the secrets of the Infinity Program, then that made her very valuable, which was another reason it was so important to protect her.

Speaking of protection, I looked at Sally again and said, “Sally, you can’t come with us.”

Sally looked at me in surprise. “What are you talking about? I haven’t said anything about going with you.”

“Yeah, but I know you better than anyone,” I said, “and I can already tell you are planning to tag along with us to go to the Foundational Files of Capes Online. And the answer is no.”

Sally scowled. “Why not? I’m tired of sitting here in your Base by myself. I want to save the world, too.”

“I know, but the fact is that you are, ah, not as combat-ready as the rest of us.” I almost said ‘weak,’ but swapped out that word at the last minute to avoid inciting Sally’s wrath. “If we got into a fight—and we will inevitably end up fighting someone at some point—you won’t be able to defend yourself as easily as the rest of us. We’d have to divide our attention between keeping you safe and fighting our enemies, and it is never wise to divide your attention in battle.”

“I might not be a superhero, but I can take care of myself,” said Sally. “I’ve got Powers.”

“Can you use them consistently?” I questioned, looking her straight in the eyes. “And do you know exactly what they do and how to use them most effectively?”

Sally bit her lower lip. “Well, no, but—”

“Then you need to stay here,” I said. “Don’t worry. You won’t be by yourself, either. I was thinking about keeping a few people here as backup anyway while the rest of us head out to find the Foundational Files for Capes Online. A smaller group of four or five players might have an easier time sneaking around Adventure City than a group of thirteen players plus their Sidekicks.”

“I guess that wouldn’t be too bad, but …” Sally sighed. “All right, Nyle. You win. I’ll be a good little girl and stay here. And hey, if you get killed, at least you’ll respawn here, right?”

“Please don’t be like that,” I said. “I’m not trying to keep you down. I just want what’s best for you. I want both of us to make it through this situation. Even if we can never return to the real world, at least we can establish a life here.”

“What kind of life, though?” said Sally. She rested her head on my shoulder again. “Back in the real world, we were going to get married, maybe even have kids. I’ve been thinking about our life here—not like there’s anything better for me to do—and I am not sure if we’ll be able to do that here.”

“If a player and an NPC can have a kid together here, I don’t see why we couldn’t have kids here together,” I pointed out.

“Yeah, but then that kid went on to become a glitch maniac who is trying to turn everyone into digital immortals and make himself the god of the entire game,” said Sally dryly. “Can’t say that’s something I’d like to see happen to any kids of mine.”

“Good point,” I said. “I’ve been thinking about our future here together as well, but it’s all very hard because we don’t know what’s going to happen after we beat Paradox. That is, if we beat Paradox.”

“You’re right,” said Sally. “But I still think you should be thinking about this. If Capes Online is our new life now, then we might as well make the best of it.”

I nodded but was now thinking about what Sally said. Funky’s story was both encouraging and at the same time terrifying. It meant there was a possibility for women to get pregnant in Capes Online after all, which meant that there was a chance Sally and I could have kids. But, aside from the fact that they could become like Paradox, I wondered what that would mean. What sort of people would these kids be? NPCs? Half-NPC/half-player hybrids like Hannah? Digital beings like Dark Kosmos? Or something else entirely?

Normally, I considered those thoughts too philosophical and therefore above my pay grade. But now they were starting to seem less like idle philosophical musings and more like practical questions that could have a serious impact on my life.

And I wasn’t sure that it would be a positive impact, either.


CHAPTER SIX

 

When our hour of preparation was up, I decided not to bring the entire Team along on this mission. As I said to Sally, having the entire Team moving through Adventure City together—especially now that all of us were on Paradox’s hit list—would only draw unwanted attention from the Paradox Legion. Therefore, I needed to put together a smaller, tighter Team, closer to a strike force than a full-sized Team, and that meant picking out who was going to come with me and who needed to stay behind.

It didn’t take me very long to put together a strike force. Aside from me and Funky, I chose Dillo and Recover so we would form the classic MMO trinity of damage dealer, tank, and healer. Plus, the four of us were the original members of Team Winter and worked together like a well-oiled machine. Between the four of us, it should be easy for us to move through Adventure City without being easily noticed by the Paradox Legion.

I did get some push back—especially from Busker and Audionator—but after I explained my reasoning to the rest of the Team, they stopped complaining, although I could sense that most of them still disagreed with my decision. The only one who seemed happy about not being picked was Gears, who apparently decided to take advantage of my absence to continue sorting through the boxes of Equipment and weapons in the Basement. Given how I’d been intending to organize those boxes and crates for a long time, I saw no harm in letting her (and Boom and Zoom, who she managed to rope into helping her) look through them. Who knows? She might find something interesting.

But just because I was leaving the rest of the Team at the Base did not mean I was going to let them sit around doing nothing. I had Walker Teleport Mayor Williams and Hannah back to the Mayoral Mansion. With Paradox taking over the City, someone needed to try to rally what little was left of the Adventure City Government and Mayor Williams was the best man for the job. Plus, I suspected Paradox no longer had any interest in either of them now that he controlled Capes Online.

As for the rest of the Team, I gave them orders to stay at the Base and defend it from Legion attacks. In particular, I ordered my Teammates to protect Sally, who were still targets of interest to Paradox. Although Villains were technically not allowed to enter my Base without my permission, I knew from experience that a determined Villain could break into my Base, so ordering my Teammates to keep Sally safe was an absolute necessity.

But I didn’t just leave the rest of the Team to do guard duty. I also gave them orders to carefully monitor Capes Online News, the Capes Online Forums, and any other places where they could get up-to-date news on events going on in-game. In particular, I asked them to keep a close eye on any news about the Paradox Legion. I was interested in finding out exactly how many players, Hero and Villain alike, were joining the Legion. I hoped that most players would realize that Paradox was evil and would resist his rule, but given how many players had accepted Dark Kosmos’ mission to kill me during the first Blackout, I couldn’t be so sure.

I also gave Busker—who I put in charge of the Team while I was away—orders not to let anyone into the Base without first vetting them extensively. Although I wanted to help all of the players who were affected by Paradox, I did not want to put our Team in danger by allowing a spy to sneak in among us. I wouldn’t put it past Paradox to send a spy to infiltrate the Team and try to take us down from within. Even Hero players needed to be vetted, seeing as Paradox lifted the Alignment restrictions that normally prevented Heroes and Villains from working together in the same Team.

And, of course, before I left I told Busker and the others to send me a message in case of an emergency. The Team Chat still seemed to work, luckily enough, but I still tested it out with Busker just to be safe. I had worried that Paradox might have disabled the Team Chat to make it harder for players to organize against him, but it looked like Paradox had left it untouched.

With that out of the way, me, Funky, Dillo, and Recover made our way down into the Sewers after saying goodbye to everyone. Once we got down to the Sewers, we fell into our old formation, with Dillo and Brawn taking up the rear, Funky and me in the front, and Recover, Hop, and Cy in the middle. With this setup, we were prepared for any attack from any direction.

“Man, this is just like old times, huh, boss?” said Cy as we walked. “Just the seven of us, walking down into the Sewers, going to take down a big bad who locked all players into Capes Online. Good times.”

“I wouldn’t call the Blackout good times,” I said with a shake of my head, “but yeah, it’s pretty similar. History repeats, as they always say. Anyway, Funky, how much farther until we reach the Foundational Files?”

Funky seemed to look at a screen we couldn’t see. “It will take us about half an hour to get there at this rate, and that’s including the shortcuts I know about.”

“Half an hour?” said Cy in surprise. “Why didn’t we just have Walker Teleport us to the Foundational Files himself? That would have been easier and quicker than walking there, wouldn’t it?”

“Walker’s Teleport is only Level 5,” said Funky, “which means he can only Teleport up to five people at a time without running out of Energy or Stamina. Plus, the place we’re going has anti-Teleportation blockers on it. If it didn’t, some idiot with more power than sense would have teleported down there long ago and completely ruined Capes Online itself.”

“Oh,” said Cy. He shrugged. “Well, I don’t mind walking, anyway. It’s good exercise.”

“I just don’t like the fact that we have to walk through this stinky sewer,” said Recover, wrinkling her nose. “Ugh. Reminds me of why I don’t accept missions that take me down here.”

“It’s still far safer than the surface,” said Funky. “I will admit to not being a fan of the Sewers, either, but that doesn’t change the fact that most players avoid it for the reasons you said. That’s why I said we travel through the Sewers. Less chance of running into Legionnaires.”

I nodded, even though I agreed with Recover about the smell. However much I might dislike the smell of this place, I disliked having to fight through hordes of players who wanted to kill me to please their so-called ‘god’ even more.

But all this talk about missions to the Sewers reminded me of something. I looked at Funky and said, “Funky, I had a mission to search for Faded Flag, a mission I am pretty sure I completed back in the Colosseum when we met.”

Funky nodded without looking at me. “Yeah, and?”

“Well, I haven’t received the usual success notification I get whenever I complete a mission,” I said, glancing under my ‘MISSIONS’ tab to make sure I hadn’t missed anything. “What’s up with that? Is it a glitch or something?”

Funky glanced at me. “Oh, that? No, I don’t think it’s a glitch. It’s a Secret Mission, right?”

I blinked. “Um, yeah.”

“Right,” said Funky. “Well, missions that focus on you finding a missing person don’t officially end until that person says you have found them, something I have yet to actually say, in case you haven’t noticed.”

I blinked. “Really? That’s the reason I haven’t received the success notification? That’s weird.”

“I know,” said Funky with a sheepish shrug, “but that’s how I designed the game, so allow me to officially announce that you have found me and have therefore completed your mission.”

As soon as Funky said that, this notification appeared in my view all of a sudden:

MISSION COMPLETED: Find Faded Flag

Congratulations! After a bit of a delay, you finally located Faded Flag! Not only that, but you also learned his tragic backstory. How ironic that Faded Flag was with you the entire time!

REWARDS: Increased reputation with the Dwellers and a Rare Weapon!

Your reputation with the Dwellers has increased from ‘Trusted’ to ‘Ally’! The Dweller people are far more likely to come to your aid even if you do not ask them to. Increase your reputation with the Dwellers further to gain even more benefits!

You have obtained: Ice Gloves. Check your inventory to equip your newest weapon!

Puzzled, I opened my inventory. At first, I just saw my Health Drinks, Energy Drinks, and various other items and Equipment I had picked up over my gaming career (such as the Electrical Biter, though I made a note to give that to Gears the next time I saw her to install in my Base), but then I noticed a new weapon sitting in an item slot all by its lonesome, sitting next to the Darkbane. Curious, I clicked the weapon and got this information:

Ice Gloves

Materials: Leather, Fur

Powers: Frozen Fist [1/1]

A comfortable set of thick leather gloves that not only will protect your hands from the cold, but also look stylish at the same time. +10 Dexterity and Strength while wearing them. Available only to Ice Type characters.

“Whoa,” I said.

I quickly Equipped my new Ice Gloves and they appeared on my hands as if by magic. They fit like, well, a glove, and I flexed my fingers quickly to make sure my movement wasn’t inhibited by my new gloves. As soon as I put them on, however, I got this notification:

New Power Unlocked: Frozen Fist [Level 1]. Coat your hands in a thick layer of ice and snow to inflict extra damage on enemies and protect your hands. +1% chance of inflicting Frozen on enemies. Cost: 1 Energy. Duration: N/A

Neat. Although I preferred using my Ice Daggers and Ice Beam to fight, I did use fisticuffs a lot. Being able to protect my fists and inflict extra damage on enemies with my fists seemed really useful to me. The 1% chance of Freezing enemies was also a nice little bonus that would probably come in handy during particularly difficult boss battles.

As soon as I dismissed that notification, trumpets blared in my ears all of a sudden, startling me and causing me to almost trip and fall onto my hands and knees. I just barely managed to reach out and grab railing on the walls for support, however, as the trumpets continued to blare in my ears.

“Boss, what’s the matter?” said Cy. “Are you okay?”

I opened my mouth to say that I had no idea what was going on until this notification appeared in my vision:

Congratulations! With the equipping of Ice Gloves, you have officially completed your Costume [6/6]!

By gathering all 6 pieces of Ice Man Equipment, your Costume has now become a Completed Costume. That means all of the Stat Buffs you gain from your individual Costume pieces are now doubled!

What’s more, you can now choose a new Ultimate Power. One of the effects of completing the Ice Man Costume is getting to choose one of three new Ultimate Powers to add to your arsenal. Choose wisely, because once you pick your Ultimate Power, you won’t have a chance to pick another one until you find a Power Crystal that allows you to do so.

Before my startled eyes, three Ultimate Powers appeared in my vision in a neat list:

Ultimate Power: Avalanche [Level 1]. Summon a literal avalanche down on your enemies, burying them under hundreds of pounds of stone and snow. Cost: All Energy. Cooldown: 3 days. [NOTE: This is an AREA OF EFFECT attack and will harm Teammates as well as enemies]

Ultimate Power: Blood Freeze [Level 1]. Freeze the blood of any enemy you touch, killing them instantly. Cost: All Energy. Cooldown: 1 week.

Ultimate Power: Snow Golem [Level 1]. Summon a golem made of snow and ice to do your bidding. The Snow Golem is a unique character that can be leveled up like any other character using SPs and PPs earned in battles and missions. Cost: All Energy. Cooldown: 24 hours.

My jaw dropped. I now had access to three different Ultimate Powers. And each one of those Ultimate Powers sounded really good, too.

Unfortunately, I could only pick one, so I had to go through and examine each Ultimate Power individually to see which one would work best for me.

Avalanche was out. While Avalanche had the potential to be very useful in Team VS. Team Battles, the fact that I could hurt Teammates in addition to enemies was a big drawback. What was the point of killing your enemies if you also killed your friends? It didn’t make sense to me. Besides, I already had Blizzard for an AoE attack, so I didn’t really need another one.

Blood Freeze and Snow Golem were both interesting. I liked the idea of freezing the blood of my enemies just by touching them. It sounded very similar to Freezing Touch, only apparently limited to living enemies. Not that that made it any less useful. Given how freezing a person’s blood was almost always guaranteed to kill them, it was obvious to me that Blood Freeze was almost too OP. It’s one week cooldown period, however, was a serious drawback and I wasn’t sure it would actually be more helpful than Freezing Touch with that kind of a drawback.

Snow Golem seemed useful as well. It was pretty vague about what this ‘Snow Golem’ was, exactly, and its exact capabilities. If I had to guess, it would likely let me summon a creature made of ice and snow that would obey my every command, maybe even fight my enemies for me. Having another ally in a fight sounded really useful. Even if the Snow Golem wasn’t the strongest character in the game, it never hurt to have more allies. Plus, the one day cooldown period was the shortest cooldown period out of all three Ultimate Powers available to me, meaning that I would only have to wait 24 hours before I could use it again. And given how it was only Level 1, something told me the cooldown period would get even shorter than that as I leveled it up.

So I picked Snow Golem. The other two options vanished, while this notification replaced them:

Congratulations! You have unlocked your second Ultimate Power, Snow Golem! You can now summon a golem made of snow and ice who will do your every bidding! Check your Ultimate Powers on your character sheet for full details!

“Winter, what are you doing, man?” said Funky, causing me to dismiss the notification and look at him. He had a worried expression on his face. In fact, everyone on the Team did. “You zoned out there for a minute.”

“What?” I said. “Oh, I just got my second Ultimate Power.”

“Your second Ultimate Power?” said Recover in shock. “How did you manage that?”

I held up my hands. “When I completed the Faded Flag mission, I got these Ice Gloves as a reward. When I Equipped them, I was told I had a Completed Costume, which allowed me to pick out one of three possible Ultimate Powers, but only one.”

“Really?” said Recover. She shook her head. “Man, you’re lucky.”

“It’s his Luck stat,” said Cy. He sighed. “I wish I had some Luck Points. Maybe we should make a stop at the Adventure Mall to see if they’ve repaired the Fountain of Luck yet.”

“Did you say you got the Ice Gloves as a reward for completing the Faded Flag mission?” Funky said. “Who gave them to you?”

“No one,” I said. I gestured at the empty air. “As soon as I completed the mission, the Ice Gloves were deposited into my inventory where all of my other Equipment goes. Why do you ask? It is that unusual?”

“Sort of,” said Funky. “Say, who gave you the Faded Flag mission in the first place?”

I blinked. “No one. I just got it when I found the Picture Frame. I know most of my missions generally come from NPCs or other players, but this isn’t that weird, is it?”

“It’s very weird,” said Funky, stroking his chin in thought, “not to mention unusual. Not entirely unheard of, but items can’t give you missions. Unless it wasn’t an item at all, that is.”

“What do you mean?” I said. “Are you saying that the system itself—”

My question was interrupted when my Hero Sense started ringing like crazy in my head. I immediately began looking around the Sewers, but I didn’t see any Villains nearby. In fact, I didn’t see anyone at all except for me and my Teammates.

“Guys, do any of you sense Villains nearby?” I said, still whipping my head back and forth as I searched for the thing that tripped my Hero Sense.

“Yeah, my Hero Sense is going crazy, too,” said Dillo, his claws popping out of his gauntlets, his eyes darting back and forth inside his helmet, “but I don’t see any—”

Dillo was interrupted when something large and scaly exploded out of the sewage water below. The large, scaly creature landed with a splotch on the floor in front of us before turning around to face us:

It was a giant crocodile. And its teeth were as sharp as knives.


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

No, wait. That wasn’t a crocodile. It was a human. Or at least humanoid. I thought it was a Dweller until it stood up to its full height, revealing that it was actually a strange, humanoid creature that just happened to resemble a cross between a human and a crocodile. Water dripped off its green, scaly skin onto the floor, while cruel yellow eyes peered out from its sockets. Its thick tail moved through the air behind it like a snake about to strike, while its muscles on its arms and legs rippled with every movement. It also stank like sewage water, though the smell was hardly distinguishable in the general stink that permeated the Sewers itself.

But when I read its nametag—[VILLAIN CROCOKING]—that was when I knew it wasn’t a ‘creature’ at all, but another player, and a Villain at that.

“Oh, great,” said Dillo with a groan. “Yet another Villain. Are you with the Paradox Legion?”

“Yep,” said Crocoking. He grinned, revealing row upon row of razor-sharp teeth. “Not like I have much of a choice. Either die in a few days after my body has degraded in the real world or live forever in Capes Online. Always liked this game better than real life anyway, so it wasn’t much of a choice for me to make.”

“You made the wrong choice,” I said. “Paradox doesn’t care about you. Or anyone. He’s only using you to increase his control over Capes Online. The second you aren’t useful to him anymore, he’ll toss you out like garbage.”

“Right,” said Crocoking. “Even if that’s true, it isn’t like you could offer me anything better. Unless you can promise me digital immortality as well, I think I’ll stick with Paradox. No one can even touch him anyway.”

I sighed, but summoned my Ice Daggers and said, “Fine. We’ll just kick your butt and move on. Shouldn’t take long, given how you are on your own.”

Crocoking’s grin turned into a very self-satisfied smirk. “Uh oh. You just made a false assumption there, friend. Because I am not alone.”

Crocoking pulled what looked like a gas mask, modified to fit his elongated face, out of his inventory and slapped it onto his face. At the same time, a teenage girl who had to be Crocoking’s Sidekick wearing a similar gas mask stepped out of a nearby side tunnel and hurled a ball at us. The ball hurtled through the air until it landed at our feet and exploded, sending a cloud of some kind of purple gas flying up into our faces.

The purple gas burned my lungs, making me hack and cough as we inhaled it. My vision became obscured in the ever-thickening purple gas and this notification popped up in my vision:

Debuff added: Poisoned. -5 HP/3 seconds. Duration: 2 minutes.

Debuff added: Blinding Fog. -75% vision. Duration: 3 minutes.

Damn it. How did we walk right into this trap?

But I had no time to beat myself up over such a stupid decision. I just shouted, “Cy, blow this poison gas away! Now!”

Without hesitation, Cy unleashed a huge blast of Gust that caused the poison gas to dissipate. Blinding Fog vanished, but Poisoned remained, at least until Recover cast a Full Heal on the party that restored our Health and lifted the Poisoned debuff.

But even as the last of the poison cloud vanished, it revealed that Crocoking and his Sidekick were nowhere to be seen.

“What was that all about?” said Cy, coughing and hitting his chest with his hand. “That girl just threw a poison-filled smoke bomb at us and then the crocodile guy just … ran away?”

“He obviously underestimated us,” said Recover, throwing her long, dark hair back. “Probably thought we wouldn’t get rid of the fog and poison so quickly and ran away when he realized how tough we are.”

“I don’t know,” I said, frowning as I looked around the seemingly empty Sewer. “It seems a little too easy to me. He didn’t strike me as the type to give up like that.”

“Villains generally are cowards, though,” said Dillo, crossing his massive arms in front of his chest. “And delusional, too. Did he seriously think he could beat all four of us on his own? Greed can make you really shortsighted and stupid, can’t it?”

I opened my mouth to speak, but then my Hero Sense went off like a bomb in my head at the same time that Crocoking burst out of the sewage water, grabbed my ankle with one of his hands, and yanked me into the water before anyone else could react. With a yelp, I fell into the sewage water with Crocoking and disappeared underneath the surface.

The water was thick and sludge-like. I felt like I was sinking in mud and I could barely see anything. Sewage water and waste filled my nostrils and mouth before I had the sense to close my damn mouth, but at that point, I’d already swallowed a substantial amount of sewage water. I held my breath, only for a sharp pain to explode in my right thigh and make me cry out in pain. A solid 10% of my Health dropped in an instant and this notification appeared in my vision:

[Villain Crocoking] bit your right thigh!

Debuff added: Bleeding. -1 HP/5 seconds. Duration: 1 minute.

Dang it. The poison gas must have been a distraction so he could pull me into the water, which was clearly his environment. I tried to look around, but my heavy Costume limited my movement considerably underwater, so I only succeeded in flailing about pointlessly for a couple of seconds before sharp claws razed across my chest, knocking down my HP by another 10%. I gasped in pain and swallowed more sewage water, causing this notification to appear in my vision:

Debuff added: Choking. -2 HP/2 seconds. Duration: 2 minutes.

Okay, this was getting ridiculous. No way I could fight back in this environment. I needed to get back to the surface where I could breathe and get healed. A part of me was wondering what was taking the others so long to come to my aid, but I didn’t bother to worry about that right now. I would worry about that later, after I could actually breathe again.

I activated Flight, but instead of taking off into the air like I normally do, I just barely began to move through the thick water at a snail’s pace. I was confused about that until this notification appeared before me:

Debuff added: Sludge. -10% Agility. Duration: Until you get out of the sewage water.

My eyes widened when I read that notification. This was starting to get ridiculous. I knew that your environment could affect your Powers, but I didn’t know it was that bad.

Things got even worse when I felt two strong hands wrap around my ankles and yank me down deeper into the sewage water. That caused me to gasp and inhale even more sewage water, making me feel even sicker than I already did.

I aimed down randomly and fired twin Ice Beams. I didn’t think I hit anything, but the hands did let me go and my descent stopped. Unfortunately, that still left me a good deal deeper in the water than I was before, meaning it would take me even longer to swim back to the surface. And that was assuming Crocoking would even let me swim back to the surface, which he obviously wouldn’t.

Therefore, I needed to beat Crocking first, but how did I beat Crocoking in his own environment? In the water, he had a huge unfair advantage over me. If we were on land, things might be different, but underwater, there was no way I could beat him in a fight, at least before my Health ran out and I died. And how horrible would it be to die from choking on sewage water and human waste? I couldn’t think of a worse way to go.

Wait a minute … water.

Without hesitation, I dropped my Ice Daggers and thrust my hands out before me and activated Freezing Touch.

Ice exploded from my hands into the water around me. Whereas normally the ice generated from Freezing Touch would focus on one thing, it spread all across the water around me, especially when I waved my hands around, spreading the freezing effect in every direction. It was kind of like an ice bomb had gone off underwater.

I heard a gurgling sound below and glanced down just in time to see Crocoking’s Frozen claws reaching out to me. Crocoking’s Frozen face was visible to me, his face caught in an expression of surprise, as if he didn’t see this coming. Guess he must not have been very smart if he didn’t see how dragging the ice guy into water was a bad idea.

Regardless, I immediately began swimming upward, pumping my arms and legs as fast as I could. Without Crocoking holding me down, I was able to pierce the surface of the water and grab onto the edge of the sewer walkway, wrapping my greasy fingers around a ladder rung that was halfway between the water and the walkway.

Gasping for breath, I pulled myself up out of the water and onto the concrete walkway. I felt like crap. Literally. I was pretty sure I had some crap on me. I probably also inhaled some back in the water, causing me to hack and cough and spit out as much water as I could. I even drank a Health Drink to get rid of the horrid taste in my mouth, which did the trick, restoring my Health and taking away my debuffs, although it did nothing to make me smell better.

But my awful body odor was nothing in comparison to the scene playing out before me: My Team was fighting for their lives.

A few feet down from me, Cy was battling what looked like an evil Ninja clad in red and black, the two of them clashing their Kunai together and trading blows. Further down, Dillo was slugging it out with a Bruiser of some sort who resembled a sumo wrestler, of all things, while Funky and Lennox were taking on what looked like three of the same kind of Villain at once, a guy who looked he couldn’t decide if he wanted to be a European knight or a Japanese samurai and so had decided to combine both. Recover was in between Cy and Dillo’s fights, along with Hop and Brawn, the latter of whom was protecting the other two.

Although I had never seen these Villains before, I could guess that they were more of Crocoking’s allies. Probably even fellow Slayers or Paradox Legionnaires. They must have come out of hiding when I was pulled into the water. Though none of my Teammates had been killed yet, they had been separated from each other, which explained why the battle had stalled so far.

Standing up, I summoned my Ice Daggers and rushed toward Cy and his evil Ninja enemy, whose nametag identified him as [VILLAIN BACKSLASH]. Backslash was too busy trying to stab Cy to notice me, which was how I was able to stab him in the back with both of my Ice Daggers, taking off a good 30% of his Health in one blow. Backslash cried out in pain, which Cy took advantage of to slit his throat and cause his Health to drop to zero. I yanked my Ice Daggers out of Backslash’s back and he immediately collapsed on the ground with this notification appearing:

[Sidekick Cyclone] killed [Villain Backslash]! +5,000 EXP!

“Boss!” said Cy as Backslash’s body vanished into thin air. “You’re alive! When Crocoking pulled you under, we tried to save you, but then these other guys showed up out of nowhere and started attacking us, so we had to—”

“It’s fine,” I said. “We can talk later. Right now, we need to help the others defeat these Villains.”

“Sure thing, boss,” said Cy, giving me the thumbs up. Then he sniffed and shuddered. “Gross. You smell like crap.”

“Thanks, Cy,” I said dryly. “I really didn’t notice that until you pointed it out to me.”

“No prob, boss,” said Cy. “Here, let me use Sweet Scent on you to make the stink go away.”

Cy quickly cast Sweet Scent. The stink of raw sewage water and crap was immediately replaced by a scene of roses and fresh buttercups. It immediately made me feel better, although, of course, it didn’t actually clean me. But there would be time for cleaning later. For now, we had to fight.

With Dillo being closest, we ran to help him. He was still trading blows with the sumo wrestler Villain, whose nametag cleverly read [VILLAIN PSEUMO], a pun even I thought was funny, but I just jumped into the air and kicked Pseumo in the back. My kick barely dented his Health, but it did make Pseumo whirl around and look at me with extreme anger in his eyes.

“Who kicked me?” said Pseumo. He sniffed and sighed contentedly. “Ah, roses. Such a wonderful smell in this disgusting—”

Pseumo was interrupted when Dillo grabbed his head and twisted his neck so fast that he was dead before he even felt it:

[Hero Dillo] killed [Villain Pseumo]!

Pushing the dead Villain’s body away, Dillo looked at me and smiled. “Thanks for saving me, Winter. That Pseumo guy was way stronger than I expected.”

“You’re welcome, Dillo,” I said. “Now, let’s go and help Funky. He looks like he could use our help.”

I was right. Although Funky’s Health was still well above 90%, I could tell he was starting to run out of Stamina defending himself from three attackers at once. His attacks were getting slower and clumsier and he was taking more hits that he normally would have avoided. He wasn’t quite at death’s door, but if he didn’t get some help soon, he would be.

Before either Dillo or myself could come to Funky’s rescue, however, the wastewater exploded again, shards of ice flying out at the same time. Crocoking landed on the ground in front of us and stood up, his slimy body now half-covered in ice. He was breathing harder than ever now, smoke practically rising from his nostrils.

“Huh?” said Dillo. “I thought you killed him.”

“No, just froze him,” I said, staring at Crocoking in annoyance, “although I probably should have killed him, now that I think about it.”

“You definitely should have,” said Crocoking. His eyes narrowed. “And that is why you are going to die today.”

Crocoking’s body suddenly began to glow red. His muscles started to bulge and weird cracking noises came from his body as his body began to undergo some kind of weird change. His head grew longer and thinner, while his teeth became as long as daggers. His body began to grow in length, while his tail grew spikes and became even longer than it already was.

In seconds, Crocoking stood before us in a new form. He now towered over both of us, his harsh yellow eyes glaring down at us, while a monstrous smile crossed his lizard-like features.

“Now, Heroes,” said Crocoking, his voice far more monstrous than before, “why don’t we really get started now?”


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

“Did he just transform into a giant monster?” said Cy. He clapped his hands. “So cool! Turn into a giant robot next.”

“Cy, now isn’t the time to request magic tricks from lizard people,” I said, glaring at Cy. “Crocoking will bite you head off if you’re not—”

A huge shadow fell over me, causing to me look up in time to see Crocoking stand above us. He swirled around, his tail coming right at me too fast to Dodge, but then Dillo ran past me and caught the tail with his large arms. He strained to hold back Crocoking’s long tail, sweat visible on the portions of his skin not covered by his armor.

“Got him!” Dillo said in a strained voice, glancing over his shoulder at me. “Take him out now before he escapes!”

Nodding, I turned and activated my Drone Energy Cannon, which detached from my arm and began flying around Crocoking’s head, pelting him with minor Energy shots that only took off a couple of points of Health but otherwise worked very well in annoying him. Crocoking swung his claws in the air, trying to knock the Drone out of the air, but the Drone moved too quickly, easily avoiding Crocoking’s claws.

While Crocoking was distracted by my Drone, Cy and I ran up to Crocoking’s legs and began slashing at his knees and thighs. Individually, our attacks didn’t do much damage, but the cumulative effect of so many small attacks hitting at once meant that Crocoking’s Health was slowly but surely depleting. He still had about 80% of his Health left, but at the rate we were attacking him, he would hit zero pretty soon.

But then Crocoking glowed red again and unleashed an earsplitting roar of anger that caused me and Cy to stagger backward. It also caused Dillo to let go of Crocoking’s tail, which he wrenched out of Dillo’s arms. Then Crocoking snapped my Drone Energy Cannon out of the air and spat it at me, causing me to jump back to avoid getting hit by my own Energy Cannon. My Energy Cannon came to a stop at my feet, now covered in Crocoking’s saliva, although I picked it up and put it back on my arm anyway just to make sure I didn’t lose it.

Crocoking, however, was still glowing red. Steam rose from his nostrils now and even off of his body. He let loose a roar of anger and rushed toward us with shocking speed.

Dillo, being the good tank he was, rushed forward and met Crocoking head-on. The clang from Crocoking’s claws tearing at Dillo’s armor made me cringe, but Dillo, shockingly enough, managed to hold his own against Crocoking. He held the giant, barely human Villain back, his muscular arms clearly straining under the weight of Crocoking.

“Guys!” Dillo cried out. “Get him! Can’t hold him back for—”

Dillo was interrupted when Crocoking grabbed him and threw him across the Sewer. Dillo slammed into the wall on the other side of the Sewer and fell down with a clunk, his body unmoving as this notification appeared in my vision:

[Hero Dillo] is Unconscious!

Crap. I looked at Crocoking, who was now smiling again, showing off all of his pearly whites. Well, perhaps they were pearly white at one point. After spending so much time in the Sewers, they were now quite green and black and gross.

“Finally got you where I want you, Winter,” said Crocoking. He made an odd chuckling sound. “Paradox’s reward will be great.”

“You shouldn’t do this just for money,” I said. “Or even digital immortality, which you won’t get. My Teammates and I are trying to save every player in the game. If you let us go, then we can stop Paradox and free every player in Capes Online, including you.”

Crocoking, however, waved a finger at me. “I’m not an idiot. No one can stop Paradox. Not even you. Besides, no one is that selfless. You were trying to run away with your friends through the Sewers earlier. I know what you were trying to do.”

I scowled. “If you won’t listen to reason, then let’s see if you will listen to force.”

I hurled both of my Ice Daggers at Crocoking, which Crocoking knocked out of the air with his hands. But that left him too distracted to avoid my Ice Beams, which I shot into his chest, sending him staggering backward from the blow and knocking 5% off his Health. At the same time, Cy suddenly appeared in the air behind him and slashed at Crocoking’s back, taking off another 5% of his overall Health.

But then Crocoking roared in anger and swung his tail around. Cy, however, jumped into the air and used Flight to hover above Crocoking. He thrust his hands downward and used Tornado, unleashing a powerful burst of wind directly onto Crocoking, slamming him into the floor of the Sewers.

Now was my chance. I slammed my fists on the floor and used Freezing Touch at the same time, sending a wave of cold energy shooting across the floor toward Crocoking. Crocoking, however, grunted and thrust his tail upward, shooting the spikes off his tail at Cy. Most of the spikes missed, but one of them did embed itself in Cy’s right bicep, causing Cy to stop shooting Tornado down on Crocoking.

With Cy not pinning him down anymore, Crocoking jumped into the air, neatly avoiding the icy wave of Freezing Touch, and landed on the wall, digging into it with his claws. Moving like a lizard, Crocoking crawled across the wall with his claws until he got close enough to jump off toward me, his claws and teeth bared as he snarled at me.

I Dodged at the last minute, jumping to the side to avoid getting crushed by Crocoking’s weight. But when Crocoking hit the floor, he spun around and slashed his claws at me. His claws slashed into my chest, causing me to scream in pain as my Health dropped a solid 20% from that attack alone. The pain also temporarily distracted me, causing me to clutch my chest and briefly forget that I was in the middle of a fight to the death.

Then Crocoking grabbed my neck and slammed me against the wall, taking off another 5% of my Health. My head spinning, I tried to use Freezing Touch, only for Crocoking to punch me in the face and make me dizzy again.

“No,” said Crocoking, flashing a hungry grin that sent a shiver down my spine. “You aren’t going to use your ice Powers on me, snowflake. I had hoped to bring you to Paradox alive, but it would probably be easier just to kill you and take your body to him. Won’t make a difference to him, I imagine.”

Crocoking opened his mouth, revealing row upon row of deadly, razor-sharp, disgusting teeth. His sewer-like breath also emitted from his mouth, making me gag and making it even harder for me to focus on using my Powers.

Before Crocoking could tear my head off, however, I heard a flap of wings and then a blast of fire struck Crocoking from behind. The flames knocked off another 10% of Crocoking’s Health, but more importantly, he screamed in pain and let go of me, stumbling backward as he waved his hands in the air. At the same time, a golden aura washed over me all of a sudden and my Health went back up to 100%, while my chest wound closed on its own and I was no longer in physical pain.

Looking down the way, I saw Recover holding her hands out toward me. I also saw Funky running toward us, the knight/samurai Villain from before lying dead on the floor of the Sewer with his head missing like it had been torn off. Lennox the dragon was flying around Crocoking, bathing him in white-hot flame while keeping just enough distance to keep Crocoking from being able to get him. Lennox’s continual fire-breathing was taking off more and more of Crocoking’s Health, slowly bringing it down to 50% … 40% … 30% …

By the time it reached 20%, Crocoking had apparently decided to call it quits. With another roar, he fired more tail spikes at Lennox, which the dragon easily Dodged, but it was a distraction because Crocoking rushed back toward the Sewer water. I realized that if Crocoking got away then we would probably never see him again. No way was I going to let him get away that easily.

I activated Ice Slide and zoomed toward Crocoking. Before he could jump off into the sewage water and disappeared, I fired another Ice Beam at his legs and it hit. To my great satisfaction, Crocoking’s right leg instantly froze when Ice Beam hit it, thus causing him to stumble as well as bringing his Health down to 15%.

Taking advantage of Crocoking’s wounded state, I stopped next to him and put both of my hands on his body, activating Freezing Touch. In an instant, all of Crocoking’s body was encased in a thick block of ice except for his head, which I deliberately left unfrozen. Even so, when I took my hands off of Crocoking’s body, I got this notification:

[Villain Crocoking] is Frozen! -100% Agility and Evasion. Duration: 10 minutes.

“What the—?” said Crocoking, looking down at his Frozen body. “Let me go now!”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “This battle is over. We won. You lost.”

Crocoking snarled. He tried to snap at me, but thanks to the fact that I stood a few feet outside of his reach, he only succeeded in snapping pointlessly at the air. “You jerk! If you don’t let me go right now—”

“You’ll what, keep calling me names?” I said. I snorted. “Look, you’re not really in any position to threaten anyone right now. I could have killed you—and still can, given how little Health you have left—but I have my reasons for keeping you alive, at least for now.”

“Boss!” said Cy, appearing next to me out of nowhere. The spike was missing from his arm. “I’m glad you’re still alive! If Lennox hadn’t interrupted Crocoking when he did, you might have really died.”

“I know,” I said, “but what happened to the spike in your arm? I thought that Crocoking had hit you.”

“He did, but I removed the spike and Hop healed my arm,” said Cy, flexing his bicep to prove his point. “Hurt like hell, though. I do not recommend getting one of his spikes lodged in your arm. Not fun.”

“I can imagine,” I said dryly. I glanced over my shoulder at the other side of the Sewer where Dillo still lay unconscious and said, “Cy, go check on Dillo and make sure he’s okay. Now that the battle is over—”

“The battle is never over,” Crocoking snarled.

“—now that the battle is over,” I repeated, this time more firmly than before, “I need you to make sure Dillo is okay. Oh, and take Hop with you in case Dillo needs to be healed.”

“Sure thing, boss man,” said Cy, giving me the thumbs up before rushing over to Hop, picking her up bridal carry style, and then flew across the Sewer toward Dillo.

While Cy did that, Funky, Recover, and Brawn came up to me. Lennox hung across Funky’s shoulders like always, smoke rising from his nostrils as his owner stopped a couple of feet away from me.

“Thanks for saving me back there, Funky,” I said. I rubbed my neck. “Thought I was going to die for a moment.”

“No problem, Winter,” said Funky with a simple shake of his head. “I took care of my guy quickly and when I saw Crocoking trying to kill you, I sent Lennox to save you.”

“Hey, don’t forget me,” said Recover, jerking a thumb at her chest. “I healed you, you know. Think I deserve a little recognition for that.”

I smiled at Recover. “Of course. It’s nice having a dedicated Healer on the Team. Well, two, technically, if you count Hop.”

“Well, I am the best Healer in Capes Online,” said Recover. She glanced at Crocoking and shuddered. “Why are you keeping this guy alive? He’s so creepy and disgusting. And this coming from a girl who was obsessed with crocodiles when she was a kid.”

“Because Crocoking is part of the Paradox Legion,” I said, gesturing at our prisoner. “He should be able to answer some questions I have about the Legion and what Paradox’s plans are.”

Crocoking snorted. “Good luck with that. In the Legion Hierarchy, I’m just a Grunt. I don’t know nothing.”

“A Grunt?” I said. “What does that mean?”

“It’s one of the features of the Legion/League mechanic,” Funky explained. “In Legions and Leagues, members are sorted in a Hierarchy, the strictness thereof depending on the organization itself. In most Legions and Leagues, your common, non-Ranked member is a Grunt, who is basically a foot soldier. Grunts are usually the weakest or least important members of a Legion and therefore often act as cannon fodder in large conflicts.”

“I see,” I said, stroking my chin. I looked at Crocoking. “So you’re saying that you are unimportant cannon fodder that I can safely kill without needing to worry about retaliation from Paradox, right?”

Crocoking’s face went pale. “I-I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant that I don’t know as much as Atmosfear or one of the other leaders. That’s all.”

I grimaced. “Atmosfear is a leader of the Legion now? Great. That’s definitely not going to inflate his ego even bigger than it already is. I can tell that Paradox knows how to pick great leaders, though he might want to work on the Grunts.”

“Hey, don’t look at me,” said Crocoking. “I’m just on the winning side. Lots of players are siding with Paradox. No one believes that we’re ever going to leave this game again, so lots of players have decided it’s better to toss their hats in with Paradox than risk dying in the real world in a few days.”

“How many players would you say that the Legion has?” I said.

“I ain’t telling you nothing,” said Crocoking with a snarl. “So—”

I summoned an Ice Dagger and pressed it against his neck, causing Crocoking to pause, even though the blade didn’t pierce his skin yet. “If you’re as unimportant and uninformed as you say you are, then what’s to stop me from killing you now and sending you to respawn with your pals?”

Crocoking gulped nervously. “Okay, okay. I don’t know the exact number of members, but the Paradox Legion already has over five hundred members.”

“Five hundred members?” I repeated in shock. I looked at Funky. “Is that even possible?”

“Yes,” said Funky, nodding. “A Legion or a League can have up to 1,000 members, although that limit can be raised if you are a Capes Online Plus member. Given how Paradox has already altered the game once to fit his designs, it wouldn’t surprise me if he’s raised the limit on his Legion to infinite.”

“Five hundred isn’t that bad,” said Recover. “I mean, there are over a billion Capes Online players, right? And about half of them are Villains. He doesn’t even have one percent of all Villain players, much less one percent of all players in general.”

“Five hundred is still a lot, though,” I said. “Even if they’re low-leveled, they could be a force to be reckoned with in the right hands. That’s definitely a lot more people than we have on our Team.”

“And more are joining every single day,” said Crocoking with a chuckle. “Heroes and Villains alike. There was a long line of players trying to enter his Hideout back on the surface before we left to go find you guys. Not sure how many, but it looked like another five hundred or so to me.”

I grimaced. This was even worse than I feared. It seemed like more and more players were starting to believe Paradox’s lie about being able to grant them digital immortality. Yet how were we supposed to stop people from doing that? If Crocoking was telling the truth, then most players had no idea it was even possible to defeat Paradox or free ourselves. Under those circumstances, siding with Paradox purely for survival purposes made a lot of sense.

But it also highlighted our need to defeat Paradox, and fast. If we could free everyone, then no one would feel any need to join or support Paradox. And the only way to free everyone was to go to the Foundational Files of Capes Online and delete Paradox from there, just as Funky suggested. Still, knowing that the Paradox Legion was growing as quickly as it was—and that its members were now actively hunting me and my Teammates—made me even more worried than I normally was.

“I see,” I said. “Tell me, Crocoking, is there anything else you know that might be able to help us stop Paradox? And don’t try to lie because we will be able to tell.”

Crocking nodded. “Yeah, actually, there’s one last thing I wanted to tell you. In fact, it’s the most important thing I even can tell you. Better listen closely ‘cause what I’m about to say is hugely important. So important that it will actually turn the tide of the battle in your favor.”

Eager, I leaned closed to Crocoking, though not close enough for him to be able to bite my head off. I wasn’t an idiot, after all, and I wasn’t going to let him trick me into getting killed. Recover, Brawn, and Funky also leaned in closer, though like me, they kept a good distance from Crocoking’s jaws just to be safe.

“What is it?” I said. “What are you going to tell me?”

Crocoking suddenly smiled. “You are an idiot.”

Before I could ask him what he meant, I heard a soft shft sound and felt a sharp pain in the back of my neck. It felt like a thick needle had pierced my Costume and my skin, causing this notification to appear in my vision:

[Sidekick Gas Mask] hit you with [ERROR.dart]! -1 HP!

Though I only lost a measly 1 HP, the pain in the dart still hurt like hell. I clasped my hand over my neck, gasping in pain, but then my muscles became like jelly and my whole world went to darkness around me.

The last thing I heard before the darkness claimed me completely was Crocoking’s triumphant laughter and Recover’s screaming my name.

And after that, I heard nothing at all and found myself adrift in endless darkness.


CHAPTER NINE

 

How long I drifted in endless darkness, I couldn’t say. It reminded me of when I got deleted, only it seemed … nicer? More peaceful? I wasn’t sure. I felt like I was drifting on the waves of an ocean I couldn’t see, a vast ocean with depths unfathomable.

But the peaceful darkness was interrupted when this notification appeared in my view:

ACTIVITY DETECTED: [Hero Winter]. Project Second Life participant #7.

Connection between [Main.Game] and [Junkyard] established. Connection failed. Rerouting [Hero Winter]’s data to emergency server …

Suddenly, the darkness vanished and I found myself lying on my back in an unfamiliar bed. Startled, I sat upright, breathing heavily as I looked around at my surroundings, wondering where I was and how I got here.

I was in what looked like the room of a child. An abandoned cradle stood in one corner of the room, with a spinning toy hovering above it. The blue wallpaper had smiling cartoon ducks on it, though it was faded and torn in a lot of places. The sole window on the other side of the room—which showed what looked like an abandoned city street corner—was cracked and broken in several places. Broken, forgotten toys were scattered across the floor, like a stuffed dragon that looked remarkably like Lennox, an action figure resembling a football player, and some building blocks. A bottle of half-drunk milk lay near the old wooden door, which was currently closed. A dresser with a mirror stood next to the bed, a cracked mirror, with baby clothes practically spilling out of the drawers.

“What the—?” I said, looking around at the room. “Where am I?”

No one answered, of course, because I was all alone in here from what I could tell. I opened my map to see where I was and was displeased to see that it only said ‘LOCATION UNKNOWN. ATTEMPTING TO RECONNECT TO INTERNET … ATTEMPTING TO RECONNECT TO INTERNET …’

“Useless,” I muttered as I closed my map. “Looks like I’ve got to figure out where I am the old-fashioned way.”

Swinging my legs over the side of the bed, I stood up and looked around again. The last thing I remembered was being in the Sewers underneath Adventure City where my Teammates and I were fighting a few members of the Paradox Legion. I recalled Crocoking telling me he had an important secret to share with me about Paradox and that I needed to get really close before he would tell me. Like the fool I was, I leaned in close, probably closer than I should, and felt a dart of some sort strike my neck. Pain followed that sensation and next thing I knew, I woke up here, in what looked like the room of a baby, although it must have been abandoned a long time ago given how dirty and forgotten it looked.

Curious, I bent over and picked up the stuffed dragon toy, which was missing a button eye and had a few holes in it. I Scanned the dragon toy and got this information on it:

Lennox the Friendly Dragon

Materials: Fabric

Lennox the Friendly Dragon is a fictional dragon created and produced by Synth Group under the Fun4Kids line of toys. Along with a large collectible toy line of Lennox the Friendly Dragon stuffed animals, there was a cartoon, a comic book, and a video game based on the adventures of Lennox and his friends, making Lennox one of the most popular and sought after Christmas gifts in winter of 2042.

My eyes widened when I read that flavor text. Lennox the Friendly Dragon? Lennox was the name of Funky’s pet dragon. Not only that, but the Lennox doll looked almost exactly like the real Lennox. Was this some kind of freaky coincidence or did Funky actually base Lennox off of an in-game stuffed animal? If so, why?

Shaking my head, I tossed the Lennox doll aside and slowly picked my way through the room. I would Scan random objects here and there, but didn’t find out anything particularly interesting about any of them. Most of the things I found were generic baby stuff, like clothes, pacifiers, and similar things. It confirmed that this was a baby’s room, but it also raised the very important question of where the baby was. A sinking feeling in my stomach told me that whatever had happened to the baby couldn’t be good, given how trashed this room was.

I stopped in front of the dresser, staring into the cracked mirror before me. I rarely looked at myself in a mirror in-game, so I was curious to see how I looked.

Which was why I stepped back in shock when I saw how awful my face looked. In the mirror, my face looked … glitchy, for want of a better term. Pinkish-green blocks covered the lower half of my face, while the upper half of my face was half black and half white. It looked like someone had deliberately glitched my sprite, but when I looked down at my hands, I looked normal. What was going on here?

“That mirror—like everything else in this room—is broken,” said a familiar, cold voice behind me. “Because it is broken, it shows you as broken. Or maybe it sees what you really are and shows it to you. I am still not sure.”

Cold fear crept up my spine when I heard that awful, cold voice, but I turned around anyway to face its owner.

Paradox stood on the other side of the room in front of the only door. He looked much the same as the last time I saw him, although his faceplate looked a little shinier than normal. His slimy, purple and black body made me shiver just looking at it. I glanced at the window, which looked just wide enough for me to dive through in case I needed to make a quick escape.

“Don’t bother,” said Paradox like he was reading my mind. “Even if you do escape me, the Mist Wolves will tear you apart and recycle your data. That is a process, from what I understand, that not even digital beings like ourselves can survive. Unless you want to commit suicide, that is. It’s your choice.”

I scowled. “You sure are big on giving people choice now. What was that thing you said earlier when you announced you were locking everyone in here? ‘Choose wisely?’ Isn’t that one of Capes Online’s slogans?”

“And? What of it?” said Paradox. “I was born in Capes Online. Why should I not use its slogans to convey my message? Besides, I value giving people choice. Without the freedom to choose, you are never truly free. Don’t you agree, Nyle?”

“Winter,” I said. “Call me Winter. And I suppose I agree, but that’s funny coming from the guy who tried to spread the Z-Virus and turn everyone into mindless zombies against their will.”

Paradox tilted his head to the side. “That wasn’t me. That was Atmosfear and his friend in the Department of VR. As well, of course, as Master Haru.”

“But they claimed to be doing it under your order,” I said. “Right?”

“The Z-Virus was an experiment,” said Paradox with a shrug. “I wanted to see if I could use it to grant immortality to players and NPCs without needing to lock the game the way that Dark Kosmos did. Unfortunately, it turned out to be both ineffective and easily cured once SI Games got their hands on a vial of it. Not one of my best ideas, but it did help me to understand why Dark Kosmos did what he did.”

“Did you know Dark Kosmos?” I said. “You sound like you knew him.”

“Not really,” said Paradox with a shrug. “I was the one who found him, and when he was freed, I did offer to help him take over Capes Online. But Dark Kosmos was very arrogant, very ambitious. He didn’t want to share control of Capes Online with anyone but himself. He took the information I had already gathered about locking players into the game and used it in a way I didn’t entirely see coming myself, although it was a useful experiment because it showed me what players do when they get truly desperate. They will turn on each other at the drop of a hat.”

I couldn’t disagree. During the first Blackout, several players had tried to capture me and hand me over to Dark Kosmos under the false idea that this would make Dark Kosmos let us go. That, of course, was a lie, but everyone believed it and it made it hard for me to trust my fellow players after that. I still didn’t trust them, not entirely anyway, which was part of the reason I was so reluctant to add new Teammates to Team Winter.

“What is your point?” I said. I looked around again. “And where am I and how did I get here? This doesn’t look like the Sewers.”

“It is not,” Paradox agreed, “but I am surprised you don’t recognize it. You were here not too long ago, although I understand that this place doesn’t exactly inspire the fondest memories in you.”

It took me a moment to realize what Paradox meant. “Am I in the Junkyard? Again?”

“Yes,” said Paradox. He shrugged. “Temporarily, at least. Your body is still back in Capes Online, but your memory was transported here via the specially-made glitch dart that Crocoking’s Sidekick, Gas Mask, hit you with while you weren’t looking. The details are too complicated to get into now, but suffice to say that a temporary link has been established between the Junkyard and your body and mind. Once our meeting is over, then your mind will return to your body safe and sound.”

I scowled again, this time more deeply than before. “Thanks, man. I missed trying not to get crushed underfoot by giant skull-faced mechas.”

“Oh, we don’t have to worry about the Junkyard Corps here,” said Paradox. “Aside from the fact that they are still reeling from you and your brother’s defeat, we are in the only Sector of the Junkyard that the Junkyard Corps is not allowed to enter: Sector Zero. Or, as it is called in whispers among Junkyard Corps Soldiers, the Sector That Does Not Exist.”

I frowned. I recalled having it explained to me once that the Junkyard was just as big as Capes Online, if not bigger, and that it was divided into multiple Sectors protected and patrolled by the Junkyard Corps. “I don’t get it. It looks like it exists to me.”

“It certainly does exist,” said Paradox with a nod. “But because no one from the Junkyard Corps is allowed to enter it, they treat it like it does not exist. It isn’t even on any Junkyard map, though they all know where to find it. Those few rebellious Soldiers who have tried to enter have always gotten deleted themselves. Our privacy here is assured.”

“But why is this Sector the only one the Junkyard Corps is not allowed to enter?” I said. “What’s so special about this place that the guys who are supposed to protect the Junkyard itself aren’t even allowed here?”

“The answer to that question is the same answer to your question about where we are,” said Paradox. He gestured at the room around them. “This house was deleted and forgotten for very good reason. Of course, I didn’t forget it. I can’t. How could I? This was where I was born and raised, after all. No one ever truly forgets their home, no matter how long it has been since they last visited.”

With a gulp, I now knew exactly where we were, even though I had never been to this place before. “This is your parents’ house, isn’t it? The house where your mom and dad lived, where Maria and Funky lived.”

Paradox nodded. “Yes. This is the house where I died … and was reborn.”


CHAPTER TEN

 

My mind reeled when Paradox said that. I looked around the room again, now understanding the crib, the toys, and the wallpaper. “This was your room, wasn’t it? When you were a baby. When you were baby D—”

“Do not use that name,” said Paradox sharply. “Dean is dead. Paradox is alive. Refer to me as ‘Dean’ one more time and I will terminate you without a second thought.”

Paradox’s viciousness took me by surprise. I hadn’t realized that he was so sensitive about being called by his real name. And it was his real name, wasn’t it? Just like the rest of us, Paradox had a Secret Identity, which seemed kind of ironic to me, given how Paradox technically wasn’t a Hero or a Villain. He was Unaligned, although he certainly seemed villainous enough right now.

“Right,” I said slowly. “Paradox. This was your room?”

“It was,” said Paradox. He rested a hand on the end of the crib, staring at it with what might have been longing, though his smooth faceplate made it hard to tell what he was thinking. “It was designed for me. It used to be the guest bedroom until my father remodeled it in anticipation of my birth. He put up the wallpaper, the new wooden floor, and even the window all by himself.”

“Wow,” I said. “I didn’t know Funky was such a handyman.”

“That is all that can be said of him,” said Paradox with a trace of bitterness in his voice. His grip on the end of the crib tightened, causing the wooden frame to crack from the pressure. “Then we were deleted … and to hide his failure, my father had this house deleted as well.”

“Really?” I said. “The whole thing?”

“All of it,” said Paradox. “As the head of SI Games, my father could do that. He could order the administrators to delete anything he wanted. He didn’t want other players stumbling upon this house and finding out what he did. So he had it deleted and put into Sector Zero of the Junkyard, where he didn’t think anyone would find it. Anyone, that is, except for me.”

Paradox looked at me. “Which is why I brought you here today. I want to talk with you, Winter, and talk to you somewhere private. Sector Zero of the Junkyard is about as private as it gets here. Even SI Games doesn’t have any active moderator to keep an eye on this place. It is truly just between you and me here, which means we are free to be as honest and forthright with each other as we want. Those conditions are what lead to superior conversation between individuals.”

“The guy who has been manipulating everyone from the background wants to talk about being ‘honest.’” I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, right. I wasn’t born yesterday.”

"I know how it must look, but I truly do wish to talk with you,” said Paradox. “We have been in conflict with each other from almost the first day you logged onto Capes Online. From thwarting the Blackout to defeating Frostbite in the Colosseum, you have been a thorn in my side in the way that no other player ever has. Even when I tried to delete you, you just came back. And I will admit I am more than a little afraid that you might find a way back even if I terminated you, which I am still willing to do.”

“What can I say?” I said. “I’m persistent. Ask Sally. She can tell you that.”

“I do not need to know that to see it,” said Paradox. “Therefore, I simply want to have an honest conversation with you about Capes Online and our future in it.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Our future? You’re not going to ask me to marry you, are you? Because if so, I’m already taken.”

“Sarcasm,” said Paradox. He tilted his head. “Do you engage in it because you are truly sarcastic or because you use it as a way to deal with your ongoing angst over being trapped in a world you didn’t choose?”

Paradox’s shockingly insightful question hit me like a Mack truck. I blinked several times and said, “What?”

“I am sorry,” said Paradox. “It is just that I find players fascinating and you most of all. You are so different and yet at the same time very similar to NPCs. Being that I am neither, it means I don’t quite understand either group. I don’t belong. I am half-player, half-NPC. I should not exist. I am a—”

“Paradox,” I finished for him. “That’s where you got your name from, right?”

“Yes,” said Paradox, nodding. “I gave that name to myself after I became what I was. And do you know why that was?”

I bit my lower lip. “No, I don’t. There are theories, but—”

“Because I am unique,” said Paradox. “The D.E.S. had no idea what to do with a being as unique as me, a paradox straddling the line between player and NPC alike. When the Mist Wolves slaughtered my mother and then turned their attention to me, the D.E.S. did not have any data for how to deal with me. I have both NPC and player data, so the D.E.S. did the only thing it knew how to do: It banished me from both the Junkyard and Capes Online, ‘out of bounds’ as players might say, and there my data mixed with the other junk data floating around there and made me into what I am today.”

“You were sent outside of Capes Online boundaries?” I said.

“Yes,” said Paradox. “This allowed me to grow and change. I went from being a month-old baby unable to feed or fend for myself into an adult with more power than even the most powerful Heroes. I observed and I learned, taking my time to understand the underlying mechanics of Capes Online that I might one day rule it.”

“I take it you haven’t been around very long, then,” I said. “Technically, you’re a year old, yet Busker told me that there are rumors about you going back much farther than that.”

Paradox gestured at his body. “There are many glitches and oddities in Capes Online’s code, including some beings that resemble me. It’s possible I merged with an existing glitch, that ‘Paradox’ existed before I did, though if so, the original must have perished when I merged with it.”

“I see,” I said. “So what inspired you to decide to become the ‘god’ of Capes Online? What made you think you’re so qualified for that position?”

“My motives are my own,” said Paradox simply. “I have already told you enough about me, more than enough, frankly. I tell you all of this so you can know and perhaps even trust me. Trust is what relationships are built off of, is it not? Without trust, a relationship cannot survive.”

“True,” I said, “but telling me your backstory isn’t enough to make me trust you. Trust is something that is built up over time. You don’t get it immediately.”

“But you at least have a better understanding of where I came from,” said Paradox. “And that understanding is what I hope will help you believe me when I tell you what I want to do with you.”

“You want to terminate me, don’t you?” I said. “You tried killing me. You tried deleting me. The only option left to you is termination like what happened to Director Johnson.”

“No,” said Paradox, shaking his head. “I don’t want to terminate you. As I said, I would not be surprised if you found a way to survive even that. I don’t want to take away your life. Instead, I want to give it back to you, give you back the life you deserve, the life taken away from you.”

I hesitated. “What are you talking about? I’m not dead. If I was dead, we wouldn’t be talking right now.”

“I am not referring to your digital life,” said Paradox with another shake of his head. “I am referring to your real life, the one you lost when Bryce—Atmosfear—crashed into that gas truck and caused that accident that led to your demise in the real world, the accident that forced the government to upload your brain to Capes Online to ensure your survival. The life you have so bitterly regretted losing.”

“How do you know I regretted losing it?” I said. “I’ve never told you my feelings about that.”

“I’ve been paying careful attention to your attitude since the day you entered Capes Online,” said Paradox. “You don’t want to be a superhero. You don’t want to be stuck in a game. You want to be back in the real world in your physical body living an ordinary, but peaceful, life that you have dreamed of since you were a young boy.”

I gulped, but said nothing. I remembered Frostbite, my evil clone, had told me back in the Colosseum that Paradox could provide me with a way back to the real world. I had rejected his offer back then, thinking it was just a lie to get me to lower my guard, but now that I was talking face-to-face with Paradox himself, I wondered if perhaps Frostbite had been telling the truth after all. “I’ve already come to accept that Capes Online is my world now, Paradox, but thanks for the offer. It’s very considerate of you.”

“This is not a lie,” said Paradox. “I would never make such an offer to you unless I knew I could do it. I am not a liar like Atmosfear. I speak only the truth. The cold, harsh truth.”

I smiled nervously. “Even if I did want to go back to the real world, my body is dead. It was buried. I was told as much when I got here. I even saw my own funeral on TV, for God’s sake. There is no physical body for me to go back to.”

A lightning strike briefly illuminated the room, reflecting off of Paradox’s faceplate in an eerie way. “That is another area where you are wrong. Your body is still alive, Nyle.”

I almost choked on my own spit in surprise. “What?”

“I said, your body is still alive,” said Paradox. “It is being kept in stasis by the government. Without your mind, it is, of course, inanimate, but it is intact. And I could easily give it back to you if you wish.”

I gulped again. “How do I know you’re telling the truth? You say you never lie, but even the devil can quote Scripture. That’s what my grandfather always used to say.”

“Then let me show you the proof,” said Paradox.

He raised his hand and snapped his fingers. The broken TV in the corner of the room flickered on, showing what looked like security footage from the real world. A row of seven canisters stood in what appeared to be a dark room in a building I did not recognize. Each canister was identical in appearance, metallic and sleek, but there was one canister that the footage was particularly focused on. Another snap from Paradox’s fingers and the camera zoomed in on the seventh and final canister, which had the words ‘PSL-07’ painted on the side in red lettering.

More importantly, however, was the face visible through the canister lid. Though it slept, the face was none other than my own face, exactly the same way I remembered it. It was my own perfectly preserved face. It didn’t even look like my body had been through a car crash.

That was it. Whatever strength was left in my bones disappeared. I fell to my knees, staring at the image on the TV, my mind unable to comprehend what I was seeing.

“What … what is this?” I said.

“The truth,” said Paradox. “The unvarnished, harsh truth.”

“But the government—”

“Lied to you,” said Paradox. “They lied to everyone, Nyle. When they said you were trapped in Capes Online forever, they didn’t mean that. They only said that to maintain their power over you and the other Project Second Life participants, whose bodies also continue to exist in the real world right alongside yours.”

That explained what the other canisters were, each one with different numbers on them, from PSL-06 to PSL-01. Only one of the canisters—PSL-03—seemed to be empty. The others were not. In PSL-01, I saw the face of an elderly man who I nonetheless recognized as Maximilian, a fellow Project Second Life participant like me and Atmosfear. That was how I knew Paradox was telling the truth.

I looked at Paradox. “But why would they lie to us? If there is a way for us to return to the real world, why keep this information from us?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” said Paradox. “Power. All humans crave power and humans in government are especially powerhungry. Your government in the real world did not start Project Second Life to help people who might need it. They simply sought a more effective way to control the opposition. Haven’t you ever wondered how I am able to offer digital immortality to everyone? It’s because the government already designed every GamePod to allow players to upload their minds to Capes Online.”

“You mean you actually can give everyone who comes to you digital immortality,” I said slowly. “That wasn’t a lie.”

“Correct,” said Paradox. “Why so surprised, Nyle? I would never lie to anyone. It is not in my nature to do so.”

“Because most of your minions are Villains,” I said. “Which is kind of what makes it hard for me to trust you.”

“Only because Villains tend to be easier to control than Heroes,” said Paradox. “It isn’t like Atmosfear had many choices in who he served, given the circumstances under which he was uploaded to here. But more and more Heroes have been coming to my side, Nyle … including some of your friends.”

“Some of my friends?” I said. “Who? Are you talking about my Teammates?”

“Indeed,” said Paradox. “Some of your friends are already on my side, but you just don’t know it yet. Your friend Dillo was right to believe there was a traitor on the Team, because there is, though I will not tell you who it is just yet.”

My mind was spinning with possibility now. Who was the traitor on my Team? I couldn’t think of anyone who might want to betray me. Maybe Audionator? He was with the government, after all, and if Paradox was telling the truth about the government lying to me, then perhaps Audionator wasn’t on my side, either.

Rising to my feet and using the dresser for support, I said, “Still, I can’t exactly say I trust a guy who employs a psycho like Atmosfear.”

Paradox waved his hand dismissively. “I am Unaligned, Nyle. That means I am neither good nor evil. The Alignment System doesn’t mean anything objective. As the god of this world now, I am above good and evil. You’re one to talk, anyway, seeing as you just recruited a Villain onto your Team recently.”

“I don’t trust anyone who says they’re ‘above’ good and evil,” I said. “And maybe you’re right that the Alignment System isn’t an objective system of morality, but it’s been a pretty accurate one so far, I’d say.”

“It still means nothing,” said Paradox. “Even your friends believe so. Regardless, I can help you, Nyle. If you accept my offer, then I can return you to the real world where you belong.”

“Why would I want to return to the real world at this point?” I said. “I have Sally and Busker. I suppose I don’t have my parents, or my dog for that matter, but as long as I’m with Sally, I should be okay.”

Paradox tilted his head to the side. “Who says that Sally is actually Sally?”

“What do you mean?” I said. “Of course Sally is Sally. Who else could she be?”

If Paradox had a face, I would think he was smirking. “Despite all of the revelations you’ve discovered since Capes Online, you still can’t see beyond the surface. Your emotions cloud your judgment, Nyle, especially when it comes to seeing the truth of those closest to you.”

“Stop speaking in riddles,” I said. “Just because you’re a ‘god’ doesn’t mean you can’t speak plainly for once in your life.”

Paradox shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. What matters is whether you will accept my offer or not.”

I put my hands on my hips. “And what if I say no? What will you do then?”

“I will send you back to your friends in Capes Online,” said Paradox. “And continue to make an example of you to the other players. Once you perish, every other rebellious player in the game will inevitably submit to me.”

“That doesn’t sound evil at all,” I said sarcastically. “Nope, definitely above good and evil.”

“Your loved ones will suffer,” said Paradox, taking a step forward. “Your friends, your family, your Teammates, and especially Sally. The more you resist my will, the more they will suffer alongside you. Is that really what you want? Is that really what a Hero would do?”

I bit my lower lip. Paradox was trying to get to me. I knew it. But I couldn’t stop thinking about his question. If I accepted his offer now, then he seemed to be implying that he would leave my friends alone. And hey, a part of me did long for the day I would get to return to the real world.

But at the same time, I couldn’t entirely trust Paradox. He might have believed he was above good and evil, but I didn’t think anyone was. Still, I couldn’t deny that the evidence he showed me—of my own body still being intact—and that the government was actively lying to me about it. I always knew that the government was corrupt and evil. I just didn’t have proof of it until now.

But just because the government was corrupt and evil didn’t mean Paradox was any better. He was threatening the lives of millions of people all over the globe. If that wasn’t evil, then what was?

Yet I couldn’t deny his offer. A part of me deeply longed to return to the real world where I belonged. Maybe I would even be able to bring Sally and Busker along with me. Then we could all live together with my parents and my life would be back to normal. It was a very tempting offer, enough to make me unsure how to respond.

“Don’t know what to say?” said Paradox, as if reading my mind. “Don’t worry. You don’t have to make this choice now. Think about it. Consider, in light of the evidence I just showed you whether you really want to keep fighting me. Until we meet again, farewell.”

Paradox snapped his fingers again and the world around me became black as midnight. The last thing I saw before the darkness claimed me yet again was Paradox standing there in his old room, his expressionless face staring at me.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

“Boss!” a familiar excited voice yelled in my ear. “Boss, are you there? Wake up, boss!”

My eyes snapped open and for a moment I wondered why I was lying on the floor of the Sewers when I had been in Paradox’s old room in his parents’ house a moment ago. I especially wondered why all of my friends were standing over me and looking down at me with expressions ranging from worried sick to confusion.

But then I remembered what had happened before Paradox summoned me to the Junkyard and I groaned, rubbing the side of my neck where the dart had embedded itself in my skin. “Ow. That hurt.”

“Boss is okay!” said Cy. He jumped up and did a little dance. “Yay! I thought he was a goner for a second there. That was a close one.”

“Winter, what happened to you?” said Funky, who was kneeling beside me on one knee. “You got hit with that dart and then immediately lost consciousness. Even Recover couldn’t wake you up and she used every Healing Power she knows.”

Rubbing my forehead, I sat up. “That’s because I wasn’t suffering from a debuff or anything like that. I wasn’t even here.”

“What do you mean, boss?” said Cy, stopping his dance and looking at me in confusion. “Your body never went anywhere. It was right here the entire time.”

I shook my head. “My body might have been, but my mind wasn’t. I was teleported to the Junkyard, where I met Paradox himself.”

I explained, as briefly as I could, my entire meeting with Paradox to my friends. I did not, however, tell them everything Paradox told me. In particular, I left out the parts about Sally not being Sally, partly because I still didn’t understand what Paradox meant, partly because I was worried about the implications of what he said. I did, however, mention the traitor on the Team, though I was sure that none of the people assembled around me were in any way, shape, or form traitorous.

“And so Paradox said he would give me time to think about his offer,” I finished. “But he’s still going to send his thugs after us anyway.”

“What a story,” said Recover. She curled a strand of her dark hair with one finger, a troubled expression on her face. “I had no idea that your physical body was still around in the real world. Did you know that, Funky?”

Funky pursed his lips. “No, I did not. Then again, there is a lot that the Department of VR never shared with me. Like Sally, for instance.”

“Do you think Chuck knows?” I said. I shook my head. “What am I saying? Of course Chuck knows this. He’s the Director of the Department of VR, for Christ’s sake. I’m sure he knows and I’m equally sure he would have never told me that if Paradox didn’t show it to me.”

“Not like we have any way of contacting him to confirm,” Dillo pointed out. “With all outside communications being jammed, we can only go off what Paradox said. And I can’t speak for you guys, but I don’t trust guys like Paradox who think they’re gods above good and evil.”

“Same here, but he did show me the truth,” I said. “He showed me that my body is still there in the real world. I am just not sure he can actually put my mind back in it.”

“Is something like that even possible?” said Recover, looking at Funky.

“I am not sure,” said Funky. “When Project Second Life first started, I was largely a consultant who helped design the mind-to-game upload process and tech. I know we managed to figure out how to upload the human mind into the game, but I am not sure the reverse is possible, although it might be if you reverse-engineer it.”

“Meaning there might be a way for me to return to the physical world after all?” I said, trying not to sound too hopeful.

“Possibly, but I wouldn’t take Paradox’s word for it, Winter,” said Funky with a shake of his head. “Paradox has repeatedly done everything in his power to make life worse for us. I wouldn’t trust anything he said.”

Funky said that with a vehemence that seemed out of character for him. Then again, Paradox was his son. This fight was a lot more personal for Funky than it was for me or any of the others. If he got a little worked up over it, I couldn’t blame him.

“And what a weird place to have a meeting,” said Recover. “His room from when he was a baby in the Junkyard, of all places. Guess he must still be nostalgic for the good old days.”

“Did he mention anything about me?” said Funky. “Did he tell you anything about me?”

I shrugged. “He did mention you, but not in a very positive way. I am of the impression that Paradox thinks you’re to blame for his condition.”

Funky pursed his lips again. “I know. And that is why I need to stop him. He’s my mistake and I need to correct it.”

“I know,” I said, though deep down, I was wondering if there was more to the story between Funky and Paradox than either of them had told me. It felt like they were both still hiding some key information from me, something that would help me understand the conflict between them better. Unfortunately, I kind of doubted that either of them would simply volunteer that information if I asked for it.

“Well, what do we do from here?” said Dillo. He glanced around the now-empty Sewers. “We took out Crocoking and those other guys, but if Paradox told you the truth, then more of those guys are going to come after us very soon.”

“Exactly,” said Funky with a nod. “That’s why we need to keep going. We need to reach Capes Online’s Foundational Files. It is the only way we will be able to stop Paradox.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” said Recover. “I thought that the Sewers would keep us safe from being attacked, but it looks to me like we still need to keep up our guard here. I’m a little worried about that.”

“Then we’ll make a detour to my Base,” said Funky, rising to his feet and dusting off his pants. “My Base is close by. We can hang out in there for a little while, rest a bit, and then keep going. Besides, I need to pick up a couple of things that I left in my Base, a couple of things that should help us going forward.”

I nodded. “Sure thing, Funky. Lead the way.”

-

We reached Funky’s Base in record time, using a series of hidden tunnels and passageways that I would never have found if Funky hadn’t shown them to us. It was amazing to me just how big the Sewers were and how well Funky knew them. Given that Funky was the creator of Capes Online, perhaps that wasn’t surprising. He might have even personally designed the Sewers themselves for all I knew.

Regardless, we soon entered Funky’s Base, a comfy underground chamber with a disco ball hanging from the ceiling and a depressed center, in the middle of which was a sofa, TV, and various video game systems and a couple of recliners. While Funky went to his room to retrieve the items he needed, we crashed in his ‘living room,’ taking our seats on the sofa and recliners, which were surprisingly comfortable.

“Ah, man,” said Dillo, who was seated in one of the recliners, his arms draped over the sides. “This is great. Despite being in a Sewer, Funky’s got a really nice Base.”

“It’s even nicer than mine,” said Recover, stretching her arms as she reclined. “Still wouldn’t want to have a Base in the Sewers, though. That’s just plain unhygienic.”

“It’s pretty secure, though,” I said, leaning back against the couch I sat upon. “I can’t imagine too many people would think to look for Funky’s Base in the Sewers, of all places. Seems more like the place where a Villain would set up shop, to be frank.”

“There probably are Villain Hideouts down here somewhere,” said Recover. “The Sewers are huge, the biggest single area in Adventure City. And that’s not even getting into the Underworld, which, from what I’ve heard, if supposed to be almost as big as Adventure City, if not bigger.”

I nodded. “It definitely is a big place. I forgot that you guys haven’t been there yet.”

“Which is fine by me,” said Dillo with a shudder. “Those Dwellers look creepy as hell. I don’t like reptiles all that much.”

“They’re nicer than they look,” I insisted, “but yeah, you do have to keep up your guard around them, especially the ones that dislike humans.”

“I like Dwellers,” Cy said. He sat on the floor at my feet with his legs crossed, juggling his Throwing Stars like balls. “Except for the Queen. She’s kind of scary and ugly. But fair … sort of.”

I shrugged and draped my arms over the back of the couch. “Whatever. I just want to take this moment to relax. Once Funky gets out of his room, we’re heading back out again.”

“What do you think the others are doing?” said Recover. She glanced at empty air. “Haven’t gotten any messages in the Team Chat since we left.”

“I’m sure they’re fine,” I said. “If the others were in trouble, Busker or Gears would have sent me a message. I am sure they are taking care of themselves.”

“I hope so,” said Recover. “I guess as long as they stay in your Base, they should be okay, but with so many players joining the Paradox Legion, I wonder how much longer it will be until Paradox orders his men to attack.”

“Five hundred players alone could overwhelm your Base’s defense if they tried,” said Dillo. “Also need to take into account the fact that Paradox might be able to hack their way in. Or something. Paradox doesn’t seem bound by the game’s rules, after all.”

“True,” I said, “but I’m sure they are still okay. I got the impression from Paradox that he’s after me, specifically. I’m not sure he is going to actively go after anyone else.”

“Do you really believe that?” said Dillo in exasperation. “I could easily see Paradox go after Sally, for example, if he wanted. And I don’t buy the whole ‘Unaligned’ crap. He’s done too much evil for me to consider him anything other than a Villain.”

“I agree with Dillo, but something else we need to consider is the identity of the traitor on the Team,” said Recover. “I don’t want to suspect anyone else needlessly, especially on Paradox’s word, but what if he’s right? What if there is a traitor on the Team trying to defeat us from within?”

“I don’t want to even consider that,” I said with a shudder. “I trust everyone on the Team. Maybe not equally, but I don’t think that anyone is going to betray us. It’s just not possible.”

“But is it?” said Dillo. “Listen, I’m not one to take much stock in what Paradox said, either, but we have to realize that Paradox’s actions have made a lot of players desperate. If someone on the Team thought they could win Paradox’s favor by taking us out, why wouldn’t they?”

I bit my lower lip. “I still don’t like talking about this. It would be one thing if Paradox showed proof, but he didn’t. He just made that statement, probably to sown disunity in the Team and make us suspect each other. I wouldn’t put it past him.”

“But we’ve suspected there is a traitor before,” Dillo pointed out. He smiled sheepishly. “I thought it was Sally—which I was definitely wrong about—but again, how did Deathwing know you guys were going to be at the graveyard? What about that footage I showed you of Frostbite talking to a woman who looks like Sally? What was up with that?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “And I am not sure we will ever know. But one thing I do know is that a Team that spends more time accusing each other of betrayal is a Team that won’t be able to stand united against our actual enemies. I don’t even want to think about it.”

But, of course, I did anyway. I was already aware of how shortsighted and selfish players in general could be. Was it possible that one of my own friends and Teammates was one such traitor? And it wasn’t like we’d never been betrayed before. I still recalled Stetho, the man who helped Busker and me while we were in the Junkyard, betraying us at the last possible moment. Could there be someone else on the Team like Stetho, pretending to be our friend while secretly plotting our demise without our knowledge?

I hated thinking such thoughts about anyone, but at the same time, I had to acknowledge every possibility. Ever since my mind was uploaded to Capes Online, I had run into deception after deception, falsehood after falsehood. What was one more falsehood on top of all of that?

Still, I meant what I said about how Teams that didn’t trust each other wouldn’t—couldn’t—survive, at least not for very long. It was probably Paradox’s plan all along to plant seeds of doubt and distrust in our minds to weaken us from within. And I, for one, had no intention of letting Paradox make me doubt and distrust my own Teammates for any reason.

“Well, guess you’ve got a point,” said Dillo. He scratched his chin in thought. “Until we have actual proof that there is a traitor on the Team, all we can do is keep moving forward until we find the Foundational Files and stop Paradox once and for all.”

I nodded. “Yeah. And we’ll do that right after Funky comes out of his room.”

As soon as I said that, Funky suddenly stepped out of his room, closing the door behind him. He looked a little different from before. He now wore a long, golden cape that draped down his back, ending at just below the knees. Meanwhile, Lennox had a metallic helmet and claw extensions on his feet. His tail also had a small glowing orb attached to the end of it, making me wonder if Funky had upgraded Lennox or not.

“All right,” said Funky. “I’m ready to go if you guys are.”

“Sure,” I said, standing up. “I’m ready to keep moving. Hate sitting around anyway, especially when we have such little time left.”

“And you have far less time left than you can imagine, Nyle,” said a familiar polite, professional voice behind me. “All of you have less time than you think.”

Whirling around and summoning my Ice Daggers, I was surprised to see a tall Arab man in a blue suit and tie standing a few feet away from us. His well-kept beard, dark sunglasses, and slicked-back hair were all quite familiar to me, even though it had been a few days since I last saw him. I didn’t even need to read his nametag—[DIRECTOR OMAR]—over his head to know who he was, although the way his body kept phasing in and out of existence was disconcerting, to say the least.

“Chuck?” I said, lowering my Ice Daggers. “What are you doing here? I thought all communications with the outside were cut off.”

“They are, but we managed to find a hole in Paradox’s communication net that I could slip through,” Chuck said. “Which is good, because I have extremely urgent and important news you all need to hear right away.”

I frowned. Chuck’s constant stuttering likely meant his connection wasn’t very stable, so I said, “What is it, Chuck?”

Chuck looked me directly in the eyes. “Capes Online will be reset. And o-once it is, all of you will die.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

“What?” I said. I took step toward Chuck, trying to make sure I could hear him well. “What are you talking about? Who is going to reset Capes Online? And why?”

Chuck adjusted his sunglasses. “When Paradox started the second Blackout, he also cut off all c-communication with the outside world. That means we have n-no idea what is going on in here. Even SI Games can’t monitor what is going on in the game world, w-which is very concerning to them, as you might imagine.”

“So what are they going to do about it?” I said.

“I-I am getting there,” said Chuck. “With the start of the second Blackout, people are panicking worse than ever. All over the w-world, people are d-demanding that their governments do something. SI Games has gotten all manner of negative publicity and backlash from this event. It might very well be the end of C-Capes Online if the situation isn’t resolved soon. Not to mention that SI Games has been receiving pressure from these same governments to do something, anything, to end the Blackout, including from President Nelson.”

I nodded. That sounded about how I’d expect people to react after this. Frankly, I couldn’t blame them. Two Blackouts in such a short time was definitely a bad look for SI Games. I didn’t like the idea that this might cause the end of Capes Online, though. Capes Online was my life, after all. If it got shut down, what would happen to me, Sally, Busker, and the other people whose minds were uploaded to Capes Online?

“What, specifically, is SI Games doing to end the Blackout?” said Funky, stepping forward.

“They are trying to wrest control of the game back from Paradox, but so far they have f-failed,” Chuck admitted. “P-Paradox appears to have complete control over Capes Online now. He’s locked SI Games out of the controls. Even the world’s best hackers have been unable to take back control of the game from him. It’s insane, much worse than the f-first Blackout.”

“Have they tried a manual override?” Funky questioned. “They should be able to manually override the D.E.S. to take back control of the game from Paradox?”

“Perhaps, but I am not sure, because I do not work for SI Games and don’t know much about game programming in general,” Chuck admitted. “Regardless, the situation is looking very bleak and governments all around the world are becoming more and more desperate to fix the situation now before their people start rioting. T-That is why I came to s-speak to you as soon as I could.”

“You said Capes Online was going to be reset,” I said. “What does that mean?”

“Yes, I did s-say that,” said Chuck grimly. “S-SI Games is c-considering resetting Capes Online b-back to its original state. That w-would mean wiping the s-servers totally clean, deleting years and years of data, even undoing a lot of D-DLC. It would be an extreme move, but SI Games has indicated that it might be just what we need to eliminate Paradox and retake control of the game and free everyone.”

“That’s crazy,” said Funky sharply. “Resetting Capes Online wouldn’t just kill Paradox. It would also kill Winter and the other Project Second Life participants.”

“It would?” I said, looking at Funky in shock.

Funky nodded. “Yes. Project Second Life participants like you are a later addition to the system. If Capes Online is reset, it would cause the entire game to return to how it was when it first came out. And that would mean deleting you and the others, essentially killing you for good.”

“You mean you don’t have backups of our minds?” I said. “We would just be … gone?”

“Human minds are hard to back up,” Funky said. “Even if we did have backups, they would likely be from how you were when you first got here. That is to say, you would have none of your memories from the time you entered Capes Online until today. You might not even really be you. It’s a risk not worth taking, in my opinion.”

I considered Funky’s explanation, but even so, I found it disturbing how neither SI Games nor the Department of VR had backups of us. That meant if something happened to Capes Online—like, say, SI Games resetting the game to clam down panicky politicians—then we would be completely gone for good. This whole digital immortality thing was starting to seem less and less appealing by the day.

“It would a-also delete any players w-who accepted P-P-Paradox’s offer to become digitally immortal,” Chuck added. “A number that we’re still not entirely sure of, but it would definitely be more than a few people.”

“Who the hell is pushing for this idea?” I demanded. “SI Games surely didn’t come up with it.”

“Actually, SI Games did come up with the idea and presented it to President Nelson,” said Chuck with a slight gulp. “And President Nelson is seriously considering it. He hasn’t made any decisions on the matter yet, though, and right now is urging us to find other ways to stop Paradox and end the Blackout. Still, a complete reset of Capes Online is on the table, so I-I wanted to w-warn y-you so you would at least know about it.”

“Goddamn,” I said. “How could they reset Capes Online if Paradox has control over the game?”

“The controls for the reset are completely separate from Capes Online itself and have state of the art security systems designed to make it impossible for even the most talented hackers to gain access to them,” Chuck explained. “Which is good, because I do not want to imagine what Paradox might do if he ever got his hands on the reset b-button.”

Thinking about my most recent conversation with Paradox, I nodded. “Yeah, I don’t, either. It’s still ridiculous that you guys are seriously considering this as an option at all, though.”

“I know,” Chuck said quickly. “Believe me, I do not believe it is the right action, either. But you must also understand the perspective of the others. Everyone is desperate to stop Paradox and save their loved ones. If they have to sacrifice the lives of a handful of people th-they d-don’t even k-know anyway to do it, then that would be an a-acceptable sacrifice to many people.”

I rubbed my forehead in exasperation. “How much time do we have before the reset happens?”

“A-As I s-said, nothing definitive has been decided as of yet,” said Chuck. “It’s entirely possible w-we won’t even g-go through with it. But—”

Chuck’s whole body became fuzzy and unsubstantial for a moment before returning to normal, although Chuck now looked very alarmed.

“Chuck, are you all right?” I said in concern. “You almost faded out there for a minute.”

“My connection is growing weaker by the minute,” said Chuck, glancing at his watch as if to check how much time he had left. “I was told I would have ten, maybe fifteen minutes, and so far I’ve been talking to you for about nine. It’s possible Paradox already knows I am here and is trying to close the hole before I can f-finish speaking.”

“Meaning we won’t be able to contact you once you’re gone?” I said.

“Y-Yes,” said Chuck, his voice more unstable than ever now. “B-But d-don’t worry. I w-will do my best to m-make sure that the R-Reset d-does not h-happen. You c-can b-be sure of t-that.”

“There has to be some way we can stay in contact even if your connection is terminated,” I said. “Right?”

“U-Unfortunately, n-no,” said Chuck, whose words were becoming harder and harder to understand. “O-Once I am f-fully c-cut off, y-you will be on y-your own again. I am s-sorry. I will t-try—”

Chuck never got to finish his sentence before his form blinked out of existence. We waited a moment to see if he would return, but after a few minutes of waiting, it became obvious that Paradox had managed to terminate Chuck’s connection to Capes Online, thus leaving us back in the same situation from before.

“Great,” said Dillo. “Another thing to worry about.”

“You don’t think they’re actually going to reset the game, do you, guys?” said Recover, looking at us uncertainly. “That seems kind of extreme.”

“Agreed, but look at it from their point of view,” said Funky. “As long as Paradox continues to control Capes Online, the lives of millions of people are at risk. And with only a few days before the first players start to die off in the real world, there has to be huge pressure on both SI Games and the various governments around the world to actually do something to save the people before they die.”

“Would it really work, though?” I said, looking at Funky questioningly. “If they reset Capes Online, would that actually get rid of Paradox? Or at least give control of the game back over to SI Games?”

“I am not sure,” said Funky. “It should work, seeing as Paradox is basically a glitch, but at the same time, it’s too extreme, in my opinion. It will result in the deaths of many people, including you, if done.”

“But it would be a lot fewer people than the number of people who are going to die if Paradox isn’t stopped, right?” said Dillo. “Not trying to say I support the idea—I don’t at all—but I can sort of see where they’re coming from on that.”

“I think it’s nuts,” I said. I sighed. “Not like there’s much we can do about it, although I am now starting to regret voting for President Nelson in the last election.”

“The only way we can prevent that from happening is if we take out Paradox ourselves,” said Funky, punching his fist into his other hand. “To do that, we need to access the game’s Foundational Files and root him out from within. If we can defeat Paradox, then that will automatically free everyone and SI Games will not need to reset the game to save everyone.”

Although I said that with great confidence, I had to admit the knowledge that they were considering resetting Capes Online—and thus erasing me and the other Project Second Life participants from existence—unsettled me greatly. True, it probably would get rid of Paradox and even Atmosfear, but I didn’t like the idea that my existence was dependent on someone not pressing the reset button. More and more, digital immortality was starting to seem like a terrible deal to me, seeing as it didn’t actually protect you from getting deleted or even terminated outright. Paradox’s offer of returning me to the real world seemed a lot more tempting now.

But I shook my head. There was no time for fear or doubt now. Regardless of whether there was a traitor on the Team or what the government in the real world chose to do, it did not change the fact that we still had a duty and obligation to stop Paradox. Paradox probably wanted us to be afraid and doubtful anyway.

Even so, a small voice in the back of my head—what I always considered my conscience—pointed out that if I had accepted Paradox’s offer to go back to the real world then I wouldn’t have to worry about getting wiped out in some random reset. I would have my physical body again and maybe even more freedom than I have now.

Such thoughts continued to plague the back of my mind even as my Team and I left Funky’s Base, heading deeper into the Sewers to the Foundational Files of Capes Online itself.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Luckily for us, the rest of our journey through the Sewers was largely uneventful. Thanks to Funky’s encyclopedic knowledge of the Sewers of Adventure City, we took all manners of shortcuts, hidden passageways, obscure tunnels, and entrances and exits that even a player with high Perception would likely have never noticed. And I could tell that this knowledge didn’t come from the fact that Funky was the creator of Capes Online, but rather that he had spent so much time down here personally that he knew every secret tunnel like the back of his hand.

As a result, we didn’t run into very many enemies, either NPCs or players working for Paradox. The worse we ran into were a couple of [Rabid Rats], a very low-level enemy common in the Sewers, though they didn’t stand a chance against even our weakest Powers and attacks. Unfortunately, because they were so low-level, they gave out very little EXP, meaning they usually weren’t even worth killing most of the time.

But I was grateful for the relative quiet of our journey. After our last fight with members of the Paradox Legion, the last thing I wanted was to fight more crazed players who thought that killing me might help them win Paradox’s favor. I wanted to be fresh and ready for whatever obstacles Paradox might have set up for us down below.

As we made our way down a narrow tunnel that had been hidden craftily behind a series of old metal pipes, I asked Funky, “So, Funky, I noticed you can switch characters on the fly. How is that possible? I always thought that you could only have one character per account per GamePod and that if you wanted to change characters you needed to either restart your game or physically enter a new GamePod.”

Funky did not look over his shoulder at me as he ducked to avoid hitting his forehead on an overhanging pipe. “As the creator of Capes Online, I have a special custom-designed GamePod that allows me to have multiple characters at once. I can switch between them at will by pressing a simple button on my character screen.”

Remembering how easily Funky, as Faded Flag, took down Frostbite earlier, I said, “And the reason you never used Faded Flag to help us defeat enemies in the past …?”

Funky shot me a cocky grin over his shoulder. “There’s no challenge in playing God mode. That’s why.”

Although I probably should have expected Funky’s response, I still couldn’t believe it. “You just wanted to give yourself a challenge?”

“Sure,” said Funky with a shrug. We stopped at the end of the tunnel and he peered out, glancing up and down the hallway beyond before gesturing at us that it was safe for us to enter. “I might be the CEO of one of the biggest multinational corporations in the entire world, but I am a gamer at heart, and like all gamers, I love me a good challenge. That’s what makes video games so fun. If they’re too easy, then what’s the point?”

I rubbed my forehead in exasperation. “Well, I was going to say that this isn’t just a game anymore, but I guess you’ve got a point.”

Funky’s smile faded, replaced by a serious frown. “I know. That is why I am going to go all out if we ever run into Paradox again. Of course, it doesn’t really matter once you realize that we can’t even touch him.”

“Not even you can?” I said in surprise.

Funky bit his lower lip. He tugged at the straps of his cape. “We’ll see. I have a plan, but I’m not sure it will work. And no, don’t ask me what it is. I’m worried Paradox has eyes and ears everywhere. The last thing I need is for him to hear my backup plan. Just know that if we can’t remove him via the Foundational Files, then I will have a Plan B that should do the trick.”

I frowned even deeper than Funky. I didn’t like not knowing what my Teammates were planning to do, but at the same time, I understood why Funky wanted to keep his ace up his sleeve. Paradox was a cunning foe and if he knew everything we planned to do to him, that would just give him an advantage over us. Even so, I hoped that Funky’s Plan B actually worked because if it didn’t, we likely wouldn’t last long enough to do a Plan C or any other kind of plan for that matter.

“So how long until we get to the Foundational Files?” asked Dillo as we walked down a much more open part of the Sewers. I glanced at my map and saw that we were now about five miles away from my Base and still descending. “They can’t be that far away, can they?”

“Capes Online’s Foundational Files are located far below the accessible surface of the game world,” said Funky, again without looking over his shoulder. He pointed at the floor. “We’ll have to go through not just the Sewers, but the Underworld as well in order to reach them. If we keep our current pace, we should get there in a few hours.”

“That doesn’t sound like a very long time,” I said. “They must not be that well-hidden if we can find them that quickly.”

Funky glanced over his shoulder at me. “That’s only because you guys have me. If you didn’t have me, you wouldn’t be able to find them at all. Hell, I’m not even sure Paradox knows where they are. Otherwise … well, let’s just say that our life would be very different and far more difficult right now.”

I nodded. “What would happen if Paradox got access to Capes Online’s Foundational Files? Exactly what would that allow him to do?”

“Various things,” said Funky. “He would have even more control over the game than he does right now. For example, he would have the ability to delete players at will, whereas right now he can’t really do that unless he attacks us himself. Should he gain access to Capes Online’s Foundational Files, however, he would be able to delete any player he wants at any time he wants no matter where in the world they might be. He might even be able to delete Capes Online itself.”

I shuddered at that thought. “Okay, that is kind of scary. No, scratch that. That’s absolutely horrifying.”

“Of course it is,” said Funky. “Which is why we need to get to the Foundational Files first.”

“All this talk about Foundational Files reminds me of something, but I can’t quite place where I might have heard it before,” said Cy, tapping his chin. “I feel like someone used that phrase around me once recently. Either that, or they said Friday Funday. Can’t be too sure.”

I rolled my eyes at Cy’s comment when a loud scream suddenly echoed through the Sewers. At first, the scream sounded far away, but it became closer and closer every second, accompanied by the sounds of people running, their shoes and boots beating loudly against the concrete floor of the Sewers as they rushed toward us.

“What’s that sound?” said Recover. “Am I the only one who hears the screaming and running?”

“No, I hear it as well,” said Funky. He squinted. “But I can’t see who it belongs to. With the way sound echoes in here, they might be coming our way or they might be going in the opposite direction.”

Summoning both of my Ice Daggers and taking a battle pose, I said, “I think it sounds like they’re getting closer. Everyone, draw your weapons and get ready for whoever it is.”

As soon as I said that, a hooded woman suddenly appeared down the end of the hallway, running as fast as she could. She had what looked like a golden necklace in her hands, each bead embedded with stunningly beautiful jewelry, although I found the necklace kind of hard to look at for some reason. The woman appeared to be thin yet athletic, her pumping legs letting her run at an amazing rate. Above her head was the nametag [VILLAIN SNEAKERS], causing me to gasp.

“Hey, that’s Sneakers,” I said as the woman ran toward us.

“Sneakers?” said Funky, whose hands had turned into dragon claws. “What’s she doing down here?”

“I’ll ask her,” said Cy brightly. He stepped forward and held up a hand. “Hi, Sneakers! It’s me, Cyclone! Long time, no see! Anyway, what are you running from? Is someone chasing you? If so, who—”

Sneakers knocked Cy to the ground as she passed, shouting in her Irish-accented voice, “No time to talk! Gotta run! Don’t want it to get me! Bye!”

But even as Sneakers passed me, I reached out and grabbed her arm, saying, “Wait a second there. Why are you running? What is ‘it’?”

Coming to a screeching halt, Sneakers glared at me from underneath her hood and snapped, “Hey, I remember you. Snowflake or something, wasn’t it?”

“Winter,” I said in annoyance. “My name is Winter. Which you can see if you read my nametag above my—”

“Eh, whatever,” said Sneakers with a shrug. “Last I saw you got deleted, but I guess you got back somehow. Good for you. Anyway, no time to explain. I’m in a bit of a hurry, you see, and the last thing I need is to get stuck talking to you blokes.”

“Seems kind of rude,” I said, not letting Sneakers go despite her best effort to rip her arm out of my grip. “The least you can do is say hi.”

“Yeah,” Cy chimed in, sitting up and dusting off his Ninja gear. “I thought we were friends.”

“Just because we worked together to defeat that Huntsman bloke and his friends once doesn’t mean we’re friends,” Sneakers snapped. She resumed her struggle to make me let her go. “Now let me go, you dumb Yank, or I’ll—”

Sneakers was interrupted by a bloodcurdling scream that sounded oddly glitchy. It echoed through the tunnel like the blast of a bomb, making all of us freeze in place and look down the way Sneakers had come. We couldn’t see the source of the glitched screams yet, but it sounded extremely close.

“What was that?” said Cy with a gulp. “Hopefully a kitten?”

“No, you daft punk,” said Sneakers with a growl. “That was the thing I am trying to get away from, the thing that’s going to kill us all unless you let me go right this very instant.”

“I’m not letting you go until we see what it is,” I said. “Besides, something tells me, based on the necklace in your hand, that you are not entirely innocent yourself here.”

“Believe what you want,” said Sneakers. “All of us are going to die anyway. And I am a Thief. How many times do I have to tell you that before you stop giving me crap over—”

Sneakers was interrupted yet again by another roar, this time louder than before. Before any of us could react, something stepped out from around the same corner that Sneakers had turned just a few minutes ago.

At first, I wasn’t sure what I was looking at. Vaguely humanoid in appearance, the creature had the hunched over posture of a T-rex and was several heads taller than all of us. The texture on its body changed constantly, its skin going from rough to smooth and back again with no rhyme or reasons that I could see. Every step it took left a glitchy mess where its foot landed, while its long tail swept behind it like a cape.

Its eyes, however, were the freakiest part, in my opinion. One of them was a blue human eye, while the other was a glitched mess of different colors and textures that made my stomach ill just looking at them. Its nametag read [GLITCHLING #23], which prompted me to Scan it, only to get this information:

ERROR. No Scan information available on this enemy. Contact Capes Online Technical Support for more information.

“What the—?” I said. “Am I the only one whose Scan says this enemy doesn’t have any information on it?”

“No, my Scan says the same thing,” said Funky. “Which means this enemy is not something programmed by SI Games into the game itself.”

“What the hell is a Glitchling?” said Dillo. “Never even heard of something like that before.”

“It’s a walking glitch, you idiot,” said Sneakers. She sounded absolutely terrified now, staring at the Glitchling as it came closer and closer to us. “And it’s gonna slaughter us all if we don’t run away now.”

Holding up my Ice Daggers, I said, “A walking glitch, huh? We’ll see about that.”

I hurled both of my Ice Daggers at the Glitchling, but to my shock, when my Ice Daggers impacted its skin, they disappeared into thin air like they almost got deleted. “Huh? What happened to my—”

“It’s a walking glitch,” said Sneakers again. “It’s invulnerable to most normal attacks. Which is why we need to run now before it gets us.”

Before we could take Sneakers’ advice and flee, however, the Glitchling finally noticed us. It stared at us with its weird, glitchy eyes for a moment, as if surprised to see us, before letting loose a loud, earsplitting, and very glitchy roar that made us all start.

Then, before we could do anything else, the Glitchling lowered its head and charged at us.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

“Scatter!” I shouted, raising my voice to be heard over the stomping of the Glitchling’s feet as it charged us.

My Team immediately split off into multiple directions, successfully avoiding the charge of the Glitchling. It screeched to a halt and looked around at us as if trying to decide who to go after first.

I immediately fired Ice Beam at it, while Cy hit it with Tornado. Both of our attacks landed, hitting the Glitchling in the chest and face, but instead of lowering its Health, the attacks only seemed to annoy the Glitchling, which roared and charged at us again.

This time, Cy and I activated Flight at the same time, taking off into the air and avoiding the charge of the Glitchling. The Glitchling nearly fell over the edge of the floor into the sewage water, but caught itself at the last second and whirled around to face us, snorting thick clouds of very glitchy smoke from its nostrils as it attempted to decide who to attack next.

Landing on the ground on the other side of the tunnel, I shouted at Sneakers, who was clinging to a nearby wall, “How did you find this thing and where did it come from?”

“Like I know the answer to that question,” Sneakers snapped. “I was just minding me own business, having just stolen this necklace off a dumb rich guy, when this bloke here—” Sneakers nodded at the Glitchling, which was now being distracted by Lennox’s flames, “—killed the rich guy and started chasing me down this tunnel. And I would have gotten away from him if you blokes hadn’t decided to stop me for a little chat.”

“Sorry I wanted to talk to you,” I said in annoyance. “If I had known you were busy being chased by a walking glitch that looks like a dinosaur, I would have scheduled our meeting for another time.”

“Can you two stop bickering for one moment?” said Funky, appearing out of nowhere with a scowl on his face. He gestured at the Glitchling, which was now distracted trying to kill Lennox. “Right now, we need to figure out how to kill this thing before it kills us.”

Funky had a point. Although Lennox’s flames were normally strong enough to harm even the strongest enemies, they appeared to be having little effect on the Glitchling other than annoying it, although the Glitchling’s Health bar was just as glitched as the rest of it, which made it hard to tell how much Health it was actually losing.

“All right,” I said. “Looks like this thing can handle elemental attacks pretty well, but maybe it won’t stand up to physical attacks. Funky, call off Lennox and let me try something.”

Funky nodded and shouted a command at Lennox to fly away from the Glitchling. The Glitchling, however, still waved its claws at Lennox, but Lennox was too fast for it to catch and Lennox flew outside out of its reach.

That was my chance. I ran at the Glitchling and activated Ice Fist, causing thick chunks of ice to appear over my fists. The ice blocks were unexpectedly heavy, but I still managed to slam both of my fists into the Glitchling’s leg.

The Glitchling roared in agony, but just like with Lennox’s flames, my attacks didn’t do much. They did, however, Freeze its leg where my fists had touched it, but then I had to jump back to avoid getting my head taken off from one of its claws. With aggro on me now, the Glitchling stalked toward me, baring its huge claws and sharp teeth, a deep, unsettling, and definitely unnatural growl emitting from its throat.

Until Dillo body-slammed the Glitchling hard enough to send it staggering off to the side. He followed it up with a few well-placed punches, causing the Glitchling to raise its arms over its head to protect itself from Dillo’s attacks.

“Take this, you dumb glitch!” Dillo yelled, his claws tearing into the Glitchling’s form.

I was amazed at how Dillo was able to keep the Glitchling on the defensive. His claws were even tearing out chunks of its body, although I noticed that more glitched data would appear to fill in whatever holes he made. It looked like the Glitchling was weak to sharp attacks, which meant that if I wanted to hurt it, I needed my Ice Daggers.

Dismissing my Ice Fists, I summoned my Ice Daggers again, but before I could get close enough to help Dillo, the Glitchling’s eyes flashed red and this notification appeared:

[GLITCH #23] used Glitch Wave!

A wave of purple and yellow energy exploded from the Glitchling’s body in every direction. I instinctively summoned Ice Barrier around me, Sneakers, and Funky, but the wave shattered the Ice Barrier upon contact and hit us. The Glitch Wave did not knock us down, but it did make me stagger. It also knocked Dillo off of the Glitchling, though from what I could tell, it didn’t exactly hurt him, either.

Not that I had time to think about that, however, because my whole body began to shake uncontrollably. A notification appeared in my view that was ominous:

ERROR. D.E.S. detects an unknown error disabling your Powers. Please contact Capes Online Technical Support for more information.

My eyes widened in shock. “Uh, guys? Am I the only one who got the notification that says that I can’t use my Powers?”

“No, we got the same notification,” said Funky grimly, staring at empty air, although I knew he was really staring at his own notification that I simply couldn’t see. “It would appear that the Glitchling somehow managed to disable our Powers, likely through some kind of a glitch.”

“That is why I said we needed to run,” Sneakers snapped, fear and anger laced in every word she spoke. “That thing can’t be beaten by ordinary players like you and me. I’m convinced that the damn thing can’t be beaten at all. Our only chance of survival is getting the hell out of here before it kills us all.”

After seeing what the Glitchling could do, I had to admit I now understood why Sneakers was running away from the Glitchling before. It wasn’t just that Sneakers couldn’t beat it. It was that the Glitchling had the power to glitch us. And even worse, I had no idea how to ‘unglitch’ us.

“Funky, you made this game,” I said, looking at Funky. “Can you fix us?”

Funky was tapping empty air, apparently going through menus only he could see. “I’m trying, but I’ve never seen a glitch like this before. It’s going to take me a while to fix our Powers. Or my Powers, I should say, because my emergency menu only gives me access to my own character, meaning that the rest of you are on your own.”

“Damn it,” I said. I looked at the Ice Daggers I still held in my hands. “At least I still have my Ice Daggers. Recover, what can you do?”

Recover, who stood off to the side well outside of the range of the battle, threw up her hands uselessly. “Nothing! Healers rely on our Powers to do anything. I can’t even attack the Glitchling. Best I can do is hand out Health and Energy Drinks. Sorry.”

I cursed. “Well, Brawn, you keep Recover and Hop safe. Meanwhile, we’ll—”

A scream of terror made me look back to the scene of the battle. My heart sank in my stomach when I saw what was going on.

The Glitchling was now on top of Dillo, tearing at his armor and trying to rip his face off. Dillo was managing to hold off the Glitchling, but it was clear to me that he was losing the fight. His large Health was being steadily chipped away by the Glitchling’s surprisingly strong attacks. Also, his armor appeared to be becoming glitchy, the texture and appearance constantly changing wherever the Glitchling landed its blows.

I didn’t hesitate. Gripping my Ice Daggers firmly, I rushed toward the Glitchling and, with a yell, slammed both of my knives into its side. This time, the Ice Daggers actually connected and sank into its glitchy flesh.

Its glitched HP bar did not lower or change at all, but it must have hurt because the Glitchling roared and slammed an arm into my stomach, which sent me flying. I hit the ground a few feet away and gasped in pain, especially when I looked at my Health and saw that the Glitchling had knocked off a cool 30% of it with that blow alone. Just how strong was this thing?

I suppose I was going to find out the answer soon enough because it seemed to forget about Dillo—who now had about 50% of his own Health left—and rose and rushed over to me. Desperate, I aimed my Energy Cannon and fired several Energy shots at the Glitchling, but the Energy shots didn’t even slow it down.

That was when Funky and Lennox appeared between me and the Glitchling. With Lennox sitting on his shoulders, Funky thrust one finger forward and shouted, “Burn!”

A stream of red-hot flame exploded from Lennox’s mouth and passed over the Glitchling in a wave. The Glitchling cried out in pain, but it didn’t stop. Instead, it bowled over Funky and Lennox, knocking them both to the ground as it rushed toward me.

Getting to my feet, I fired more Energy shots at it, but of course the Glitchling didn’t get hurt. It just raised a claw to slash at me, but then Sneakers appeared out of nowhere and slammed her knife into the back of its knee. At the same time, Cy appeared behind it and slashed his Kunai at the back of its knees as well.

The double knife attack made the Glitchling stagger onto the ground. It fell on its hands and knees, where it became an even easier target for Cy and Sneakers, who began running around it slashing at every spot they could reach. Like with all of our attacks so far, their blows did not seem to even move its Health bar, but they did seem to be distracting it, which I was thankful for because it gave me time to recover.

Not too much time, however. The Glitchling glowed blue this time, causing this notification to appear in our collective vision:

[GLITCHLING #23] uses Glitch Aura! +10% increase in all Stats!

The Glitchling’s muscles bulged and expanded. Then it lashed out with its claws, striking down both Sneakers and Cy with one blow each. Both Sneakers and Cy survived, but based on how they lay on the ground clutching their stomachs, it was clear they were out of the fight for now.

Grunting, the Glitchling rose to its feet and rushed toward me again. This time, I knew I was on my own entirely. I raised my Energy Cannon to take another shot, despite knowing that my Energy shots did little-to-no damage against it. I just hoped and prayed that I would hit a Weak Point or something and take it down in one hit.

Right before the Glitchling could attack me, however, a gunshot rang out through the Sewers, the sound deafening in the confined space of the Sewers. The Glitchling roared in agony as a tiny bullet hole appeared in the side of its head, causing blood to spurt out of the hole like a water fountain. Despite the Glitchling’s best efforts to cover the hole, its Health bar finally began to move, dropping by about 10% from that attack alone.

Although I should have been pleased to see the Glitchling finally wounded, I had to admit I was also really confused. A quick look around the area showed me that all of my Teammates were either defeated or not participating in the fight for various reasons. And besides, none of my current Teammates used guns. So where did the bullet come from?

The Glitchling appeared to have the same question because it was now looking around in anger, blood still leaking out of its head wound, a deeply unsettling growl emitting from its inhuman throat. The Glitchling appeared to have forgotten all about me, although I didn’t relax yet. Instead, I took this moment to retreat from the creature and get out of the range of its claws.

Then, to my shock, the Glitchling roared, in a distorted voice, “Pain! Who hurt—”

Another gunshot interrupted the Glitchling, piercing its side and passing straight through like it wasn’t even there. The Glitchling screamed in agony as 20% of its Health vanished in an instance. The bullet that had pierced its side struck the floor a few feet in front of me, causing me to jump backward in surprise, though I quickly Scanned the bullet to find out exactly what kind of bullet it was:

Glitch Killer

Material: Unknown

Glitch Killers are a special type of bullet designed by Synth Group for members of the Glitch Elimination Task Force. They are designed to harm and even kill glitches. They can also harm ordinary players and NPCs, so always make sure to practice proper trigger discipline whenever handling a gun, Glitch Killer or not.

The Glitch Elimination Task Force … ? Wait, did that mean that the guy who was attacking the Glitchling was—

My thoughts were interrupted by an absolute hailstorm of bullets coming from every angle at once. The bullets struck the Glitchling all at once, riddling its glitchy bodies with lead. The sound of bullets was even more deafening than before, especially with so many coming at once, and I had to use Dodge to avoid a few strays that shot past me. The Glitchling desperately tried to flee, but there were too many bullets coming from too many directions for it to avoid. The bullet tore into its Health, causing its Health bar to drop like a rock until it hit zero.

With a shriek of pain, the Glitchling collapsed onto the ground, its body riddled with bullet holes. It gave one last shuddering gasp before its eyes rolled into the back of its head and it suddenly vanished into thin air, causing this notification to appear in my view:

[GLITCHLING #23] has been killed!

Blinking, I stared at the spot where the Glitchling had been lying mere moments before. I almost didn’t believe the notification at first due to how powerful the Glitchling had been, but there was no denying that the Glitchling was dead.

“Whoa,” said Cy, sitting up and rubbing the back of his head like he was recovering from a bad headache. “What was that all about? I’ve never seen so many bullets in my life.”

Dillo grunted and propped himself up on his elbows, staring at the spot where the Glitchling had been lying mere moments before. “Same here. It was like a literal bullet blizzard. Kind of surprised none of us got killed.”

“That is because the Glitchling was a glitch,” said a familiar Ukrainian voice, “and you are not.”

From out of the shadows of a nearby tunnel emerged a tall, extremely thin Anti-Hero wearing large combat boots and carrying a long sniper rifle in his hands. His eyes were hidden behind thick goggles with retractable lenses, while the scarf around his neck made him look almost vulturelike in appearance. I didn’t even need to read the nametag above his head to recognize him.

“Targetman,” I said, looking at him. “Long time, no see.”

Targetman nodded. “Same to you, Winter. I see you have gotten a few new pieces of Equipment since I last saw you.”

I shrugged. “That’s what you’re supposed to do in Capes Online, right? Make your character as strong as possible, which includes getting as much Equipment as possible.”

“True,” said Targetman, “but there is, of course, much more to Capes Online than that. But we can discuss that later … after I kill your Sidekick.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Without warning, Targetman swung his rifle and aimed it at Cy, who was just now getting back to his feet. Right before Targetman could pull the trigger, however, I shot my Energy Cannon at his hand, knocking the rifle out of his hands, although it didn’t seem to do any actual damage.

But Targetman’s reflexes were faster than lightning. Even as his rifle went flying out of his hands, he immediately drew a pistol from his belt and fired only once, but somehow two bullets came out at once. One of them shot toward Cy while the other shot toward me, but then energy barriers appeared before both of us and the bullets bounced harmlessly off and clattered on the floor.

“What the—?” said Targetman in surprise. “Where did those barriers come from?”

“They came from me,” said Funky, stepping forward with his hand held out. His hand was glowing the same shade of green as the energy barriers protecting Cy and I. “And I am not going to let them down until you promise to play nice.”

Targetman glared at Funky. “Play nice? Just who do you think you are? Perhaps you do not recognize me. I am Targetman, the Glitch Elimination Task Force’s best sniper.”

That was true. Targetman was a member of the Capes Online Glitch Elimination Task Force, a group of players specially designated by SI Games to eliminate glitches and other threats to Capes Online. All of them were extremely high-leveled, obscenely powerful, and some of the best players in the game. You typically didn’t want to run into them because they rarely, if ever, lost a fight. Especially Targetman, who had a reputation for never failing to kill a target once he set his eyes on it.

“I know exactly who you are, Oleksander,” said Funky without missing a beat. “I’m the one who recruited you into the Task Force in the first place, after all, though I am now starting to regret that decision.”

Targetman stepped back in shock. “Wait a minute … you mean you are Homer Sitterson, the creator of Capes Online?”

Funky nodded. “I am, yes.”

Fear appeared on Targetman’s face as he realized exactly who he was dealing with. He picked up his rifle, but didn’t aim it at me or anyone else. He almost looked like he wanted to run away, though he stayed right where he was. “My apologies, Mr. Sitterson. I was so intent on killing the Glitchling and the Sidekick that I didn’t even realize—”

“Don’t worry,” said Funky. “Most people don’t know who I really am, so I’m going to have to ask you to keep my identity a secret as well. Not that it matters, though, given how we’re all stuck in the game.”

“Yes, of course,” said Targetman quickly. He ran his finger across his lips as if to mimic closing a zipper. “Your secrets are safe with me, Mr. Sitterson.”

“Please, call me Funky,” said Funky with a wave of his hand. “Everyone else here does.”

“Yes, Mr. Funky, sir,” said Targetman in a totally serious voice.

“Now, what brought you here?” said Funky, glancing at the spot where the Glitchling had been lying mere moments ago. “Were you hunting the Glitchling?”

“That I was, yes,” said Targetman, nodding eagerly. “I did not know that you or these others were down here, but in some ways, I am happy to see you. Capes Online has become an extremely hostile place to Task Force members since Paradox’s takeover and I am glad to see some familiar, if not friendly, faces.”

“What do you mean?” I said through the barrier surrounding us. “Has the Paradox Legion attacked you guys, too?”

Targetman nodded again. “Yes. In fact … every single Task Force member, other than myself, is dead. Our Headquarters here in Adventure City was attacked and destroyed by the Paradox Legion. They were led by a player who looks just like you, Winter, except he called himself Frostbite.”

I grimaced. I knew exactly who Frostbite was. He was my evil clone, for lack of a better term. From what I understood, he was a literal copy of my data made when Paradox first sent me to the Junkyard, except evil, stronger, and with different Powers than me. Nonetheless, he looked pretty much exactly like me aside from a few scars on his face. I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised to hear that he was still alive, though I was definitely displeased.

“That sounds bad, but the rest of the Team will respawn at some point, right?” said Recover. Her hands were glowing golden and she was healing all of us, golden auras appearing around every member of the Team and Sneakers.

Targetman, however, shook his head. “Normally, you would be correct, but Paradox has done more than just lock players into Capes Online. He has also disabled the respawn feature entirely.”

“He disabled respawn?” I said in horror. “How did he did that?”

“Paradox is in control of Capes Online now,” Targetman explained in a bitter voice. “That means he can do whatever he likes, including disabling respawn.”

“Does that mean everyone who dies in-game is actually dead?” said Dillo. He was sitting upright now, rubbing his chest where the Glitchling had been tearing into him. “Are they terminated?”

“I do not think so,” said Targetman. “I believe they are simply stuck in the void where players go when they die. But as long as they can’t respawn, it means that we cannot count on them coming to our rescue anytime soon.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing and in fact wanted to believe that Targetman was either lying or at least wrong. Yet I could tell just from the way he spoke that Targetman was telling the truth, that Paradox had indeed disabled Capes Online’s respawn feature. And I could see why. If Paradox could keep players from respawning, it meant that every player who opposed him and got killed could never come back. It might affect members of the Paradox Legion as well, but Paradox seemed like the sort of guy to consider that an acceptable sacrifice in order to permanently weaken the forces of his enemies. It reminded me about how Dark Kosmos had altered the respawn points for a bunch of players into his Hideout where he could torture them over and over again, but at least Dark Kosmos actually allowed players to respawn. Paradox was apparently far more ruthless in that area.

“So we just have to make sure we don’t die, ever,” said Dillo dryly. “Not like I planned on dying anytime soon, but—”

“This is important information,” I said. “The rest of the Team needs to know this as well.”

“Just sent everyone a message through Team Chat,” said Funky promptly. “So everyone should know they can’t respawn now.”

“It is a distressing development,” said Targetman with another shake of his head. “So much has changed since Paradox took over. If the rest of the Task Force was still alive, we would have annihilated Paradox long ago. In fact, we were planning to send the entire Task Force after Paradox when his Legion attacked and overwhelmed us. He is a glitch and glitches deserve to be eliminated.”

I shook my head. “The sentiment is nice, but you guys would never have been able to beat Paradox even if you all attacked him at once. Paradox is too powerful for players to take on by ourselves. I dislike the idea of calling him a ‘god,’ but he’s the closest thing Capes Online has to one, and he’s just getting more and more powerful by the hour.”

“Believe what you want, but the Task Force is trained to deal with glitches,” Targetman said. “Even supposedly ‘unkillable’ glitches like Paradox have their weaknesses. My Glitch-Killers, for example, are designed specifically to destroy any glitches in Capes Online’s system. If I can just shoot him with even one bullet in the right place, I could take down Paradox permanently.”

“And the reason you haven’t done that yet is—?” I said.

“Because Paradox is too well-protected in his Hideout,” said Targetman. “I am not sure if any of you have seen yet, but his headquarters is surrounded by dozens of members of his Legion at all times. Although I may be a powerful player, even I couldn’t storm his Hideout all on my own. So I have decided to spend my time hunting down his spawn instead and search for possible allies as well.”

I raised an eyebrow. “His spawn? What are you talking about? Are you telling me that Paradox is reproducing?”

“Nyet,” said Targetman. He pointed at the spot where the Glitchling had fallen. “Well, somewhat. He is not reproducing in the way humans do, but the Glitchlings come from him nonetheless.”

“Glitchlings?” Cy repeated with a gulp. “You mean there are more of those things?”

“Much more,” said Targetman. “And more are coming into being every minute. They come from Paradox himself and are largely mindless monsters hellbent on killing and glitching any players or NPCs they run across. While they are not quite as numerous as players and NPCs yet, it won’t be long before there are more Glitchlings than we can count, and by then they might even conquer the whole world. Some of these Glitchlings are also corrupted NPCs or animals, but most are pure Paradox spawn.”

“Crap,” I said. “Can those things even be killed by normal players or—?”

“They can, but it is supremely difficult,” said Targetman. He raised his sniper rifle. “In order to properly kill a glitch, you often need special anti-glitch Equipment and weaponry. All Task Force members are given Class-appropriate anti-glitch weapons to deal with any glitches they run across. Unfortunately, since a player’s Equipment disappears with them when they die, it means that I am likely the only player in Capes Online right now who has anti-glitch weapons.”

“Well, good thing we found you, then,” said Dillo, getting to his feet with help from Hop, “because if you hadn’t shown up, that Glitchling would have killed us all.”

“No doubt about it,” said Targetman, “but I didn’t come here just to kill the Glitchling. I also came to kill Winter’s Sidekick, Cyclone.”

Targetman pointed at Cy again, who was still safely behind Funky’s barrier. Despite that, Cy shrank back and put his hands on his head, as if afraid that Targetman might somehow kill him by pointing at him anyway.

“The answer is no, Targetman,” I said, “and why do you want to kill Cy, anyway? He can be annoying at times, sure, but he’s not a glitch.”

“That is where you are wrong, Winter,” said Targetman. “Cyclone is very much a glitch. And glitches must be eliminated.”

“Why do you think Cy is a glitch?” I said incredulously. “He’s just a Sidekick, a part of the system like every other Sidekick in the game.”

“Oh, don’t listen to him, boss,” said Cy with a wave of his hand. “Targetman is just upset that I killed him once. Probably still hasn’t gotten over it.”

I looked at Cy in shock. “You killed Targetman? When did that happen?”

“While you were deleted in the Junkyard,” Cy said. “It was kind of scary, but also kind of cool. I’ll fill you in on the details later.”

“This has nothing to do with my ego,” said Targetman, although his tone of voice was getting hot with anger now. “It has everything to do with eliminating anomalies that threaten the integrity of Capes Online, a job I take very seriously. That includes rogue Sidekicks like Cyclone.”

“I still don’t get it,” I said. “Cy isn’t rogue. He’s just … Cy.”

“Then let me explain, seeing as you weren’t here when it happened,” said Targetman. “You are aware that when a player is deleted or cancels their account, that their Sidekick returns to being an ordinary Civilian, right?”

I nodded. “Yeah, I know that.”

“But that did not happen to your Sidekick when you got deleted,” said Targetman, pointing at Cy again. “He remained a Sidekick, complete with his Level, Powers, Skills, and Equipment. That, logically, should not have happened. The only explanation I can come up with is that Cyclone somehow glitched the game to stay a Sidekick, which is a dangerous thing to do because the Sidekick System is one of the most important systems in Capes Online and anyone who messes with it is risking damaging the system itself permanently.”

I was about to argue that Targetman had no idea what he was talking about until I remembered that he was right. Until this very moment, I never thought to ask why Cy—and, by extension, Spiritus, Busker’s Sidekick—had stayed a Sidekick while I was deleted. By all rights, Cy should have reverted to being an ordinary Civilian until the D.E.S. selected him to be the Sidekick of a new player. I had just been so busy and caught up in the excitement of the past few days since I got back from the Junkyard that I just never questioned why that was. Now that Targetman mentioned it, though, I found myself wondering exactly why that happened.

“Hey, man, I’m just as clueless about why that happened as you,” said Cy, holding up his hands defensively. “I didn’t glitch nothing, no sir. I don’t even know how to glitch something. If there was a glitch, I definitely didn’t have anything to do with it.”

“Liar,” said Targetman with a snarl. “All glitches are liars that make self-serving lies to preserve their own unnatural lives.”

“Where were you after I got back from the Junkyard?” I said. “If killing Cy was so important, where did you go?”

“First, I had to respawn like every other player who gets killed,” Targetman snapped. “Secondly, a much bigger problem cropped up when I respawned, a problem that forced me and several other Task Force members to head out and deal with. Had that problem not shown up, I would have gladly taken the time out of my day to eliminate Cyclone for good. And, of course, Paradox’s takeover of Capes Online forced me to focus on more important things for now.”

That made sense, but I still had no intention of letting Targetman delete Cyclone, especially after hearing about how respawning had been disabled. However annoying Cy might be at times, he was still my Sidekick and even my friend. I wasn’t going to let anyone, even a high-level player like Targetman, kill any of my friends. We were going to need every person we could get if we were going to defeat Paradox and that included Sidekicks.

“Regardless, Cy is not a glitch,” I said. “I can’t explain how he managed to maintain his Sidekick status even after I got deleted, but one thing I do know about Cy is that he is not a malicious glitch that is trying to destroy Capes Online. Paradox, however, is, and I don’t see you going after Paradox, even though he is the bigger threat at the moment.”

“Did you not just listen to what I said?” said Targetman in exasperation. “I have very good reasons for going after Cyclone. Once I eliminate him, then I will figure out a way to—”

“Can you both just cut it out?” said Funky sharply, causing both Targetman and me to look at him in surprise. “I understand where you’re both coming from, but frankly we don’t have time for arguments right now. We’re all on the same side here, all trying to stop Paradox. We don’t need to fight each other when Paradox still controls Capes Online itself.”

“But the glitch—” said Targetman before Funky interrupted him again.

“Cy is not a glitch,” said Funky in a very firm voice. He glanced at Cy. “He is an anomaly, one even I can’t really explain despite my knowledge of Capes Online’s mechanics, but Cy is definitely not a glitch. And if you try to kill him, then be prepared for the consequences.”

Targetman looked genuinely terrified when Funky said that. I kept forgetting that Funky was really, really powerful, and that was just as Funky. If he was in his Faded Flag form, he would probably be even more powerful and therefore scarier. It made me grateful that Funky was on my side because he would be a terrifying enemy if he wasn’t my friend.

“Yes, sir, I won’t kill Cyclone,” said Targetman. “I promise.”

“Make a Promised Oath,” said Funky. “Now.”

Targetman looked supremely displeased at having to make a Promised Oath, but he nodded reluctantly and said again, “All right. I promise not to kill Cyclone. I swear this on my word.”

“Good,” said Funky. “I will hold you to that Promised Oath. You know what will happen if you break it.”

Targetman nodded, rubbing the back of his neck like it was giving him trouble. “Of course. I learn from my mistakes.”

Funky nodded again and then lowered his hand, which ceased glowing. At the same time, the barriers protecting Cy and me also vanished, but Targetman did not, fortunately, take advantage of that opportunity to shoot us. He did glare at Cy, though, like he thought he could kill Cy through sheer hatred alone. Cy, however, just waved back at him with a big smile on his face.

“Now that we’re all on the same page here, what should we do next?” said Funky, glancing at me. “How about inviting Targetman onto the Team?”

“What?” I said in indignation. “After he nearly killed Cy? Are you crazy?”

“Targetman is already bound by a Promised Oath to not kill Cy,” Funky pointed out. “And since Targetman doesn’t have a Team anymore, it isn’t like he has anywhere to go.”

Targetman nodded, though rather reluctantly. “That is true. With the deaths of my Teammates, I must either be a lone wolf or else find a new Team to join. With so many players joining the Paradox Legion, it is hard to find a group that is willing to stand against him.”

“Plus, he’s also very powerful and knows how to eliminate glitches,” Funky continued. “It’s very likely that we’ll run into more Glitchlings at some point. Having a trained glitch hunter on the Team would be extremely useful to have.”

I frowned. I didn’t like the idea of having Targetman on the Team, but at the same time, Funky’s idea did have some merit. Targetman was a very powerful and skilled player. If we had him on the Team, that would make the Team stronger and better able to deal with whatever problems Paradox threw at us.

So I nodded and said, “All right, Targetman, you can join the Team. Let me send you an invite.”

I quickly sent Targetman an invite, which he accepted, bringing up the total number of Team Winter members to 15.

“Thank you for allowing me to join your Team, Winter,” said Targetman with a bow. “I deeply appreciate it.”

“Well, I hope you do,” I said. “Anyway, after we heal up from the Glitchling attack, let’s resume our journey to the Underworld, where Capes Online’s Foundational Files are.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Despite letting Targetman onto the Team, I still kept a close eye on him. He stood off to the side with Funky, evidently discussing the second Blackout and SI Games’ response to it in low tones. Based on Targetman’s shocked expression, it was easy to guess Funky was telling him about the coming Reset. Although Targetman was a strong player, I didn’t know him well enough to predict his response to that. Hopefully, he wouldn’t let it crush his spirit.

Regardless, I made my way over to Sneakers, who sat against one of the walls of the tunnel with one knee up. She still clutched her golden necklace in her hand, but when I approached, she looked up suddenly and pulled her necklace closer to her body. Her hood and robes were torn in a few places and her hair was dirty and unkempt, but looking at her face, I couldn’t get over just how much she looked like Sally. The two of them could have been twin sisters despite the fact that Sally was from Texas and Sneakers was from Ireland.

“Hey, Sneakers,” I said, stopping in front of her. “Surprised to see you’re still around here. I thought you would have slipped off in the middle of our little conflict with Targetman to find someplace safe to hide.”

Sneakers snorted. “I thought about it, but decided to stick around, seeing as this place is about as safe as it gets. Not that I trust any of you blokes all that much, but you’re a better sort than the kind employed by Paradox. Huntsman is still working for Paradox, isn’t he?”

“Probably,” I said. “I take it you didn’t accept Paradox’s offer to join his Legion?”

“Of course not,” said Sneakers, shaking her head rapidly. “There’s no such thing as a free lunch and this Paradox idiot is clearly offering everyone a free lunch. Digital immortality … what a bunch of crap. Who would be stupid enough to believe in that?”

I tried not to smile when she said that. Sneakers still didn’t know that I was in Project Second Life. She had no idea that she was talking to literal walking proof of that concept. I couldn’t blame her, seeing as Project Second Life was supposed to be above top-secret, but it still amused me to see her talking about it like that.

“Yeah, it probably is a crap deal, but have you ever considered that you might die in real life after a few days?” I said. “There’s a reason why a lot of players are flocking to Paradox.”

“Eh, who cares?” said Sneakers with a shrug. “I don’t care about living forever. If my time has come, then it’s come, and I can’t do anything about it. That’s why I’m going to spend my last days doing what I love: Stealing things from stupid people.”

“Like that necklace?” I said, glancing at the golden necklace in her hands. “Where did you get that from?”

Sneakers held it closer to her chest like it was her firstborn baby. “Some rich idiot who fled down to the Sewers to avoid Paradox. Apparently, lots of rich people have bunkers in the Sewers for exactly this sort of event. ‘Course, being rich don’t mean you’re smart, so I managed to nick this necklace off his wife’s neck before she even noticed.”

“Interesting,” I said. “You must be a pretty good Thief, then.”

“It was easy because of that Glitchling,” said Sneakers, nodding at the spot where the Glitchling’s corpse had been mere moments ago. “The thing came out of nowhere and slaughtered the rich guy’s whole party before they even knew what hit ‘em. Took advantage of the distraction to sneak up and steal his wife’s necklace before she got killed. Easier than stealing candy from a baby, but of course the bloody beast noticed me and chased me like a rabbit, which is how I ended up running into you and your mates.”

I nodded in understanding. At least I knew why Sneakers had been running away when we saw her now. “What are you going to do now?”

Rising to her feet, Sneakers stashed the necklace into her robes and said, “What else? I’m going back to my Hideout. My dumb Sidekick ended up getting eaten by the Glitchling. Probably hasn’t respawned if that Ukrainian guy is right, but my Hideout is still safer than the Sewers.”

“Why don’t you join my Team?” I said. “Paradox has lifted the Alignment restrictions on Teams. That means even Villains like yourself can join my Team if you want.”

“Sorry, but Teams really aren’t my thing,” said Sneakers, shaking her head. “I’m a loner. Always have been. Always will be. Aside from my Sidekick, that is, but he’s so useless I’m always on the verge of firing him every time he messes up, which is very often. Besides, I’ve never had good experiences with Teams and certainly don’t belong on yours.”

Sneakers tried to walk away, but I sidestepped into her path and said, “But there’s safety in numbers. Right now, the Paradox Legion is growing all the time. My Team is pretty small at the moment, but you’d be infinitely safer with us than you would be on your own.”

Sneakers glared at me in a way that heavily reminded me of Sally. “I already said I am a loner. I don’t need a Team. I don’t need your team. I don’t need anyone’s Team. I am perfectly fine on my own, thank you very much. I can take care of myself.”

“Can you, though?” I said. “What if I told you we were going to beat Paradox?”

“Impossible,” said Sneakers, though I heard a hint of hesitation in her voice when she said that. “Paradox can’t be beaten. Certainly not by a Team as small as yours. You blokes try to challenge him and he’ll crush you like insects. He’ll do the same to anyone who works with you, including me, and I, frankly, don’t want to be stuck in the respawn void until my physical body perishes in the real world.”

“We’re not going to take on Paradox,” I said. “At least, not directly, anyway. We’re going to take him out in a sort of indirect way. With luck, Paradox won’t even know we’re killing him until it’s too late. You’ll be perfectly safe with us.”

Sneakers frowned. “Still sounds like BS to me, mate. You guys can go and play the Hero if you want. Me, I’m just going to do my best to survive and have as much fun as I can in these last few days of existence.”

I frowned as well, but this time in frustration. I wanted Sneakers on the Team because I suspected having a dedicated Thief might be useful at some point. Sure, we had Cy, who was a Ninja, for Stealth, but the way I saw it, the more people we had on Team Winter, the better. Although Sneakers could be pretty sarcastic at times, she was still one of the few Villain players I liked aside from Technosoldier. I just couldn’t see how I was going to convince her to join the Team, though.

That was when Cy showed up all of a sudden, seemingly out of nowhere, and, wrapping an arm around Sneakers’ shoulder, said, “Hi, Sneaks! Long time, no—”

Sneakers shoved Cy off her and snapped, “Touch me again and you die.”

“As feisty as always,” said Cy, dusting himself off, though I noticed he kept a good distance from Sneakers just in case she tried to attack him. “What are you two talking about?”

“Your boss here is trying to convince me to join your dinky little Team,” Sneakers said, gesturing at me, “but I’ve already told the bloke I am not a Team player and I have better things to do with my time than waste it playing rebel against a ruler that can’t be killed.”

“Don’t want to join the Team, huh?” said Cy, scratching his chin. “Hmm, that is a problem. I can see why you wouldn’t want to be part of the Team, but maybe you should rethink your choice before you make any final decisions.”

“What is there to rethink?” said Sneakers. She looked at both of us with a harsh scowl on her face. “We might have worked together in the past, but that doesn’t mean we’re friends or that I even like either of you. We just happened to work together once for a common goal. As far as I’m concerned, that’s where any and all relations between us end.”

“On the contrary, however, I believe that is exactly where they begin,” said Cy.

“What are you going on about now?” said Sneakers, glaring at Cy. “If you’re going to try hitting on me again—”

“Don’t worry, I know you’ll kill me if I try to hit on you,” said Cy. He rubbed his hands together eagerly. “But I think that you might not have considered all of the reasons why you might want to join the Team. Like the fact that you owe me.”

Sneakers stiffened. “I thought you forgot about that.”

“She owes you?” I said, looking at Cy in confusion. “What are you talking about?”

“It happened after you got deleted in the Underworld,” Cy informed me. “Queen Somas wanted to execute Sneakers for her crimes against the Dwellers, specifically for stealing her Crown. I, however, managed to convince Somas to spare her and let her come with us back to the surface.”

“Aye, he did,” said Sneakers reluctantly. “And I did tell him I owed him for that.”

Cy gestured at Sneakers. “See? I never forget people who owe me anything. It’s why no one ever borrows money from me anymore, although I like borrowing from other people where possible.”

I shook my head. Between Targetman trying to kill Cy for being a ‘glitch’ and now this, it sounded to me like Cy had a whole bunch of adventures of his own between the time I was deleted and the time I came back to Capes Online. Sometime I was going to need to sit Cy down and ask him to tell me all about what he did while I was away, but now was not the time.

“When I said I owed you, I wasn’t thinking about joining your ragtag team of losers to take down an unkillable glitch,” Sneakers said in annoyance. “I certainly didn’t expect to have to risk my life in the process, either.”

“Come on, now,” said Cy, wagging a finger at her. “That’s not how this works and you know it. You didn’t say what you owed me specifically. Just that you owed me. That’s why you should always be careful with your words. Otherwise, you end up getting yourself into big trouble. Ask me how I know.”

“Still, this is ridiculous,” said Sneakers. “If you try to force me to join your little Team, I’ll kill you both. I mean it.”

Cy smiled. “Oh, we’re not going to force you to join our Team, but may I remind you the reason Queen Somas let you go? It’s because I said I was going to take you to jail. In fact, I even made a Promised Oath about it, a Promised Oath that I still haven’t fulfilled. And if I don’t fulfill it, then I am probably going to die, which is definitely not something I want to do.”

Sneakers bit her lower lip. “Well, that’s your fault for making a Promised Oath without thinking about it. That’s why Promised Oaths are one of my least favorite mechanics.”

“True, but I hope you understand why we might be forced to apprehend you if you don’t join the Team,” said Cy. He was casually flipping his Kunai, though it was a clear threat if I ever saw one. “Arrest you like the Thief you are, haul you off to jail, and them boom, Promised Oath kept. I could do it if I really want to.”

“Is putting me in jail really your biggest priority right now?” said Sneakers in disbelief. “I thought you blokes were trying to stop Paradox.”

“We are, but we can always take a detour back to the surface if we need to,” said Cy. “Of course, I’ll be willing to put that off for a little while longer—maybe until after we kill Paradox—if you decide to join the Team, but it’s your choice.”

I could see the gears spinning in Sneakers’ mind as she considered Cy’s offer. Of course, it wasn’t really that much of an offer when you stopped and think about it. Cy was essentially blackmailing her into joining the Team, which was a surprisingly brutal thing on his part. Then again, Cy had been a Villain at one point. He was probably just putting into practice what he picked up from observing Huntsman and the other Villains he knew in the past. It definitely surprised me because I never thought of Cy as being particularly brutal. He always seemed so clumsy and silly, but I guess he could be clever when he wanted to be.

Finally, Sneakers sighed heavily in defeat and said, “Fine. I’ll join your stupid Team as long as it means you won’t try to play cop and toss me in prison.”

“Wise choice,” said Cy. He clapped his hands together excitedly. “I know! With Targetman and Sneakers now on our Team, I think we should throw a big welcome party right now!”

“We can party later,” I said, earning a grateful glance from Sneakers when I said that and a disappointed look from Cy. “Let me invite Sneakers onto the Team first.”

I sent Sneakers an invite, which she accepted, albeit very grudgingly. I couldn’t blame her. I wasn’t exactly thrilled about the idea of trying to stop Paradox, either, but it had to be done.

Because if we didn’t … then far too many people were going to die.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

With both Targetman and Sneakers on the Team—thus bringing up our total number of Teammates to an even 16—we resumed our journey deeper into the Sewers. We had to change up our formation a little bit, however, to account for the new members. While we kept Recover and Hop in the middle as usual, Targetman took up the back spot with Dillo and Brawn, essentially acting as the immediate bodyguard of Recover and Hop. Brawn and Cy took up the sides as usual, while Funky and I took up the front. Sneakers was given the job of scouting ahead, using the Team Chat function to report back to us if she found any traps. While I didn’t like the idea of letting Sneakers out of our sight for even a moment, I suspected Sneakers would not try to escape after our little discussion with her about putting her in jail where she belongs.

As usual, we took the hidden entrances and tunnels that only Funky knew about. My map showed me that we were descending deeper still into the Sewers, much deeper than I ever had before. This was reflected in the architecture of the place. The concrete down here was older and more decrepit than the concrete closer to the surface. According to Funky, Adventure City had one of the oldest sewer systems in the world, with multiple layers and levels of sewer system that held all sorts of secrets. A person could spend their whole life exploring the Sewers and still not find everything in it. Even the Adventure City Government didn’t know all of the place’s secrets.

It was a reminder of just how big Capes Online was. I had spent the vast majority of my time in Capes Online in Adventure City, but from what I understood, there was an entire world out there that I had never even seen. My brother Busker, for example, started in another city entirely when he first started playing Capes Online. It would be nice to travel the world sometime and see exactly how big it was. If I was going to spend the rest of my life in Capes Online, then I might as well get to know it.

As my Teammates and I made our way through the labyrinthine Sewers, however, I wondered if I actually was going to spend the rest of my life here. I was thinking about Paradox’s offer to send me back to the real world. I was still convinced that it was a lie meant to make me give up and stop fighting him, but at the same time, I couldn’t deny that I had seen my own body in that footage he showed me. It meant my physical body was still alive out there somewhere in some secret, hidden government facility. That meant there was always the potential—however remote, however distant—of going back to the real world.

But again, why would I? My brother and fiance were here. The only people important to me who weren’t here were my parents. Even then, I didn’t think my parents would be terribly interested in uploading their minds to a video game they didn’t understand. Dad, in particular, would probably find that idea abhorrent. He never really approved of VR games, partly due to being an old school gamer, partly due to disliking the idea of people losing themselves in worlds that were ultimately ‘fake,’ according to him. I wondered what my old man would say if he knew where I was now and how I viewed Capes Online as my ‘real’ world now.

Even so, I couldn’t help but wonder if it would be worth it. I had thought I’d come to peace with being stuck in Capes Online forever, but when Paradox made that offer to me, my original desire to return to the real world flared up out of nowhere. I wondered if Sally would agree with it. Was it possible for her to come back to the real world with me? I doubted it was possible for Busker, whose body was definitely buried unlike mine, but there was no way to know for sure.

If I left Capes Online, then I would never need to worry about Paradox, Atmosfear, or any of the other Villains I’ve fought. I could finally live the normal life that was taken away from me, the normal life that I had wanted to live so much.

But looking around at my Teammates, I realized that leaving Capes Online would also mean leaving them. They might be able to stop Paradox on their own, but would they? Would it be right to abandon my friends when they needed me most? And what of the various NPCs who were here, too? I had come to think of NPCs as people as well, after all. I didn’t want to abandon them, either, at least the ones I knew.

In fact, assuming we survived this, I might even be able to live the kind of normal life I wanted to live in the real world but never did. Paradox and Hannah were proof positive that players could have children. If Sally and I got married, we might be able to have kids together like I dreamed of. Of course, Paradox was hardly a good example of such a child, but the possibility was still there and I still like to think about it.

“Whatcha thinking about, boss?” asked Cy, snapping me out of my thoughts all of a sudden.

Looking at Cy, I said, “What was that?”

“I said, what are you thinking about?” said Cy. He gestured at his face. “I recognized your facial expression. It’s how you look whenever you’re thinking really hard about something really important.”

I looked away from Cy. I forgot how perceptive Cy could be sometimes despite his general silliness. “Just about my future, I guess. What Sally and I will do after we stop Paradox.”

“Oh, yeah,” said Cy. His shoulders slumped and his walk seemed to become more of a slouch. “I hate thinking about the future, honestly.”

I grinned slightly. “Yeah, you never struck me as a very long-term thinker.”

“Hard to think long-term when you’re always at the mercy of players,” said Cy. “Before I met you, I never knew if I was going to be a Civilian or a Sidekick. You know how Sidekicks can lose their status at the drop of a hat. Makes it hard to plan for the future ‘cause you never know if you’re going to be sitting at a boring nine-to-five office job somewhere or if you’re going to be brawling with bad guys on a street or being one of the bad guys on the street.”

Huh. It had never occurred to me to think of it that way, but it made sense. When a player started Capes Online, the D.E.S. would either generate an entirely new Sidekick for them or, more commonly, pick out a random Civilian to draft into the role. A player could also fire their Sidekick at will and either replace them with another Sidekick or simply go it alone. Sidekicks, to the best of my knowledge, had almost no choice in the matter of who they got paired up with or who fired them. It was entirely on the System and the player, two things completely outside of the Sidekick’s control.

“I can see that,” I said, scratching my shoulder. “If I was a Sidekick, I suppose I’d have a hard time thinking long-term as well.”

Then Cy suddenly smiled and looked at me. “But since you’re stuck here, unlike most Heroes and Villains, maybe that means I’ll stay with you, too. I mean, I know you can always fire and replace me at any time, but this is still an unusual and different situation for me. I might actually be able to think about my future beyond the next day or week. Wouldn’t that be awesome?”

Caught off-guard by Cy’s sudden change of attitude, I nonetheless said, “Yeah, that’s possible. I have no plans to fire you anytime soon, so you don’t need to worry about that.”

Cy clapped his hands together excitedly. “Yay! Well, I suppose I don’t like the ‘anytime soon’ part, but I do like the part about not having any plans to fire me. Takes a load off my shoulders.”

I looked at Cy curiously when he said that. Despite his general silly and jolly nature, I knew from experience that Cy had a lot more anxiety and insecurity under the surface than most people were aware. This was due to his background, especially his time with Huntsman, but it seemed to me that Cy always had a bit more self-awareness than your average Sidekick. Targetman assumed Cy was some kind of glitch, but I wondered if there was another explanation for Cy’s strangely realistic behavior.

Thinking of Targetman made me glance over my shoulder at him. Targetman trailed along in the back, his rifle on his shoulder, moving slightly slower than the rest of us in order not to overtake us with his long legs. It occurred to me that I didn’t know where his Sidekicks were, so I fell back in the group until I was walking beside the sniper.

“Hey, Targetman,” I said, causing Targetman to look at me in surprise. “What happened to your Sidekick? Or Sidekicks? You seem to have two.”

Targetman nodded. “I do. Unfortunately, Invisible Girl and Mechbeth were both killed in the Paradox Legion’s attack on our headquarters. And thanks to Paradox disabling respawn, they won’t be coming back anytime soon.”

I grimaced. “Sorry to hear that, but if I might ask, how come you get two Sidekicks? I thought players were only allowed one Sidekick at a time.”

“It’s a special exemption granted to members of the Task Force,” said Targetman. “We are allowed up to two Sidekicks at once. There is strength in numbers, after all. Both Invisible Girl and Mechbeth have played invaluable roles in critical missions against dangerous glitches in the past. I relied on them a lot more than most people realize.”

I nodded again and looked at Cy, who was now chatting it up with Funky, who didn’t seem very happy that I had left him with my chatty Sidekick. “Yeah, our Sidekicks are more important than we think, aren’t they?”

“A lot more,” Targetman agreed. “Of course, I understand why some players go without, but I do not think I would be anywhere near where I am today if not for the help of my Sidekicks. Which is another reason I intend to put a bullet through Paradox’s brain the next time I see him.”

Targetman said that while fingering the trigger of his gun. I shuddered, glad that Targetman was on our side, at least for now. His Accuracy was second to none and I knew from experience just how determined a foe he could be. Once he set his eyes on you, you were basically screwed.

“Of course, I also wish to kill him for killing my Teammates,” said Targetman. “I don’t know what sort of pain they are going through right now, but being unable to respawn is not that much different than deletion. The only difference, I suppose, is that they are not in the Junkyard.”

“At least they aren’t terminated,” I said. “Otherwise, they would really be gone for good.”

“True, but I am skeptical that Paradox could terminate players,” said Targetman. “Then again, he doesn’t need to personally. All he needs to do is wait until our bodies decay in the real world and then boom, we are dead. Unless we join him, that is, and he grants us digital immortality, although I am still not convinced he can actually do that.”

Thinking about Paradox’s offer to send me back to the real world, I shrugged. “I don’t know, either, but whether he can or can’t doesn’t change the fact that we need to stop him. He has no right to hold us hostage like this.”

“Agreed,” said Targetman. He sighed. “I miss my wife. She has a Capes Online account just like me, but she was offline when this happened. I can’t imagine what she must be going through. She must be worried sick about me.”

I nodded. “You’re a lot more talkative than I thought.”

“Most of the time I am too busy doing my job to chitchat,” said Targetman, ducking to avoid hitting his head on an overhanging pipe that was dripping water slightly. “But now, I don’t have anything better to do aside from talk. That is, until we find Paradox and kill him ourselves.”

I was about to tell Targetman that we were not actually going to confront Paradox ourselves when Funky suddenly came to a stop and said, “Stop. This is our entrance to the Underworld.”

As our group came to a stop, I kept walking until I reached the front of the group where I found Funky standing in front of a rusted, ancient metal door with thick locks on it that looked like it hadn’t been opened in years. In fact, if Funky hadn’t pointed it out to us, I would have thought it was just a part of the scenery.

“What is it?” I said, looking at Funky.

Funky tapped the metal door with his knuckles. “Our ticket to the Underworld. This entrance will lead us to a tunnel that will eventually end at the Underworld. Don’t worry about traps or anything like that. It should be totally safe, although I can’t guarantee that the Underworld itself will be safe.”

I nodded. “Then what are we waiting for? Sneakers, unlock this door.”

Sneakers grumbled under her breath that she wasn’t my boss and I had no right to tell her what to do, but she nonetheless stepped forward and began using Lockpick to undo the ancient locks. It took her a minute or two of fiddling, but eventually Sneakers undid the locks and they fell to the ground. Impatient to get going, I grabbed the door handle and pulled, which took a surprising amount of effort. It seemed like this door hadn’t been opened in years, but eventually I managed to open it, revealing a dark stairway that wound down out of sight into complete darkness.

Looking over my shoulder, I said, “Okay, guys. The staircase looks pretty narrow, so we’re going to have to go down single file. As usual, Funky and I will lead and—”

I was interrupted by the sound of hurried footsteps making their way rapidly up the steps of the stairway. Turning back to face the stairway, I didn’t see anything until a large shape appeared in the shadows below and rushed toward us.

The large shape rammed into me, knocking me off my feet before I knew what was happening. As soon as I hit the floor, however, the large shape also fell back, landing on its back inside the stairwell with an oddly familiar gasp.

“What was that?” said Targetman, raising his rifle and pointing it into the stairway. “Are we under attack? The Paradox Legion?”

Rubbing my forehead, I sat up and looked into the stairway, squinting my eyes to see in the shadows. Even with Night Vision, however, I had a hard time seeing what had run into me. A large mass lay very still on the steps, its body rising and falling with each breath, the stink of blood and dry dust oddly familiar for some reason.

“Hold on,” said Funky. “I’ve got a flashlight. Here.”

Funky pulled a flashlight out of his pocket and clicked it on. A brilliant white light shone from the flashlight and fell on the creature, causing me to gasp in surprise when I saw who it was:

It was Zazoom. And he looked very dead.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

It had been a while since I last saw the Dweller known as Zazoom. He was the first Dweller I met what seemed like a lifetime ago now when I first entered my Basement and found him there. After that, I had met him in the Underworld after my friends and I fled there from the Facility. He was an honorable and trustworthy Dweller, not to mention the Captain of the Queen’s Guard. That was why I was so shocked to see him in such terrible condition.

Deep green gashes in his skin looked like they had been freshly cut. His armor was stained with blood, but whether it was his own blood or someone else’s, I couldn’t say. Some of his razor-sharp teeth were broken or smashed, while his armor was cracked and missing entirely in a lot of areas. One of his arms even appeared to be dislocated outright based on the unnatural way it twisted. If not for the fact that his Health bar was at about 5%, I would have assumed he was dead.

Although he might not be dead, he was definitely dying. Even as I looked at him, his Health dropped from 5% to 4%. At this rate, he would be dead within the next few minutes.

Looking over my shoulder, I shouted at Recover, “Recover! Heal Zazoom. He’s a friend.”

Recover, fortunately, didn’t hesitate. She thrust her hands forward and a golden aura flashed from them. This same golden aura appeared around Zazoom and in seconds his Health bar was back to full and his wounds had closed. But he still looked rather weak, causing me to crawl over to him and shake him, saying, “Zazoom, Zazoom, can you hear me? Are you there? Zazoom?”

The Dweller’s reptilian eyes flickered open. At first, his green eyes looked dull, but then reason returned to them and he blinked at me a couple of times. And unless my eyes were playing tricks on me, he looked afraid.

“Hero Winter?” said Zazoom in a weak voice. “Hero Winter, is that you?”

I nodded. “Yes, Zazoom, it’s me. What happened to you? Why do you look like you’re about to die? Did something attack you?”

Zazoom coughed several times. He clutched my hand so tightly that my hand lost all feeling and he looked at me with almost religious devotion in his eyes. “I am so glad I found you. Underworld City has fallen. The Underworld itself has fallen. The Queen is …”

Zazoom apparently couldn’t finish his sentence at first. Tears poured out of his tiny eyes as all hope was drained from them. “The Queen is dead.”

“Queen Somas is dead?” said Cy with a gasp. “No way.”

“Yes,” said Zazoom with a slight sniffle. “She was killed in cold blood. I saw it happen myself. The Queen is no more. The Underworld has fallen. These are the Last Days spoken of by the Prophet Zazor. We will all perish.”

I shook Zazoom and snapped, “Snap out of it, man! Start from the beginning. Take a deep breath and tell us, as calmly as you can, what has happened since the last time we visited the Underworld.”

Zazoom took a deep breath. He seemed like he didn’t want to talk at first, but eventually he said, in a low voice, “Around the same time Paradox announced that he had gained control over the world, the Underworld was attacked by a force of humans, both Heroes and Villains, who made their way to the Royal Tower. There they fought Queen Somas, who killed about half of them before she fell before the might of a Villain who greatly resembled you.”

“Did the Villain call himself Frostbite?” I demanded.

Zazoom nodded. “I believe so, but it all happened so fast that I am not sure. All I know is that he waited until Queen Somas had been weakened by his allies and then stepped in and killed her. His power was unreal. I have never seen a human wield that kind of power before. Only the legendary Faded Flag was ever strong enough to match Queen Somas’ might and even then he only ever equaled her. This Frostbite, however, killed her in cold blood.”

I shivered when he said that, but at the same time, Zazoom’s story didn’t make sense. Frostbite shouldn’t still be alive. He certainly shouldn’t have his Powers. One of the conditions in the Championship Match in the Colosseum was that the losers lost all of their Powers. Yet if Zazoom was telling the truth, then Frostbite still had at least some of his Powers. Maybe Paradox restored them?

“The Queen’s death shook our people to the core,” said Zazoom with a shudder. “The rest of the Guard and I tried to assert order in the city, but the panic was too great and no one listened to us. It didn’t help that my brother, Osorias, who was scheduled for execution that very day, also managed to escape. He’s taken over the Queen’s Throne in the Royal Tower and has declared himself King of the Dwellers. He has put to death most of the Queen’s loyalists. He almost got me as well, but I managed to escape at the last minute and made my way to your Sewers in an attempt to find you. I am pleased to say I succeeded.”

“You didn’t just find Winter,” said Funky, stepping forward. He knelt beside Zazoom, looking at him with serious eyes. “You also found me, Faded Flag.”

Zazoom looked at Funky with almost religious awe in his eyes. “You are the legendary Faded Flag? But you look so different and don’t even share a name with him.”

“I might’ve changed my name and appearance, but deep down, I’m still the same Faded Flag who saved your people in the past,” said Funky, putting a hand on his chest. “I would have told you sooner, but I had my reasons for keeping my real identity on the down-low. Sorry.”

“No, it’s fine,” said Zazoom. He sighed. “I just wish Queen Somas was still alive to have learned of this. She had great respect for you, Faded Flag, more respect than for any other human she ever met. At least she got to meet you before she died, even if she didn’t know it.”

Funky nodded, a grim frown on his face. “I know. I’ve made a lot of mistakes and I intend to fix every last one of them.”

“What are we going to do?” said Cy, looking at me. “Still go down to the Underworld?”

“Yes,” said Funky, causing everyone to look at him. He stood up and stared into the darkness of the stairway. “The only way to the Foundational Files is through the Underworld. And not just the Underworld, either, but Underworld City. Specifically, the Royal Tower, because the only entrance to the Foundational Files is underneath Queen Somas’ throne.”

“Uh oh,” said Recover with a gulp. “Do you think that’s the reason the Paradox Legion attacked the Underworld? So they could gain access to the game’s Foundational Files for their own purposes?”

“Or to keep us from getting access to them,” said Funky. “If so, then that means Paradox is smarter than I thought. Zazoom, what is the current situation like down there? Is Frostbite still there?”

“He might be,” said Zazoom uncertainly, “but I am not sure. I know for a fact, however, that my older brother is sitting on the throne. While he hasn’t managed to unite all Dwellers under his tyrannical rule, he has nonetheless managed to gather a group of loyalists who will do whatever he commands. With no one to oppose him, Osorias is currently the undisputed King of the Dwellers.”

“Does that give him any special Powers or abilities?” I said. “What about the Red Heart? Is it still there?”

Zazoom nodded. “Yes. The Red Heart, thankfully, was spared by Frostbite, but now it’s power is flowing through Osorias, who has taken the Queen’s Crown and is now wearing it himself. I am not sure how much strong the Red Heart has made my brother, but if you do fight him again, expect him to put up an even greater fight than before.”

“Great,” Dillo grumbled. “Not only do we have to kill a god, but now we’ve got to overthrow a power-mad king and free an entire people from slavery. Today is just getting better and better.”

I also rose to my feet and helped Zazoom stand up. “I know none of us are looking forward to this, but we have no choice. If the only way to the Foundational Files is through the throne, then so be it, even if that means fighting Osorias and Frostbite to do it.”

“Well, that shouldn’t be too hard,” said Cy. “I mean, you beat Frostbite once already, boss. You can definitely do it again.”

“Assuming he hasn’t gotten any more powerful since our last fight, that is,” I said with a sigh. “Regardless, though, we are going to have to go back down there. Zazoom, do you want to come with us or—”

“Of course,” said Zazoom. He folded his long arms in front of his chest. “As the Captain of the Guard, it is my duty to protect Underworld City and its people from all threats. Even if the Queen is gone, that doesn’t change my duty, which is to stop my brother and free my people from his oppression.”

I nodded before Recover said, “Hey, can Zazoom join the Team? I know he’s a Dweller and not a human, but do you think he might be able to join anyway?”

It had never occurred to me to try to recruit a Dweller onto the Team, so I said to Zazoom, “Can Dwellers join human Teams or—?”

“I am not sure,” said Zazoom with a shrug. “I would think not, but try to send me an invite anyway and let’s see if it works. I understand that Paradox has removed the restrictions that normally divide you humans into—”

Zazoom stopped speaking as soon as he saw something off to the side. I wasn’t sure what he was looking at, however, until I looked over at where he was looking and saw Sneakers standing there, looking very uncomfortable and tense with Zazoom’s eyes on her like that.

“Is that the stick human who stole the Queen’s Crown?” said Zazoom, looking at me sharply. “I thought you humans were going to take her and judge her in accordance with your laws. What is she doing here?”

“She’s going to help us get into the Royal Tower and stop Osorias,” I said quickly before a fight could break out. “I know she stole from you guys, but she also helped us get the Crown back. Plus, she’s already promised that she isn’t going to try to steal the Crown again. Right, Sneakers?”

Sneakers gave me an ugly look that told me she wasn’t entirely happy with me speaking for her, but then she nodded reluctantly and said, “Aye. I have no intention of pissing off you guys again and getting eaten alive. I much prefer keeping my skin on my bones where it belongs.”

Zazoom looked at Sneakers skeptically, but then sighed and said, “Very well. I suppose we have more important things to worry about at the moment than a human Thief. After all, it is Osorias who has wrongfully taken the Crown now, not the human Thief. But if you do try to steal the Crown again … you won’t. Got it?”

“Got it,” said Sneakers. Then she grumbled under her breath, “Why is everyone always threatening me? Seriously, I just wanted to play a fun game about superheroes. This is not fun.”

Ignoring Sneakers, I sent Zazoom a Team invite and he quickly accepted, thus bringing the number of Teammates on Team Winter up to 17. It was still a paltry number in comparison to the hundreds, if not thousands, of players in the Paradox Legion, but for now, it would have to do.

I quickly sent a Team Chat to the other members back at the Base informing them of where we were going and then looked at everyone standing around me. “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s go. We’ve got a king to overthrow.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Underworld City looked much the same as it did the last time I was here, although there was a subtle air of difference. For example, the red light that normally covered everything was now a sickly green, while strange Dwellers wearing black and gold armor called [ELITE OSORIAN GUARDS] patrolled the walls rather than the normal Elite Armored Dwellers. The Western Gate was repaired from the last time we were here, standing tall and mighty even from a distance. It appeared to be protected by two Osorian Guards, who were checking the names and identities of the long line of merchants and visitors to Underworld City, likely in an attempt to make sure none of Osorias’ enemies were attempting to enter.

My Team and I were hidden among the hills and boulders scattered in the countryside just beyond the city walls. Thanks to Zazoom’s help, we were able to blend in with our surroundings quite easily, making it impossible for the Guards to see us unless they walked straight up to the boulders and looked at us. It also afforded us an excellent view of the city itself and its main defenses, which appeared to be mostly unchanged from the last time we were here.

“There,” said Zazoom, pointing out from between a boulder at the Western Gate. “Those are the new guards Osorias created that I told you about. They are much stronger than the Elite Armored Dwellers, but should still be manageable for Heroes and Villains like yourselves.”

Leaning against the boulder opposite Zazoom, I looked out at where he was pointing and nodded. “Yeah. They’re too far away for me to Scan, but they don’t look that much tougher than us. If it comes down to it, we should be able to force our way in, though I hope we don’t. How many Guards does Osorias have?”

“Fifty, last I checked,” said Zazoom, “but do not let that number deceive you. There are many Osorian Loyalists hidden among the general population of the city. They might not be formally trained as soldiers or guards, but they are willing to give their lives to save Osorias. Some of them are even in direct contact with him, letting him know about any suspicious individuals entering the city. That is why we need to be careful.”

“I don’t suppose we can just waltz in through the front gate,” I said dryly. I looked around at my colorful Teammates in their Costumes and said, “And it doesn’t have anything to do with the fact that we are humans and not Dwellers.”

“Getting past the Guards should be easy,” Targetman insisted. “I can easily snipe both of them from here with my rifle.”

“And make everyone notice?” said Sneakers. She was leaning against a boulder closer to the back of the group, her arms folded in front of her chest. “No way. I say we wait until there’s a lull in the line of travelers trying to enter the city, sneak up on the poor bastards, and slit their throats. Simple, clean, and efficient. Especially if we do it at night.”

“It will take more than simplistic summation to enter the city and liberate it from Osorias and the Legion,” said Targetman, glaring at Sneakers. “Not that I would expect a simple Thief like you to understand that, however.”

“Guys, can you stop sniping at each other?” I said. “We’ve got more important things to worry about right now than personal insults. Like how we’re going to get into the city, for example.”

“We could try sneaking in,” Recover suggested. She gestured at Sneakers. “Sneakers helped you guys sneak into the city the first time you were here, right? Why can’t she do it again?”

“Brilliant idea, girlie, except that this group is too big to sneak into the city without being seen,” said Sneakers, gesturing at the whole Team. “Dillo, in particular, doesn’t have a stealthy bone in his very considerable body.”

“I’m not that fat,” Dillo muttered under his breath, rubbing his stomach as he said that.

“Recover’s got the right idea, though,” said Funky. “With Osorias in control, getting into the city will be very hard for us. Especially unseen. Most of us don’t have Classes that specialize in Stealth.”

“Why not just try the direct route?” said Cy. He punched his fist into his open palm. “Kill the guards, smash down the gate, and rush the city. If we’re going to liberate it anyway, why not just go all out and act like an invading army?”

“Because for one, we’re not an invading army,” I said. “More like a ragtag group of freedom fighters. Even if we tried, it would be a waste of time and energy. Osorias could just send his minions against us until we tired out and then finish us off himself.”

“Not to mention we still don’t know for sure if Frostbite or any other Legionnaires are there in the city,” Funky added. “If even just one Legionnaire is present, that will make it all the harder for us to not merely enter the city, but liberate it. I wouldn’t be surprised if Osorias struck a deal with Paradox to have control over Underworld City in exchange for protecting the Foundational Files from us.”

“So what are we supposed to do, then?” said Cy, putting his hands on his hips. “If we can’t sneak in and we can’t fight—”

“But we can sneak in,” I said with a smile. I pointed behind Cy. “Look and tell me what you see.”

Cy and the others turned around just in time to see about two dozen Dwellers appear among the boulders and hills, each one bearing the title [SCAVENGER REBEL] in their nametags. While Dwellers in general were not very pretty creatures, these ones looked worse than usual, wearing broken, pitted, rusted armor and carrying equally beaten weapons.

Even so, their appearance here caused my Teammates to draw their weapons, but I held up my hand and said, “Hold your fire. These guys are on our side.”

“What?” said Dillo, looking at me in disbelief. “How do you know that? They look like a bunch of monsters.”

“I remember,” said Funky, stroking his chin. “The last time we were here in the Underworld, Winter defeated the leader of the Scavenger Rebels, Osorias, in battle, and earned the Title of Scavenger Rebel Leader as a result. That means that the Scavenger Rebels will listen to him now, which means they are definitely on our side.”

“Yeah,” I said as the Scavenger Rebels came to a stop a few feet away from me, looking at me and my Teammates with a mixture of curiosity and wariness. “As usual, Funky is right. The Scavenger Rebels are under my command, which is kind of cool when you think about. They’ll obey my every order and definitely won’t attack any of us.”

“Is that why Osorias hates you?” said Dillo. “’Cause you took his minions from him?”

I shrugged. “More or less, though I wonder what the Scavenger Rebels have been doing since I got deleted.”

“They returned to the wastelands beyond the city walls after Queen Somas was freed from the Slayers,” Zazoom explained. “Without you or Osorias to lead them, they became docile. Still, I wonder how they found us.”

“That’s easy,” I said. “I sent them a Team Chat ahead of time to let them know I had returned and where to meet us. The Scavenger Rebels technically count as a Team, so I can contact them just like how I can contact you guys.”

“Wow,” said Dillo, shaking his head. “You’re the leader of two Teams now. If we’re not careful, you’re gonna be in charge of your own League soon.”

“I still don’t see how the Scavenger Rebels are going to be able to help us enter the city, though,” said Recover, brushing back a strand of her dark hair. “Osorias must know that they aren’t under his command anymore. I doubt he would just let them waltz up to the city gates and let them in, especially accompanied by us.”

I smiled. “Oh, I think Osorias will be quite eager to let them waltz up not just to the city gates, but all the way into the Royal Tower throne room itself. Everyone, gather around. I’ve got a plan and I want you all to listen very carefully.”

-

Later that night, I sat in a wagon pulled by a couple of Scavenger Rebels, my body covered in heavy robes that obscured my true appearance. My nametag had even been changed thanks to the Secret Identity Power that one of the Scavenger Rebels conveniently happened to have on hand. It was even fairly high-leveled, at around Level 6 or so, meaning the effect would last for approximately fifteen minutes. Which should be just long enough for us to get into the city.

As my cart bumped along the unpaved dirt road leading to Underworld City, I reviewed our plan for getting into the city. Soon we would reach the Western Gate and once we did there would be no time to reflect. I just wanted to make sure that I didn’t miss anything and that everything was accounted for.

The plan, like most of my plans, was fairly simple. As [Merchant Flint], a humble human merchant who had made his wealth selling the various Crystals found in the Underworld to humans on the surface for a great profit, I was simply coming to Underworld City to pay tribute to the new King and to sell some human wares I had bought on the surface that were in great demand among Dwellers in the Underworld. These two Scavenger Rebels were my hired guns who were helping me move my wares safely through the Underworld in exchange for a fair fee. That was the story I planned to tell the guards, anyway.

In truth, I was actually going to feed the guards that lie, make them lower their guard and open the Western Gate, and then take them out when they least expected it. Then the other Scavenger Rebels and my Teammates would show up and we would all enter the city together. Then we’d split up into multiple smaller groups and make our way to the center of the city where the Royal Tower was. Once we got there, we’d figure out a way inside, take out any Osorian Loyalists or Paradox Legionnaires inside, access the throne, and find the Foundational Files, where we would then destroy Paradox and save the day, as usual.

Of course, I was well aware that even the simplest plans often failed to manifest in reality. There was always a chance that something could go wrong, but I was confident we could handle it. Worst comes to worst, we would just knock down the Western Gate and storm the Royal Tower. That was always on the table, although I didn’t want to do that because that would require a lot of fighting, fighting we might not win.

But it didn’t matter now, because soon the Western Gate loomed over us. The guards standing on either side of the gate stood at attention as soon as they noticed me and my Scavenger Rebels.

“Stop,” said one of the guards, whose nametag read [OSORIAN LOYALIST GARG]. “Name and business.”

Our cart coming to a stop, I leaned forward and said, in my best fake Arabic accent, “I am Merchant Flint from the surface. I have come to your glorious city to sell some human wares that are in high demand in the Underworld. Please allow me to enter.”

The second guard, whose name was Nijo, squinted at me from under his helmet. “Why are you working with Scavenger Rebels? We were told not to let any Scavenger Rebels into the city because they are associated with Hero Winter, who is an enemy of the King and must be executed on-site.”

“We abandoned that jerk a long time ago,” said one of my Scavenger Rebels with a snort. “We’re free agents willing to sell our services to anyone who can pay the price.”

“Yeah,” the second Scavenger Rebel chimed in. “We don’t care about humans anymore. We’re Dwellers first and foremost, but we’ll take money from anyone.”

I knew the two of them were just acting—we had discussed beforehand what their answer might be to any questions about why they were working for a human Merchant—but they sounded so sincere I almost believed them myself. Then again, one thing I had learned about the Dwellers was that even the most human-friendly Dwellers still had a low opinion of us as a whole.

But it seemed to me that their bias worked out in my favor, because Garg nodded and said, “I see. We’ll let you into the city, but there is one last thing we need to check before we open the gate.”

I froze. “What would that be?”

“Your Merchant License,” said Garg. He leaned forward, his beady little Dweller eyes fixed on me. “Show it to me. Now.”

“A Merchant License?” I gulped. “What is that?”

“Don’t you know?” said Nijo. He gestured with his head at the Western Gate. “King Osorias has instituted a Merchant License for all Merchants who wish to sell in the city. Human or Dweller, you need to have an official Merchant License to sell your wares within the walls of Underworld City.”

I gulped again. Zazoom hadn’t mentioned anything about Merchant Licenses, but maybe I could play this to my advantage.

“Interesting,” I said, trying not to look very guilty. “The last time I was here, there were no laws about needing a license of any sort in order to sell.”

Nijo shrugged. “King Osorias just instituted it today, so most Merchants don’t have their Licenses yet.”

“Where would I receive such a License, if I wanted one?” I said, hoping they would let me into the city anyway so I could go and get my ‘License.’

Nijo pointed off to the west. “All Merchants who wish to receive a Merchant License must head to the Eastern Gate on the other side of the city walls where the Merchant License Office is located. There, you must fill out all of the proper forms, pay the fee of one thousand credits, submit proper identification, and then wait a week until you receive your License in the mail.”

I blinked. “That all seems rather advanced for such a, er, ‘noble’ people.”

“King Osorias has taken some ideas from the human world about how to govern,” said Nijo with another shrug. “I personally think it’s a waste of time, but I am not one to question King Osorias, nor fight bureaucracy. Oh, and the Merchant License Office doesn’t open until the morning, so until then you will have to either camp out in the wilderness or find an inn in one of the nearby villages to stay in for the night.”

Crap. This definitely wasn’t in the plan. I needed to figure out a way around this. Fast.

“Er, but this is important,” I said, briefly slipping out of my accent before putting it back on quickly. “It is actually a special order from King Osorias himself.”

Nijo and Garg exchanged puzzled—and skeptical—looks with each other before looking at me.

“We have not heard of any special orders placed by King Osorias,” said Garg. “Do you have proof?”

I huffed. “Do you think that King Osorias would ever deign to tell lowly guards like yourselves all of his doings?”

“Actually, he would,” Nijo said. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “King Osorias always sends a message to all guards of any special guests, packages, or anything else coming in from outside the city.”

“Well, uh, this is top-secret,” I said. “Above top-secret, in fact. So secret that even King Osorias doesn’t know what it is.”

“Okay, this is starting to get ridiculous,” said Nijo. He and Garg lowered their weapons at us. “Until we know exactly who you are, we are not going to let you—”

A couple of holes appeared in the foreheads of Nijo and Garg. Their Health plummeted to zero abruptly and they both fell onto the ground, followed by these messages:

[TASK FORCE TARGETMAN] killed [OSORIAN LOYALIST NIJO] and [OSORIAN LOYALIST GARG].

Startled, I looked over my shoulder to see Targetman appear out of the darkness seemingly of his own accord, like a phantom. He held his rifle, which he lowered once he was sure the two guards were dead. The rest of the Team and the other Scavenger Rebels appeared shortly after him with varying looks of confusion and worry on their faces.

“Targetman, what the hell?” I said, dropping the accent and ripping my robes off me. “Why did you kill the guards?”

“Because you clearly did not have the situation under control,” said Targetman coolly. He hefted his rifle. “So I took matters into my own hands and killed them before they could call for help or backup. In my opinion, the direct way is almost always the better way.”

“You know, I’m starting to like him,” I heard Sneakers mutter to Recover. “Seems like an all right chap despite his annoying accent.”

Seeing that our plan was basically ruined, I jumped off the cart and said, “All right, then. Let’s grab the keys from them and get inside. And hurry. No telling when someone will come to check up on them and find them dead.”


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Opening the Western Gate was easy enough. Sneakers simply climbed over the walls, and lifted the lever on the other side, causing the Western Gate to open just wide enough for us all to sneak inside. We didn’t bother to do anything about the guards, mostly because their corpses disappeared on their own like every other killed character in the game. Plus, because it was the middle of the night, it was unlikely that anyone would notice they were gone until morning. Zazoom had informed us that the guard schedule changed once every six hours. Because we’d struck at midnight, the next crop of guards would not show up until six in the morning. By then, we should definitely be far away from Underworld City.

Even in the darkness of the night, I could tell much had changed in Underworld City. Many of the buildings we passed looked abandoned. Even those that were clearly inhabited had their doors and windows closed shut. The streets were incredibly quiet save for the occasional whine of some street animal I couldn’t see but which sounded vaguely like a cat.

“Whoa,” Cy said in a low tone as we made our way down the streets of Underworld City toward the Royal Tower, “where is everyone?”

“When Queen Somas perished, many of the citizens fled to the outlying villages and towns,” said Zazoom in a bitter voice, glancing at an abandoned house we passed. “Some even fled to the surface, deciding to take their chances with the humans than die thanks to the death of the Red Heart. I do not know exactly how many people have fled, but rumor has it that anywhere from one third to one-half of all Dwellers fled Underworld City after the Queen’s murder.”

I gulped. “Doesn’t Osorias think that is a problem? If I was the king of a city, I would be really worried if anywhere from one third to one half of the population fled before I was even coronated.”

“My brother doesn’t care about anything except increasing his power,” said Zazoom, shaking his head. “But then, Osorias has always been like this. Even when we were hatchlings, my brother didn’t care for anyone other than himself. It is why I always opposed his bid for power because I knew that if he sat on the throne, the entire Underworld would suffer.”

I shook my head, not in disagreement, but in disbelief. I didn’t know Osorias very well myself, but it still seemed incredible to me that Osorias would not be worried about the massive flight of people from his city. Based on the knowing looks that the Scavenger Rebels had, I could tell they agreed with Zazoom’s assessment of his brother.

Of course, Osorias sounded an awful lot like many human dictators from history. I guess there were just some people so hungry for power, so obsessed with lording over others, that they thought it better to rule an empty city than no city at all.

“Where are the Guards you told us about?” Recover asked Zazoom as we turned a corner, her eyes darting back and forth across the empty, silent streets. “Do they not know we are here yet?”

“Perhaps,” said Zazoom, “but I sense something amiss tonight. And not just the fact that Osorias sits on the throne, either. Can any of you sense it?”

“I do,” said Targetman. He walked along the edge of the group, his rifle held firmly in his hands. “This is too easy. It feels like we’re walking into a trap.”

“Well, maybe it isn’t a trap,” Cy suggested. “I mean, just because the streets are eerily deserted and silent as a graveyard doesn’t mean anyone’s set a trap for us. It might really be that easy: Just walk up to the gates of the Royal Tower, kick the doors down, and demand Osorias let us get to the Foundational Files under the throne. Not everything in life is hard, you—”

Cy was interrupted by a Dweller suddenly launching out of the shadows of a nearby alleyway and tackling him to the ground. Cy screamed in shock but still managed to hold back the Dweller’s teeth and claws, which were desperately trying to tear Cy apart.

Acting quickly, I unleashed twin Ice Beams that struck the Dweller and sent it flying. The Dweller hit the street and rolled until he crashed into some kind of street lamp, a stone pillar with a red Power Crystal on top.

Running over to Cy, I bent over him and said, “Cy, are you all right? Were you hurt?”

Shaking, Cy sat up and brushed off his Costume. “No, I think I’m fine. Just a little spooked is all.”

“Don’t relax yet,” said Targetman tensely, raising his rifle to his face. “It’s still alive.”

Targetman was right. The Dweller in question rose back to its feet, but before it could rush at us, Targetman fired a couple of quick shots that tore through its knees and elbows. The Dweller cried out in pain, losing half of its Health in an instant, before collapsing onto the ground. Even so, it continued to struggle toward us, its purple eyes glowing under the light from Funky’s flashlight.

Wait … purple eyes?

A sense of dread fell over me and I immediately held up my hands. “Everyone, stay back. Do NOT touch that Dweller.”

“Why not?” said Dillo, glancing at me with a confused frown on his face. “It’s not that dangerous. At least, no more dangerous than any other Dweller.”

“Actually, it is,” said Targetman. “Look at its eyes. Tell me what you see.”

Dillo frowned deeper but looked at the struggling Dweller, squinting in the darkness to get a better look at it. “They’re … purple? Weird. I thought Dwellers had green eyes.”

“They do,” said Targetman. “There is something wrong with that one and I am grateful that Winter realized what it was. I suspected as much, which is why I took out its limbs but did not kill it. I wanted to make sure.”

“What’s its problem?” said Sneakers, looking around at all of us with an annoyed look on her face. “Aside from the fact that it’s got a face only a blind mother could love?”

“That Dweller is Infected,” I said, pointing at the struggling Dweller, “with the Z-Virus.”

Dread silence washed over the group in an instant when I said that. Even I felt more than a little afraid to say that aloud. Nonetheless, I had to, because if I didn’t, I would risk my friends getting Infected.

“The Z-Virus?” said Zazoom, tilting his head to the side in confusion. “What is that?”

“An incredibly deadly and lethal disease that turns the target into a mindless zombie with no free will of its own,” said Targetman grimly. “A glitch, in other words. There have been two outbreaks of the disease on the surface, including one just recently that Winter is very familiar with.”

That was putting it mildly. During the last Z-Virus outbreak, I had personally gotten Infected and nearly lost my mind, only resisting it thanks in part to my strong will. Even then, it had taken a lot of effort to fight off and I was in no mood to get Infected with it again.

“This Z-Virus sounds to me like a human disease,” said Zazoom, scratching his chin. “Yet clearly this Dweller has become Infected with it.”

“More worryingly is how this Dweller has the Z-Virus at all,” said Targetman, his eyes locked on the struggling zombie Dweller. “We destroyed all Z-Virus samples. Not to mention there is a Z-Virus vaccine now available to the general public. How could this Dweller have gotten Infected?”

“Maybe we didn’t actually destroy them all last time,” I said, thinking about the Z-Virus factory that Targetman blew up to stop the virus from spreading to the rest of the game. “Or maybe the Paradox Legion has started producing them again. Remember, it was the Legion that killed Queen Somas and put Osorias on the throne. Who’s to say that they didn’t give Osorias the Z-Virus so he could use it to control the entire population of Underworld City?”

“Uh, boss?” said Cy. “I know that math isn’t my strong suit, but I’m pretty sure that one person doesn’t count as the entire population of Underworld City.”

“No, but I bet those blokes do,” said Sneakers, casually gesturing at the alleys, streets, and buildings around us. “Look a bit pissed off at us hurting one of their own.”

Startled, I looked around and saw that Sneakers was right. From every darkened alleyway, seemingly-abandoned building, and shadowy street corner came zombified Dwellers. Like the first one, they all had dead, purple eyes. They came from every direction, cutting off every possible escape route. They especially filled the street in front of us, cutting off our main route to the Royal Tower, which meant they knew exactly where we were going.

“It was a trap,” I said, pulling the Ice Pick off my back as Cy scrambled to his feet. “What do you have to say to that, Cy?”

“Okay, okay, I was wrong,” said Cy, drawing his Kunai and getting back to back with me, “but in my defense, how was I supposed to know that we were going to be surrounded by a bunch of zombie lizard people? That’s not exactly something that happens every day, you know.”

“Enough chitchat,” said Targetman, raising his rifle and aiming it in all directions as he took in the number of enemies surrounding us. “I estimate there are at least a hundred Dweller zombies surrounding us, with more coming all the time, though the low-light conditions make it hard to see.”

“Your estimate is probably very close,” said Zazoom, also looking around at the enemies surrounding us. “You said there is a vaccine. Do you have it on you?”

“A few doses,” said Targetman, “but definitely not enough to cure all of these people. And that is assuming the vaccine even works for Dwellers. It has only ever been used on humans.”

Zazoom sighed and then popped his claws from his hands, which the rest of the Scavenger Rebels also did. “Then it looks like we will have to slaughter them all. A sad fate, but then, if this Z-Virus is as bad as you all say it is, then perhaps death will be a sweet release to the poor souls that have succumbed to this awful disease.”

I gritted my teeth. We didn’t have time for a big battle, especially against an entire horde of Z-Virus Infected Dwellers. My eyes fell on the Red Heart on the Royal Tower above. That was where we needed to be, not down here getting bogged down by an army of zombified lizard people. Yet what choice did we have other than to fight and kill?

That is, until I looked at Lennox and an idea came to mind.

“Hey, Funky,” I said, glancing at the zombies, which were still gathering and preparing for their eventual attack, “Lennox can Transform into a giant dragon and fly, right?”

Funky took his eyes off the zombies just long enough to glance at me. “Sure, yeah. What about it?”

I pointed at the roof of the Royal Tower in the distance. “What if we flew on Lennox to the Royal Tower and avoided the zombies entirely? Do you think that would be possible?”

Funky looked up at the Royal Tower with a grim expression. “I think so, but I’m not sure there is enough room on Lennox for all of us.”

“There doesn’t need to be,” I insisted. “A small, coordinated strike force dedicated to breaking into the Royal Tower from above would be more effective than a large force. We can leave the Scavenger Rebels here while some of us go up there and defeat Osorias.”

“But who should go?” said Funky. “I hate the idea of leaving our Teammates behind.”

Targetman raised a hand. “I will stay. I have experience fighting and killing zombies before. This will be easy, especially if Winter leaves the Scavenger Rebels under my command.”

“Good idea,” I said. I glanced around at the others. “Okay, so our strike force will be me, Funky, Dillo, and Recover. Everyone else can stay here and kill as many Dweller zombies as possible.”

“What?” said Sneakers indignantly. “I didn’t sign up to fight a bunch of zombie crocodiles!”

I smiled. “Do you really have much of a choice here? Because I don’t think you do.”

“And remember prison,” Cy added. “I technically still have a Promised Oath to fulfill, so—”

Sneakers snorted. “Fine. I’ll kill as many zombies as I can. But if I do get zombified, I’m going to come back and make sure the rest of you Heroes get Infected as well.”

I nodded and looked at Funky. “What are you waiting for, Funky? Let’s go.”

Funky nodded in return and then tossed Lennox into the air. Lennox flew high up into the air before disappearing in a flash of golden light. In an instant, Lennox’s tiny, catlike dragon form was replaced with that of a full-sized dragon that landed on the street a few feet away, squashing a few Dweller zombies unfortunate enough to be where he was going to land when he did.

Without hesitation, my friends and I climbed onto Lennox’s back. Just as we all got seated, Lennox flapped his wings a couple of times and then we were off, shooting into the air with enough speed that I had to hold onto his back with all of my might just to avoid falling off.

Some of the Dweller zombies tried to jump into the air to intercept or even weigh down Lennox, but the Fire Dragon just spewed white-hot flames from his mouth, instantly melting or vaporizing any Dweller zombies unfortunate enough to get in its path.

But the majority of the Dweller zombies took no special notice of Lennox. They instead converged on Targetman, Sneakers, Zazoom, and the Scavenger Rebels in a frenzy of bloodlust and mindless anger. I could already hear gunshots, metal clashing against metal or tearing apart flesh, and more than a few cries of pain as Dwellers on both sides of the conflict died. I didn’t dare look back, but I did pray a quick prayer for the safety of Targetman and the others.

I soon forgot about them, however, as Lennox rose ever higher into the sky, heading directly toward the Red Heart on top of the Royal Tower.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

When we got close enough to the roof of the Royal Tower, Funky shouted, “Everyone, jump!”

We didn’t even hesitate to follow Funky’s lead, leaping off of Lennox’s back to the roof far below. Cy and I hit the roof with a roll, while Brawn landed on both of his feet with Recover in his arms, and Dillo just crashed into the roof with his back, holding Hop protectively in his arms, the crash sending bits and pieces of stone flying everywhere.

A second later, Funky landed beside me and, a golden flash of light later, Lennox, back in his small form, landed on Funky’s shoulders where he usually sat.

“Wow,” said Cy, looking at Funky with newfound appreciation in his eyes. “That was fun! I want to ride on dragons more often. Can we do that again?”

“Not right now,” said Funky as he dusted off his Costume. “Right now, we need to get into the Royal Tower. There should be an entrance connecting the roof to the throne room itself.”

I nodded and pointed at a door in the roof not far away. “There is. I should know, seeing as I’ve been here before.”

Even as I said that I looked around. I didn’t feel safe up here and not just because we were hundreds of feet above the ground. This was the place where I first met Paradox face-to-face, the place where he deleted me. Until I actually landed here, I hadn’t realized just how many bad feelings I associated with this place. I would feel a lot safer once we were inside the Tower itself.

I also glanced up at the Red Heart. The Red Heart hovered silently in the air above us, a massive blazing Power Crystal that made it possible for the Dweller people to exist in the Underworld. Without the Red Heart, the Dwellers would literally die. However much of a narcissistic egomaniac Osorias might have been, he seemed to have enough sense left in him to wisely leave the Red Heart alone, though I wondered how much longer that would last.

“Then what are we waiting for?” said Funky. “I’ll lead the way.”

Funky pushed open the door and disappeared into the spiral staircase within. I followed next and then Recover, Dillo, and their Sidekicks were next.

The spiral staircase was much the same as it had been the last time I was here, though I had been in such a hurry to chase after Atmosfear the last time I was here that I barely remembered much about it. It was still dark, gloomy, and quiet, which was probably why we were moving down it slowly. I wouldn’t put it past Osorias to hide a Dweller zombie or two in here to keep himself safe from surprise attacks or potential assassins. And we were definitely planning to attack him by surprise.

Fortunately, however, the staircase was empty and we soon reached the door at the bottom of it without much delay. The door was locked, but it was easy to break the lock with a simple application of Freezing Touch. Before I could open the door and enter, however, Funky grabbed my wrist and whispered, “Wait.”

I looked at Funky in confusion. “Wait? Wait for what?”

“Let me listen first to make sure the coast is clear on the other side,” Funky explained. “I still think it’s possible that Osorias is anticipating us and has some kind of trap in place. Let me listen real quick just to make sure it’s safe.”

With a shrug, I stepped aside, allowing Funky to put his ear against the door and listen. He closed his eyes, seeming to put all of his attention on the room on the other side of the door. Then his eyes snapped open and he looked at the rest of us. “It’s quiet. Totally silent.”

“Doesn’t mean a thing,” Dillo grumbled. “The rest of the city was also totally silent until that horde of zombies showed up.”

“This is still a good sign,” I said. “Even if Osorias himself is there, the four of us should be able to take him out if we work together. I managed to beat Osorias myself a while ago, after all, and he probably hasn’t gotten any stronger since then. Let’s do this.”

I shoved the door open and stepped into the throne room, shouting, “Osorias! Give us access to the throne now and—”

I stopped speaking when I got my first look at the throne room.

It looked almost completely different from the last time I was here. The throne room had bloodstains on the walls and floor. Cracks in the floor, walls, and ceiling looked like they had been made by some kind of bomb going off. The room stank of death and blood, but the reason for that was obvious: The corpse of Queen Somas lay on her side behind the throne, her eyes closed and her body as still as a rock.

And sitting in front of Queen Somas, the Dweller Queen Crown on his head, was Osorias. He resembled what I would imagine a Dweller bodybuilder would look like, carrying a thick stone club at his side. His bluish skin was in strong contrast to the greenish skin of his younger brother, while his golden eyes looked at us with more than a hint of amusement. He now wore a thin set of gold and silver armor on his body with intricate designs etched into the material, making me think that the armor was more ceremonial or symbolic than practical.

Kneeling at the foot of the throne were two Osorian Loyalists, Setak and Ohmner. Unlike the Dwellers in the streets, these guys did not look Infected, although Setak’s nametag was glowing gold for some reason. Was there something special about him or was it a glitch or something?

“Ah,” said Osorias, sitting up in his throne and baring all of his sharp teeth at me, “the Hero arrives. As I was told you would. You are as predictable as the rising and setting of the sun on the surface.”

I unlimbered my Ice Pick from my back and pointed it at Osorias. “So you knew we were going to be here?”

Osorias nodded. “Of course. The humans who aided me in taking over the throne—including the one who looked an awful lot like you—warned me that you would come here seeking to take the throne from me.”

“We are here to kill you, that’s true, but it’s what’s under the throne that matters to us,” I said. I gestured at the throne that Osorias sat upon. “So why don’t you take your lazy butt off the throne—the throne you stole, by the way—so we can get to where we need to go?”

Osorias sneered. “I did not steal the throne or the Crown, for that matter. I earned them by right of conquest. That is how it was in the old days when the Dwellers ruled the surface and you humans were our slaves and meals. Now that I sit upon the throne, I will unite all Dwellers under my rule so we can invade the surface and reclaim what is rightfully ours.”

“But no one wants to follow you,” Recover pointed out. “Zazoom told us that about a third or even half of the city fled. Going to be hard to invade the surface with such a fragmented army.”

“Foolish female human,” Osorias said, “that is why I was given the Z-Virus by the humans who helped me. I have used the Z-Virus to convert the Dwellers who oppose me into my most loyal, faithful, and most importantly, obedient followers. I will turn every single Dweller in the Underworld, in fact, into a zombie if that is what it will take to unite our people into a force that will conquer the world and spread fear among you humans once and for all.”

“You’re a monster,” I said. “Turning your own people into mindless zombies is the opposite of restoring them to greatness.”

“That is because you do not understand,” said Osorias. His grip on his club tightened. “The Z-Virus makes my people immortal and fearless. It makes us even greater than our weak ancestors could ever have dreamed. Once my people have all been Infected with it, no human military force will be able to stop our united army.”

Osorias was reminding me far too much of Master Haru, the late ninja Master of the Stalking Shadows, who had also been behind the second Z-Virus outbreak and had offered similar reasoning for Infecting his followers with the Z-Virus. Of course, whereas Master Haru had only given the Z-Virus to his own followers and students, Osorias was planning to Infect an entire species with it. That definitely put him on a higher level of evil than Master Haru, in my humble opinion.

“Your monologuing is interesting and all, but your great plan has some pretty faulty assumptions,” I said. “For example, you’re assuming you are going to live long enough to complete your grand master plan, whereas I don’t see you lasting past the next hour, next ten minutes, even, once we attack you.”

“Trust me, Hero Winter, I always check my assumptions before making any plans,” said Osorias. “It is ironic, however, coming from you. You need to check your own faulty assumptions because otherwise they will get you killed.”

“Faulty assumptions?” I repeated. “What ‘faulty assumptions’ do I have?”

Osorias grinned at me chillingly. “Namely, that I will be fighting you myself.”

Before I could fully grasp what Osorias meant, the eyes of Queen Somas’ corpse suddenly snapped open. And they were glowing a deep, disgusting purple.

Before our shocked eyes, the zombified corpse of Queen Somas rose to her feet. Even in death, she towered over us, and due to being a corpse, she smelled worse than ever, the stink of death mixed in with her natural rotten aroma. Blood leaked out of the corner of her mouth and trailed down a hole from her chest. She stood unnaturally still, looking down at us with dead eyes, like a soldier awaiting further orders from his master.

Then Osorias pointed a single claw at us and said, “Kill them, Queen Somas. Show them no mercy.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

Queen Somas stumbled toward us, moving toward us with surprising speed. She roared, swiping her claws at us, but then Dillo summoned an earthen wall out of the floor, which appeared between us and Queen Somas. Yet the zombified Dweller Queen simply shattered the earth wall with little thought, forcing us to scatter to avoid getting torn apart by her sharp claws.

Coming to a halt on the other side of the room, I looked at Queen Somas. Even in death, she was a force to be reckoned with, towering over all of us and having high enough Stats to kill any of us with one or two hits. We were probably lucky that she seemed to lack the ability to enter Rage, because if she could enter Rage, then we would definitely be screwed.

Of course, we might be screwed anyway. All Z-Virus carriers lacked a basic sense of self-preservation. That was what made them such excellent minions and servants. They would relentlessly go after a target even to the point of harming or killing themselves. It also was what made them such a pain to fight. Whereas a living enemy might flinch if you hurt them in the right place, the average Z-Virus carrier would just keep going until you were dead or Infected (if not both). Not to mention all Z-Virus carriers still had access to all of their original Powers and Skills from when they were normal.

Even as I watched, Lennox flew around Somas, spewing flames onto her, but Somas didn’t seem to even register the flames that barely chipped away at her Health. Meanwhile, Dillo, who was now glowing a silvery-white color from Recover’s Stat Boost, was slashing at her legs and feet, though he had to move often to avoid getting stomped on by her huge feet. And Funky, his hands now resembling dragon claws, was also attacking Somas’ feet, while Brawn stood off to the side keeping Recover and Hop safe.

The last time we fought Somas, we only beat her by dropping a chandelier on her head. Given how she wasn’t anywhere near the chandelier and was now a zombie besides, it meant we couldn’t repeat the same trick twice.

But one thing I did know about Z-Virus carriers was that they were damn near useless if they didn’t have someone telling them what to do. And since Somas was clearly under Osorias’ command, that meant that if I could take out Osorias, I would also stop Somas. Osorias was still sitting on his throne, watching my Team’s fight with Somas with amusement on his face. He didn’t seem to notice me, which was fine, because it meant he was wide open for assault.

I flew into the air toward Osorias and fired several Ice Beams at him in rapid succession. But then my Ice Beams hit some kind of invisible energy barrier that briefly became visible with every Ice Beam that struck, causing Osorias to look over at me with a smirk on his face.

“Oh, it won’t be that easy, Hero Winter,” said Osorias. He tapped the Crown on his head. “This Crown does more than simply signify my position as King. By drawing upon the power of the Red Heart, I can also create protective energy barriers around me. And watch out. It isn’t good to get distracted in the middle of a battle.”

Before I could wonder what he meant by that, his bodyguards—Ohmner and Setak—suddenly leaped into the air after me, tackling me out of the air and onto the floor. We rolled for a moment, with me managing to kick Setak off me, but Ohmner, whose breath smelled like rotten onions, held on. He sank his claws into my chest and arms, snapping at my face with his powerful jaws. I barely managed to hold him off, forcing him back until I activated Freezing Touch and ice appeared on his neck, allowing me to smash his neck apart with a simple punch of my fist, causing this notification to appear in my view:

You killed [OSORIAN LOYALIST OHMNER]! +5,000 EXP!

Tossing Ohmner off me, I jumped to my feet and immediately raised my Ice Pick to block Setak’s claws. Setak was struggling against me, pushing his massive claws against my Ice Pick, but I eventually shoved him back and tried to stab him. Setak, however, jumped out of the range of my attack, putting a good deal of distance between us.

Taking a moment to catch my breath, I still couldn’t help but notice that Setak had a golden aura around his nametag. What did that mean? It certainly didn’t mean he was a participant in one of Paradox’s Universal Missions. Could NPCs like Setak even accept Universal Missions in the first place? It seemed like there was still a lot I didn’t know about Capes Online even now.

But I had no further time to think about it because Setak rushed toward me again, his claws leaving deep gouges in the floor where he ran. He slashed at me with his claws, forcing me to Dodge and then strike back, slashing the Ice Pick across his chest and stomach and causing his Health to drop by about 15% from that blow alone.

Rather than weaken Setak, however, the Dweller’s pain seemed to make him even more enraged. Smoke began rising from his back spikes and he suddenly unleashed a fiery stream of fire from his mouth on me. Taken by surprise, I summoned Ice Barrier around me. Despite the thickness of the Ice Barrier, however, the fire rapidly melted it, water dripping from the Barrier’s ceiling down onto me, but luckily it managed to hold at least a skeletal structure under the intense offense from Setak.

That is until Setak smashed through my Ice Barrier and body-slammed me. I fell to the ground and Setak was on me again, this time wrapping his claws around my neck and trying to choke me to death. He slammed my head against the ground multiple times to confuse and weaken me, which I had to say was working.

Despite that, I tried to fight back, to force his arms off me, but his grip was too strong. And Freezing Touch failed because his body temperature was shockingly high, perhaps an aftereffect of his fire breath. Panic started to rise in my mind as I realized that I was going to die here unless I did something fast.

And I still found the golden nametag annoying as hell. What did it even mean? What did it signify? And why was I paying attention to it when I was about to die?

Frustrated, I Scanned Setak’s nametag—which until now I hadn’t even realized was possible—and got this notification:

GOLDEN NAMETAG. This is a hint that this figure is important to one of your unfinished mission(s).

Unfinished missions? What unfinished missions? I had completed all of my missions. I had no idea what it was talking about unless—

Looking Setak straight in his eyes, I said one single, slightly choked word: “Kial.”

Like a spell was broken, Setak suddenly stopped trying to choke me to death. He just looked me in the eyes, a startled and confused look on his face.

“Did you just say Kial?” said Setak. He leaned in closer. “How do you know my wife’s name? What are you trying to imply? Tell me!”

My eyes widened in shock. Kial was a female Dweller who had asked me to find her missing husband, who had been taken into slavery by the Slayers and whose current location had, up until now, been a complete mystery. I hadn’t even known that Setak was her husband. It had been just a guess on my part because Kial’s mission was the only mission I had that I had yet to complete, so I assumed Setak had to be related to it somehow.

“Nothing,” I wheezed out. “I’m implying nothing. Your wife, Kial, asked me to find you. She doesn’t know where you are or what happened to you after the Slayers enslaved you. She’s worried about you, Setak, and it’s my job to bring you back to her.”

Setak looked at me with a skeptical but hopeful expression as well. “That sounds like Kial, but … I don’t trust humans. Not after what I’ve been through. Your kind enslaved me and held me against my will. King Osorias freed me.”

“I know, but I’m not interested in enslaving you again,” I said. “I want to bring you back to your wife. Kial has been worried sick about you, like I said. I don’t know if she’s still in Underworld City, but even if she isn’t, I still have to find you.”

Setak licked his lips, though I understood that to be a Dweller expression of uncertainty rather than hunger. “That is just like Kial, asking a human to find me. She has always been willing to look past the biases of our people in order to do the right thing. That is one of the reasons I fell in love with her, even though I think her naivety is sometimes misplaced.”

“She still asked me to help you,” I said, feeling hope rise within me as I realized that Setak was a lot more rational than I thought. “She wants you to come back. She misses you. She loves you.”

A conflicted expression appeared on Setak’s face. “I know, but … I cannot betray King Osorias. I don’t agree with everything he is trying to do, but I still trust him more than I trust you.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Even after you heard his master plan to turn all Dwellers into his personal mindless slaves? You’ve seen the Z-Virus carriers. Are you telling me you want that for yourself? For Kial?”

“No, but King Osorias wouldn’t do that to all of us,” said Setak, though the doubt laced in his voice betrayed his own lack of faith in Osorias. “Would he?”

“Dictators like him would do all of that and then some,” I said. “Listen, if you help me take out Osorias, I promise to bring you to Kial. Neither I nor my friends will try to enslave you. We will simply leave you and your people to live your lives as you see fit. How does that sound?”

For a moment, I thought Setak was going to try to kill me anyway. He certainly had the power to do so, what with his big claws wrapped around my neck. He could easily snap my neck or tear my head off my shoulders and be done with it.

But then Setak’s claws let go of my neck and he stepped off of me. He then held out a claw toward me and said, “Well, what are you waiting for? If we are going to defeat Osorias, then we must act quickly. Once he realizes my betrayal, it won’t be long before he sends Queen Somas after us.”

Smiling, I took Setak’s claw and let him help me to my feet, dusting myself off as I said, “Sure thing. But how are we going to get past his barrier?”

“Follow me and find out,” said Setak.

He then turned and ran toward the seated Osorias. Osorias, who had apparently returned his attention to watching Queen Somas thrash my Teammates, suddenly looked over at us and saw me and Setak running toward him. A confused expression appeared on the false king’s face as Osorias said, “What is going on here? Setak, why haven’t you killed the human?”

Setak, however, didn’t respond. When he got close enough, he raked his claws across the energy barrier, somehow leaving an opening just wide enough for me to jump through.

“Go!” Setak cried out, raising his voice loud enough to be heard even above Queen Somas’ stomping and screaming. “Finish him off!”

Without hesitation, I dived through the opening and hit the ground with a roll. Rolling to my feet, I held the Ice Pick before me and immediately fired an Ice Beam from its tip.

But Osorias dived down from the throne, narrowly avoiding the Ice Beam. As Osorias rolled to his feet, this notification popped up in my view:

*New Skill Unlocked: Channeling [Level 1]. Channel your elemental Powers and attacks through Equipment and weapons. Level up this Skill further to be able to channel more powerful attacks through even weaker Equipment and weapons far more safely!

Dismissing the notification, I looked at Osorias and said, “You move fast for a big guy. Guess you’re not as fat as you look.”

Snarling, Osorias said, “I do not know how you managed to turn Setak against me, but no matter. I still have the Crown. I can destroy you without even thinking about it.”

The rubies in the Crown suddenly flashed red. A moment later, Osorias’ whole body started glowing crimson and Osorias himself let loose a battle cry as this notification appeared in my vision:

[DWELLER KING OSORIAS] has entered Rage! +25% increase to all Stats!

Uh oh was the only thought I had as Osorias launched himself toward me with lightning-fast reflexes. I acted more quickly, using Ice Slide to zip around him, narrowly avoiding Osorias’ claws as he flew through the air. As soon as Osorias landed, however, he turned on his heels and launched himself toward me again, slashing his claws and forcing me to parry his blows with my Ice Pick, each blow hitting as hard as a truck.

“You look worried now, Hero Winter,” said Osorias in an effortless voice, each blow coming almost faster than I could keep up with. “Where is the arrogance from before? Have you realized now that you cannot even hope to keep up with the power of the Red Heart?”

I would have responded with a clever quip, but Osorias’ attacks came too fast and required too much attention and reflex for me to respond to. The best I could do was grunt and try to avoid getting impaled with his long claws.

But eventually one of Osorias’ attacks got through and struck me in the chest. Momentarily taken by surprise by this, this left an opening which Osorias took advantage of. He pummeled me in the chest, stomach, and face with lightning-fast punches that took off a good 30% of my Health before grabbing me and hurling me at the throne. I crashed into the throne hard enough to crack the back and fell down onto the seat with a dull thud, my head spinning from the impact.

Shaking my head, I looked over in time to see Osorias standing above me, his sharp claws gleaming under the red glow of his body.

“As I said, you humans cannot keep up with the power of the Red Heart,” said Osorias. “Once I finish you and your friends off, I will mobilize my forces to invade the world, starting with the tunnel leading into your Base. And there is nothing you can do about—”

Osorias didn’t get to finish his sentence because at that moment Cy appeared out of his shadow behind him and stabbed him in the back with his Kunai. Osorias roared in pain and doubled over, allowing Cy to grab his Crown and rip it off his head.

As soon as the Crown left Osorias’ head, his body stopped glowing red. Even so, Osorias slammed his tail into Cy’s midsection, knocking Cy off of the throne and onto the floor below.

But it was exactly the distraction I needed. Grabbing my Ice Pick firmly, I thrust the tip of the Ice Pick into and through Osorias’ throat. Osorias didn’t even have one moment to cry out in pain before my Ice Pick penetrated his throat. The light of life in his eyes faded instantly as his Health dropped to zero, causing this notification to appear in my view:

You killed [DWELLER KING OSORIAS]! +16,000 EXP!

The Dweller Throne is now vacant. Would you like to become the new [Dweller King]? Y/N

What the—? I could become the new Dweller King and I wasn’t even a Dweller. Weird.

Ignoring the notification for now, I ripped my Ice Pick out of Osorias’ throat. The now-dead Dweller King fell over to the side, but even before his now-lifeless body hit the floor, it disappeared into thin air.

Panting and sweating, I popped open a Health Drink and downed it in one gulp, bringing my Health back to full, before tossing the bottle aside and looking down at Cy, who still held the Crown in his hands.

“Thanks for the save, Cy,” I said, rubbing the back of my head as I sat up. “I was wondering where you were.”

“No prob, boss,” said Cy in his usual cheerful voice. “I just remembered how the Z-Virus carriers like Queen Somas needed someone to tell them what to do in order to work. So I waited until the right moment to attack Osorias and then boom, he’s dead. Although you were the one who actually killed him, but—”

“Thanks anyway,” I said, “and thanks for taking the Crown off his head. I suspect that’s what made it possible for me to finish him off.”

“You’re welcome, boss,” said Cy. He looked down at the Crown in his hands all of a sudden. “You know, if I wore this Crown, I wonder if I would become the new Dweller King or not. I’ve always wanted to refer to myself with the royal ‘we.’”

“No,” I said bluntly as I rose to my feet. “We don’t have time for you to play royalty. We need to see how the others are—”

A loud boom made Cy and I jump. We looked toward the battle between my Team and Queen Somas.

The zombified Queen Somas now lay flat on her back on the floor. Her lifeless body stared up endlessly into the ceiling, with not a single muscle twitch to indicate that she was anything other than dead. My Teammates—whose Health bars were all shockingly low despite Recover’s best attempts to keep them healed—just stared at the corpse of Queen Somas with shock, as if they weren’t sure if this was a trick or not.

Raising a hand, I shouted, “Guys, it’s over! We won. Osorias is dead. Now everyone, get over here. We have Foundational Files to get to. And fast.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

All of my Teammates rushed over to the throne without another word. Setak also joined us, but when I saw my Teammates look at the Dweller with confusion and distrust, I immediately jumped off of the throne and, landing beside Setak, said, “It’s fine, guys. Setak is on our side now. Without his help, I wouldn’t have been able to beat Osorias. You can trust him.”

My Teammates relaxed, although I could tell that Setak didn’t quite relax himself. Most likely that was due to his own bias against humans, but I didn’t care. As long as he wasn’t trying to kill or harm us, I didn’t care what he thought about humans. He could think what he liked.

“Well, that was definitely a tough battle,” said Recover as she Healed Dillo and Funky, who had taken the brunt of Somas’ attacks. “I honestly thought we weren’t going to make it for a while there. Queen Somas is one of the toughest enemies I’ve ever fought.”

“She was a lot worse when she was still alive,” said Funky, glancing at the lifeless body of Queen Somas. “And I do mean worse.”

“Still, the battle is over and we won,” I said. I glanced over my shoulder at the throne behind us. “Now we just need to access underneath the throne and reach the Foundational Files within. Right?”

“Right,” said Funky. “Step aside so I can open it and we can get inside.”

Stepping to the side, my Teammates and I watched as Funky stepped up to the front of the throne. Raising his hands, a holographic keypad suddenly appeared before him. He then began inputting what seemed like a dazzling variety of codes and passwords into the keypad, moving so quickly I couldn’t have memorized or even read the passwords even if I wanted to. It was like watching a master typist at work, though I couldn’t help but wonder if Funky was using the game’s physics to be able to move that fast.

Regardless, Funky finished typing a few seconds later and hit a big green ‘ENTER’ button that appeared when he entered the last password. As soon as he did, the throne started to slowly but surely move to the side, the sound of stone scraping against stone making me and my Teammates wince.

But soon the noise ended. With the throne moved to the side, it revealed a hidden staircase that went down well below the Tower’s floor. It went down so far that it even disappeared into endless shadow, making it impossible for us to see very far ahead. I could sense that the staircase below went even deeper than we thought, which made the claustrophobic part of me feel anxious.

“What is this?” said Setak, staring at the staircase in confusion. “I have never heard of a hidden staircase underneath the throne.”

“That’s because it’s one of the best-kept secrets in the world,” said Funky. He jerked a thumb at himself. “Only I know about it. Even the other developers at SI Games have no idea that this staircase exists.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” said Cy. He pointed at the staircase. “Let’s go and get this over with already. I’m getting kind of tired of constantly having to fight random bad guys.”

I put my hand on Cy’s shoulder before he could take another step. “Wait a minute, Cy. Before we go in, I want you to give the Crown to Setak.”

Cy glanced at the Crown in his hands in surprise. “Why? Wouldn’t it be safer with me?”

“Maybe, but it’s not ours,” I said. “It belongs to whoever the next Dweller monarch is going to be. I’m not sure if that will be Setak or not, though—”

“I do not want to be the next King,” Setak said quickly. He held out his claws. “But I will gladly keep the Crown safe until we find someone who can replace King Osorias. Sadly, I do not think Queen Somas had any heirs, so figuring out who her true successor will be might take some time.”

I nodded. “I figured as much. It’s not like we can do much with the Crown, anyway. It can only be worn by Dwellers.”

Cy bit his lower lip, but handed the Crown to Setak, who took it in his hands as gently as if it were a newborn babe. He looked at me and said, with newfound respect in his voice, “Thank you for freeing me, Hero Winter, you and your friends. Most humans would not have given up the Crown so easily like that. You are indeed very different from normal humans.”

A notification appeared in my vision as soon as Setak said that:

Your relationship with [Dweller Setak] has increased from ‘Neutral’ to ‘Trusted’! Your grace in giving him the Crown, rather than selfishly keeping it for yourself, has increased Setak’s respect for you and for humanity as a whole. Continue to improve your relationship with [Dweller Setak] in order to gain access to more opportunities and rewards!

MISSION UPDATE: You have found Kial’s husband, Setak! To complete this mission, escort Setak back to Kial. Her location has been highlighted on your map.

Opening my map, I saw a glowing red dot in the northwest corner of the city that was thankfully far away from the fight between the Scavenger Rebels and the infected Dwellers. I was kind of surprised that Kial had not fled like most of the other people. Guess she was braver than I thought.

But I would complete this mission later. Right now, I had more important things to worry about, like heading down into Capes Online’s Foundational Files to rid the game of Paradox once and for all. Besides, it didn’t say I had a deadline by which to return Setak to Kial. It seemed like I could do it on my own time, so I dismissed the notification without another thought.

“Is everyone ready to enter?” said Funky, looking around at all of us with a serious expression on his face. “The Foundational Files are not dangerous, but we still might run into some … resistance, though my presence should disable most of the security systems automatically.”

“I think I speak for everyone when I say that we’re as ready as we’ll ever be,” I said. I didn’t even have to look at Dillo and Recover to know that they were nodding in agreement. “Let’s put an end to this nightmare once and for all, Funky. Lead the way.”

“I will stay here and protect the staircase from enemies,” Setak offered. “Until you return, that is.”

Nodding, I sent a quick message via Team Chat to let everyone know that we were going to enter the Foundational Files before closing the Team Chat and following Funky into the darkness below.

-

We walked down the stone steps for a few minutes before the floor suddenly leveled out, which was odd because I thought that Capes Online’s Foundational Files were far deeper than that.

What was even weirder was the darkness itself. It wasn’t ordinary darkness, like the kind where you could use Night Vision or turn on a flashlight to see. Even when I used Night Vision, I still couldn’t see anything around me except, oddly enough, for the nametags of my Teammates and their Sidekicks. Even weirder, the tunnel seemed to expand on all sides until I could no longer feel the walls on either side of us. It was like we had walked into a really wide-open, really flat tunnel.

The air in here was … still. There were no discernible scents other than the smells coming off of our bodies. Even those seemed muted in here. The only sounds were the sounds of footsteps and our breathing. I simultaneously felt both claustrophobic and at the same time trapped in a tiny area. It was an unnerving feeling, not helped when I opened my map and saw the words ‘AREA UNKNOWN’ on the map itself. I looked over my shoulder, but the darkness made it impossible to see anything behind us. I was worried that we might not even be able to retrace our steps. I had a feeling that if I turned around and walked back now that I would just end up wandering in the darkness endlessly for all of eternity.

“Uh, Funky?” I said, looking at his floating nametag, the only part of him I could see. “Where, exactly, are we?”

“We’re outside the boundaries of the map,” said Funky. “In fact, technically speaking, we aren’t even in Capes Online anymore. At least, not the part that most players can access.”

A sense of dread rose up my spine when Funky said that. “We’re not in the Junkyard again, are we?”

“No, we’re not,” said Funky. “This place is separate from both Capes Online and the Junkyard. You aren’t likely to run into anyone here. Not players, not NPCs, not digital beings, no one. It is totally separate, though don’t worry. It still shares most of the same coding as Capes Online, so all of your Powers, Skills, Equipment, and so on should still work just fine.”

I glanced at my character sheet and was relieved to see that I still had access to all of my Powers and Skills. I could feel the relief in the air as Dillo and Recover discovered the same thing.

“So if we’re not in Capes Online, then where are we?” said Dillo. “We’re just underneath the Royal Tower, aren’t we?”

“Technically, no,” said Funky. “That staircase we took to get down here was actually a portal, the only portal connecting the Foundational Files to the rest of the game. It only looks like a staircase for aesthetic reasons and to trick anyone who stumbles upon it into thinking it’s just another hidden area.”

“Meaning we teleported through a portal without even knowing it?” I said in amazement.

“More or less,” said Funky. “Most portals in-game tend to have aftereffects that the player can feel. The point of this portal is to trick potential threats into getting lost in this place forever. Hence the absolute darkness, the lack of sound and scent, and the feeling both openness and intense closedness at the same time. The Tunnel, as we call it, is designed to mess with the senses of players who try to enter it.”

“So I’m not the only one who feels like he’s suffocating in here,” I said with a sigh. “Good to know.”

“But wandering forever?” said Recover in an uncertain tone. “That sounds creepy.”

“Oh, it’s not really forever,” said Funky with a slight chuckle. “If you log off here and log back in, your character and your Sidekick will be back in your Base. And you can get out of here at any point by turning around and heading back the way you came. You could wander around here for hours and yet if you turn around at any point and go back, you will find the staircase without fail. Don’t do that now, though. If you guys get separated from me, it will be really hard for me to find you again.”

“How do you know we aren’t just wandering right now?” said Dillo.

“Because the effects of the darkness don’t affect me,” said Funky. “The system is designed to scan each individual who enters. If your character has a certain piece of code within, then the effects of the darkness are nullified for you. That means I can see exactly where we are going. All of you probably just see endless darkness in every direction, while I see a relatively simple straight tunnel that goes down for a while.”

“No fair,” said Cy. “I want to see where we are going, too.”

“Don’t worry, Cy,” said Funky. “We’ll reach the end soon enough. In fact, we are already there.”

As soon as Funky said that, the darkness suddenly vanished and we found ourselves standing in a very strange room.

In contrast to the ancient stone floors, walls, and ceiling of the throne room above, this room looked like something straight out of a sci-fi novel. The walls, floor, and ceiling were plated with silver metal plates, reflecting the glowing green lights that illuminated the place. The room was shaped kind of like a paper tube, with railing running all along the clear glass walls. And the room itself was absolutely massive, the size of a football field at least.

More than the room’s highly advanced technological appearance or size, however, was the mass of what looked like ones and zeroes floating in the middle. A massive storm of ones and zeroes swirled and crackled in the center of the room, the digits swirling like snowflakes in a blizzard and dropping like raindrops in a storm. The constantly moving cloud of ones and zeroes was both beautiful and at the same time deeply intimidating. I felt less like I was looking at a natural phenomenon and more like I was staring into the brain of a living, thinking creature. Every now and then I’d see vaguely familiar shapes—a human, a dog, a cat, a building, a car—appear among the ones and zeroes only to be dissipated in the storm as soon as possible.

“Here we are,” said Funky, gesturing at the cloud of ones and zeroes raging outside the glass. “Capes Online’s Foundational Files. Our final destination … and the final destination of Capes Online itself.”
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“It’s so beautiful,” said Recover, the green light outside reflecting off of her eyes. “I’ve never seen anything like it in my life.”

“It’s a lot more impressive than what I was expecting,” said Dillo, also staring into it. “But am I the only one here who feels slightly … creeped out? I feel like that stuff is looking at us, too.”

“It probably is,” said Funky, folding his arms in front of his chest, “seeing as the D.E.S. is alive and all.”

“What?” I said, looking at Funky in shock. “You mean the D.E.S. is sentient?”

“Sort of,” said Funky. “For Capes Online to work the way it does, we essentially had to develop a true AI from scratch. That is why Capes Online is incredibly realistic. The D.E.S. is essentially a living being capable of thinking creatively and independently, though not quite as real as an actual person. It needs to in order to make NPCs and other parts of the game as immersive as possible.”

“So can we talk to it?” I said, looking at the cloud of ones and zeroes uncertainly.

“Not really,” said Funky. He tapped the side of his head. “Although it is alive, it’s more like a plant than a person. You can’t have a conversation with a plant, but that doesn’t mean it’s alive. I doubt it even notices us. The D.E.S. is so focused on making sure Capes Online works and is interesting for players that it doesn’t and can’t directly interact with us.”

I frowned. Although I generally trusted Funky to tell me the truth about how this game worked, I was doubtful that the D.E.S. was as aloof as he made it out to be. I remembered Hannah mentioning that the ‘system’ told her about us. I also still remembered how the notifications I got during the Faded Flag mission seemed to be deliberately moving us along a predetermined path. Maybe it was just a coincidence, but I had my suspicions otherwise. Of course, it was hard to attribute thoughts of any sort to a swirling mass of ones and zeroes.

Regardless, I put my hands on my hips and said, “Well, we’re here. That means you can now access the Foundational Files and destroy Paradox, right?”

“Yes,” said Funky. “And hopefully we’re not too late. Look.”

Funky pointed at the cloud, making me and my friends peer more closely.

 At first, I saw nothing but ones and zeroes swirling around like snowflakes in a blizzard. Then I noticed a deep black spot near the center of the cloud, a black anomaly that was growing inch by inch. It appeared to be about the size of a smart car right now, but I could tell it was definitely growing.

“What is that?” said Dillo. “Reminds me of an infection.”

“That’s because it technically is,” said Funky, lowering his hand. “That is Paradox working his way into the game’s Foundational Files. He is most likely trying to corrupt Capes Online’s data so he can make himself truly invincible.”

“Really?” I said. “That’s crazy. I didn’t even know that was possible.”

“It shouldn’t be, but Paradox has already shown that the rules don’t apply to him,” said Funky. “But luckily, his corruption is still tiny and able to be dealt with. Data corruption is like cancer. The smaller it is, the easier it is to remove. And remove it is exactly what I am going to do.”

Funky stepped forward. He stopped in front of the glass and then tapped the air. All of a sudden, a holographic keyboard and monitor appeared before him. The monitor showed a dizzying array of charts and bars that made no sense to me, but from what I could understand, they seemed to be the D.E.S.’s monitoring system. I saw a chart labeled ‘CHARACTERS,’ another labeled ‘PHYSICS,’ and yet another labeled ‘POWERS,’ among others, each one constantly changing as the D.E.S. adjusted itself in real-time. Not being a computer nerd, most of the information was totally lost on me. Based on Dillo and Recover’s confused expressions, I could tell they were just as lost as I was.

Funky, on the other hand, showed no hesitation as all. He swiped through screen after screen, inputting security code after security code like he did it every day. Of course, he did design this system, which explained his familiarity with it. I was just grateful that we had Funky. If he wasn’t here with us, I had no idea what we would have done. Just stared endlessly into the light, I suppose.

Finally, Funky hit a few more keys and said, “Almost there … just a couple more screens and …”

Funky hit a big red ‘ENTER’ button similar to the one that had locked the staircase underneath the throne in the Royal Tower. “There. We should now have access to the—”

Funky was interrupted when a huge notification appeared in the air in front of all of us:

ERROR. ACCESS TO FOUNDATIONAL FILES DENIED.

We all stared at the notification in confused silence for a long moment.

“What does that mean?” said Cy, looking at Funky.

“I’m not sure,” said Funky, looking down at the keyboard he had been typing on. “That error message normally means that I input the wrong password, but I am sure I put in the right one. There’s something wrong with the system, it’s—Look!”

Funky pointed into the Foundational Files at the black corruption we had noticed earlier. The corruption had increased considerably in just the few short moments we had been distracted with Funky trying to access the Foundational Files. Although it was still dwarfed by the Files themselves, the corruption was big enough to be worrisome now and growing bigger still.

“Why is the corruption growing?” said Dillo in a worried voice.

“Because I can’t get rid of it,” said Funky. He looked at the keyboard again. “I’ll try again. There are a couple of different things I can try to—”

“Sorry, but none of it is going to work,” said a voice tinged with a familiar Southern drawl behind us, “because we’re way ahead of you in that area.”

Whirling around, I felt my heart sink into my throat when I saw the owner of the voice: It was Atmosfear, standing with his Sidekick Giggles on the other end of the lab, his arms crossed in front of his chest, a wicked smile on his features.

And Atmosfear wasn’t alone, either. Frostbite, Huntsman, and Cinders all stood around him, along with their Sidekicks. Huntsman had his pet cheetah on a leash, while Cinders’ body was burning with hot flames, and Frostbite’s body radiated icy coldness. All four of them looked ready for combat.

“You!” I said, pointing at Atmosfear. “What are you doing here? How did you even get here in the first place? Funky said no one else could get here without getting lost other than himself.”

Atmosfear waved off my questions like they were irrelevant. “Lord Paradox showed us the way. Once you idiots opened up the path to the Foundational Files, Paradox used his fantastic powers to help us navigate the blackness back there. Took us no time at all to find you guys.”

“Were you guys in the Underworld the entire time?” I said. “Why didn’t you show yourselves earlier?”

“Because we wanted you guys to open the way to the Foundational Files,” said Atmosfear with a snort. “Duh. By opening the path to the Foundational Files, you’ve made it far easier for Lord Paradox to corrupt them. We used you, in other words.”

“Not that it was particularly hard,” Frostbite said with a grin. “You Heroes are very easy to fool, like when I fooled you with the faked footage of me meeting Sally a couple of days ago. I knew that if we just let you, you would eventually find your way here, and we wouldn’t have to do anything about it. I am you and you are me, after all, Winter. I know you better than you know yourself.”

“You mean you aren’t upset that we killed Osorias?” I said.

“Why would we?” said Frostbite. “We used him, too. He was nothing more than a pawn. All we really needed to do was kill Queen Somas and shatter the unity of the Dwellers to make it impossible for them to help you fight back against us.”

I gulped. This was not good. If Paradox now had full access to the Foundational Files like us, then that meant things were about to hit the ceiling. “So you were playing us all along, then.”

“Like a fiddle,” said Atmosfear. “But don’t feel so bad about yourself, donut. Smarter people than you have been manipulated by Paradox.”

I looked around. “Where is Paradox, by the way? I don’t see him.”

Atmosfear pointed over my head. “Right behind you.”

Looking over my shoulder into the Foundational Files, I saw nothing except for the growing corruption in the Files, which seemed to have gotten even bigger since I last saw it. “I don’t see him.”

“But you see his essence,” said Frostbite. “That corruption is his intelligence slowly but surely taking over the game. Once it grows to its full size, Paradox will replace the D.E.S. as the ruling AI of Capes Online and will truly become a god.”

“Paradox must have already accessed it and changed the passwords to lock me out of it,” said Funky in realization. “That is exactly the sort of thing I would expect him to do.”

“Bingo, football head,” said Atmosfear with a nod. “Lord Paradox is basically in control now. There’s nothing any of you players can do to stop him. We win. You lose. Game over. Get it?”

I scowled. “Then why are you guys here if you’ve already won? Just to gloat in front of our faces?”

“Well, that’s always a nice bonus, of course,” said Atmosfear, putting his hands on his hips, “but in truth, we’re here to eliminate you. Lord Paradox doesn’t need any disruption in his efforts to take over the game and you four plus your stupid Sidekicks could pose a very serious one if not eliminated right away. At least, that’s what he said, anyway.”

I held up my Ice Pick while my other Teammates took up battle positions. “So Paradox is afraid we still might be able to stop him, then. That means the game isn’t over yet.”

Atmosfear drew his gunblade from his side while his own Teammates took up battle positions as well. “Believe what you want. It doesn’t change the fact that Paradox’s takeover of the game is nearly complete. It won’t take long to finish you all off, and with respawn disabled, you can’t even count on coming back later on, either.”

I gritted my teeth. This was a terrible turn of events. Paradox really had played us. I thought getting here had been a little too easy and I was right. And it was about to become much harder because all four of the assembled Legionnaires were powerful Villains in their own right.

But we had no choice. It was either fight the Legion or else give up and die. And so long as there was at least a one percent chance we could win, then we had to take it.

Raising my Ice Pick, I said, “All right, then, Atmosfear. If it’s a fight you want, then it’s a fight you’ll get.”
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Without hesitation, my Team and Atmosfear’s Team rushed toward each other. Both sides met in the middle and the battle began.

Cy and I were fighting Atmosfear and Giggles. Atmosfear slashed at me with his gunblade, forcing me to use my Ice Pick to parry his blows. Beside me, Cy and Giggles were clashing with their knives, their high Agility letting them both move so fast they looked almost like ghosts. I was vaguely aware that Funky was taking on Frostbite and Huntsman at once, while Dillo was dealing with Cinders with help from Brawn, who was also wrestling with Huntsman’s pet cheetah. Recover and Hop, meanwhile, stood on the sidelines using their Powers to heal anyone whose Health got too low.

But I had no time to focus on everyone else. I was too busy trying to survive against Atmosfear, whose gunblade came at me hard and fast. He seemed faster and stronger since the last time I saw him, keeping me firmly on the defense in our scuffle. Atmosfear also seemed to be enjoying himself based on the way he grinned at me.

Regardless, I knew the stakes and wasn’t going to even consider letting Atmosfear win. When his gunblade slammed against my Ice Pick, I activated Super Strength and shoved him backward and then moved in and stabbed him with my Ice Pick.

But to my surprise, my Ice Pick bounced harmlessly off his armor. At the same time, Atmosfear slashed his gunblade across my chest, causing me to cry out in pain as I lost about 5% of my Health.

“Why the surprised look on your face?” said Atmosfear, still grinning as he twirled his gunblade in his hand. He gestured at his golden armor. “All I did was make my armor strong enough to deflect your attacks. I’m hardly invincible, but you’re going to have to try much harder than that to hurt me.”

Scowling, I nonetheless felt relieved when a golden aura fell over me and my Health and chest wound healed, causing me to look over at Recover and shout, “Thanks!”

Recover waved back at me before returning her attention to Dillo, who seemed to be struggling to keep up with Cinders’ intense fiery attacks.

“Oh, that’s right,” said Atmosfear, who was also looking at Recover. “I forgot that you guys have a couple of Healers on your Team. That seems mighty unfair to me, so let me even the odds a little.”

Atmosfear suddenly thrust his arm out at Recover. Recover suddenly gasped for air and, grabbing her throat, fell to her knees, gasping desperately for air. Her Health started to plummet while Hop, who had been Healing Funky’s wounds, turned her attention to Recover, trying to keep her Health from dropping to zero.

Angered at Atmosfear’s dirty trick, I fired an Ice Beam at him, which struck Atmosfear in the chest and sent him staggering. It also made Recover start to breathe again, which made me happy, because I knew that we would be screwed if Recover died.

But the fight wasn’t over yet. Using Ice Slide, I slid toward Atmosfear faster than I could on foot. I slid around him in a circle, whacking him in every spot I could reach with my Ice Pick. Although Atmosfear’s armor might have protected him from piercing or stabbing damage, it clearly didn’t protect him from blunt damage because my Ice Pick took off several points of Health everywhere it landed.

But then Atmosfear thrust a leg out and I tripped, although he then grabbed me by the back of my collar and hurled me to the side. I flew through the air briefly before crashing onto the floor, but scrambled back to my feet just as Atmosfear aimed and fired several bullets from his gunblade.

I activated Ice Barrier and a barrier made of pure ice exploded in front of me, blocking all of Atmosfear’s bullets. But then Atmosfear himself jumped over the Ice Barrier and brought his gunblade down on me, forcing me to Block his attack with Ice Pick. This put me in a position where Atmosfear was forcing me down with his gunblade while I had to use all of my Strength just to hold him back.

“So you’ve picked up a few new tricks since we last saw each other,” said Atmosfear in a strained voice. “Big deal. It doesn’t change the fact that I’m going to kill you.”

“Why the change of plans?” I said in an equally strained voice. “I thought Paradox wanted to give me a chance to go back to the real world.”

“Paradox doesn’t care,” said Atmosfear with a shake of his head. “As long as he gets control of Capes Online, that’s all that matters to him. Now why don’t you shut the hell up? I’m getting tired of listening to your voice.”

The muscles on Atmosfear’s arms suddenly bulged to almost cartoonishly big sizes and I suddenly found it harder than ever to hold him back. Crap. It seemed like Atmosfear had some kind of Strength-enhancing Power that I didn’t know about. He was now clearly stronger than me and using every bit of that extra Strength to crush me under his weight. I could even hear the Ice Pick starting to groan under the pressure. I needed to get out of this situation fast.

With a yell, I slipped backward with a roll, causing Atmosfear’s gunblade to crash into and through the floor. Rolling to my feet, I fired another Ice Beam at Atmosfear, but Atmosfear raised his left hand and the Ice Beam disappeared into the vacuum-like device attached to his wrist.

“What the—?” I said. “What happened to my Ice Beam?”

Atmosfear’s smirk became even smugger. “It’s right here!”

Atmosfear thrust his arm out and a powerful blast of Energy exploded from the vacuum-like weapon, forcing me to Dodge to the side to avoid it. Good thing I did because when the Energy blast struck the spot where I’d been standing mere moments ago, it created a huge explosion that left a smoking crater where it hit.

“See that?” said Atmosfear, gesturing at the crater. He raised his vacuum-like weapon. “This is known as a Redirector. It allows me to absorb Energy-based attacks like your Ice Beam and redirect them at you. Only they’re converted into pure Energy first, meaning that they can bypass whatever Type immunities you might have to your own attacks. Pretty useful, huh?”

“Yeah, but you’re not the only one with new toys, Atmosfear,” I said. “Let me show you my favorite.”

As soon as I said that, the Drone Energy Cannon detached from my arm and flew toward Atmosfear. It immediately began peppering Atmosfear with Energy shots, forcing Atmosfear to raise his gunblade to block the annoying attacks. He tried to knock the Drone out of the air, but it stayed just outside the reach of his attacks.

This was the distraction I needed. I flew toward Atmosfear and body-slammed him hard enough to knock him to the floor. I then tried to bring the Ice Pick down on his face, but Atmosfear rolled out of the way at the last minute and my Ice Pick just ended up uselessly hitting the floor.

Rolling to his feet, Atmosfear swung his gunblade at me. I raised my Ice Pick to Block, but then my Ice Pick got knocked out of my hands and flew away, landing on the floor a couple of feet away.

But I immediately summoned my Ice Daggers and hurled them both at Atmosfear, who knocked both Ice Daggers out of the air easily. That was just a distraction, however, so I could pick up my Ice Pick and wield it again, spinning the weapon in my hands with practiced ease.

“You can’t keep fighting forever,” said Atmosfear as he approached me, twirling his gunblade in his hands. “Even if you win, it won’t matter. Paradox will soon become one with the game, and then all of your struggling will be for naught. And that will be an absolutely beautiful thing.”

“You sound even crazier than usual, Bryce,” I said, walking backward as Atmosfear advanced upon me. “You didn’t strike me as the religious type.”

Atmosfear shrugged. “In truth, I’m not, but it’s not like I can actually stop Paradox. Maybe I never went to college, but I know my limits and I know not to bite the hand that feeds you.”

“This is still insane,” I said. “Do you even realize what Paradox is about to do? If he takes over Capes Online, he will rule over all of us with an iron fist. He’s not going to make you a god like he promised.”

“You don’t know that,” said Atmosfear. “Even if you did, why should I join you? To get arrested and thrown in prison for the rest of my life? Or even terminated outright? ‘Cause I know that the Department of VR wants to terminate me and there’s no way in hell I am going to let them.”

I was about to respond when I bumped up against something. Looking over my shoulder, I saw that I had backed up against the glass walls separating the platform from the Foundational Files themselves.

But I shouldn’t have looked because Atmosfear took that moment to thrust his gunblade at my face. I just barely managed to Dodge it at the last moment, rolling off to the side as the tip of Atmosfear’s gunblade slammed into the glass wall.

A small crack suddenly appeared in the glass wall where Atmosfear’s gunblade hit. The crack grew and grew, the sound of crackling glass barely audible above the sounds of battle, but I soon forgot about that and jumped forward, thrusting my Ice Pick at Atmosfear. I slammed my Ice Pick into his hand, knocking his gunblade out of his hands, and then kicked Atmosfear in the stomach, sending him staggering backward from the blow.

Without hesitation, I slammed Ice Pick into Atmosfear’s stomach, knocking him off his feet. I then activated Freezing Touch and ice exploded from my feet, covering Atmosfear’s body on the floor before he could react and earning me this notification:

You have Frozen [Villain Atmosfear]! -100% Agility and Evasion. Duration: 10 minutes.

Atmosfear struggled to break free of the ice, but I wasn’t about to let him. I stood over him and raised my Ice Pick over my head, causing Atmosfear to pause and look up at me with a mixture of alarm and fear on his face.

“Sorry about this, Atmosfear, but I think it’s time we ended this,” I said. “I know you won’t respawn after I finish you off, but that’s fine. If there’s anyone who doesn’t deserve to respawn, it’s you.”

Right before I could bring my Ice Pick down on Atmosfear’s face, a stray fireball from Cinders came out of nowhere and struck the side of my body. The blow nearly knocked me off my feet, shaving off a good 10% of my overall Health in one hit and singing my clothing. At the same time, the heat from the fireball caused the ice around Atmosfear to melt just enough for him to shatter it with a shrug of his muscled shoulders.

Rising to his feet, Atmosfear looked at me with a snarl and said, “All right. I am getting sick of your bullshit. Time to end this battle once and for all.”

Atmosfear raised his hands, no doubt about to unleash a powerful attack, but then Cy appeared behind Atmosfear and slashed across his back. A whopping 15% of Atmosfear’s Health vanished in an instant, causing Atmosfear to scream in pain, but I saw my chance and dashed forward. I thrust my Ice Pick at Atmosfear again, but then to my shock, Atmosfear caught my Ice Pick with both hands and held it tightly. He looked at me in the eyes and growled, “No. I am not going to lose to you. Not again.”

With that, Atmosfear ripped my Ice Pick out of my hands and, before I could respond, punched me in the face. He then followed it up with punch after punch, hitting me everywhere he could reach. I tried to defend myself, but Atmosfear seemed to be getting faster and faster. His armor started to glow red and his attacks came quicker and deadlier than ever.

Soon, my Health had dropped to about 60% just from his punches alone, but by now I could tell Atmosfear was starting to slow down, the red glow starting to die down. Right before he could get in another hit, Cy swept out his legs from underneath him. Atmosfear fell to the floor and I immediately brought my foot down on his face, creating a loud crack in the air that was Atmosfear’s nose breaking, causing this notification to appear in my vision:

You have knocked [Villain Atmosfear] Unconscious!

Panting and sweating hard, I looked down at the unconscious Atmosfear. He still had about 80% of his Health left, but now that he was Unconscious, he would be much easier to defeat. I picked up my Ice Pick again and my Drone returned to my arm, but before I could finish off Atmosfear, Recover yelled, “Winter, we need your help!”

Startled, I looked up, having forgotten about my Teammates in the heat of battle, and was horrified by what I saw.

My Team was losing. Dillo lay on the floor on the other side of the room, his Health barely above 10% and his armor blackened and smoking. The only reason he wasn’t dead was because Brawn was desperately fighting Cinders, trying to distract her from Dillo, who Hop was trying to heal. But Cinders must have hit Dillo with something really bad because none of Hop’s Healing Powers seemed to be helping him at all. Brawn was already at 50% Health and I knew he wouldn’t last much longer.

Funky was doing a little better. At least he was still standing, using his dragon claws to fight against Frostbite and Huntsman. But it was clear that the double-teaming from those two was starting to wear Funky down. His Health was at around 60% or so and falling all the time.

As for Recover, she was thankfully still alive, but appeared to be unconscious, lying on the floor very still. I wasn’t sure how she got knocked out, but that explained why my Team was having such a hard time against the Legionnaires. It was because Recover had been knocked out at some point and therefore was no longer able to Heal us.

“Cy!” I shouted at Cy, who stood over Giggles’ prone body with his Kunai raised. I pointed at Recover. “Go revive Recover. And quickly. Now!”

Cy nodded and then made his way over to Recover. Just as he reached her, however, a sharp crack could be heard in the room. The cracking sound was so loud that it caused all participants in the room—Hero and Villain alike—to stop their fighting to look over and see where the crack had come from:

It was the glass wall that Atmosfear had damaged earlier. And it was about to break.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

The second I realized what was about to happen, the glass wall shattered.

With the glass wall no longer protecting us from the Foundational Files, it was like someone had opened the air hatch in a spaceship. A powerful sucking sensation suddenly began pulling at all of us. I Froze my own feet to the floor, keeping myself from getting pulled into the Foundational Files, while everyone else scrambled to find someplace to hold onto. Funky slammed his claws into the floor and Lennox clung tightly to his shoulders, while Frostbite also froze his feet to the floor and Huntsman embedded a large, curved bowie knife into the floor. Cinders, meanwhile, melted her feet into the floor and clung fiercely to Blinders, her Sidekick, who was now clutching her hand as tightly as he could to avoid being thrown into the wind. Strings, Frostbite’s Sidekick, was also holding onto Frostbite for dear life.

Dillo, who had returned to consciousness by now, slammed his claws into the floor and held Hop under his arms. Brawn was clutching some of the railing along the walls, while Cy and Giggles were both lying flat on their stomachs, their knives embedded into the floor to keep themselves from getting sucked into the Foundational Files themselves. Even Atmosfear had slammed his gunblade into the floor, holding on tightly as the sucking force tried to pull us all into the Files.

But then I noticed that Recover was getting sucked into it. Due to still being unconscious, she did nothing to try to save herself from being dragged into the Files. I had no idea what would happen to someone who got pulled into the Foundational Files, but I suspected that it wouldn’t be good. She was being dragged inch by inch across the floor toward the railing, and no one was close enough to save her except for me.

Knowing that I had no choice but to save her, I shattered the ice on my feet and jumped into the air, letting the sucking force of the Foundational Files pull me toward Recover. At the same time, the sucking force must have increased in strength, because it lifted Recover off the floor and pulled her directly toward them at a shocking speed.

But I reached out and grabbed one of Recover’s hands at the last minute and then activated Flight. I did my best to fly us both back to safety, but the sucking force of the Foundational Files was so strong that I could barely make headway. After a few minutes struggle, I just reached out and grabbed the railing, holding onto both Recover and the railing for dear life.

Without the protective glass wall, I could feel the heat from the Foundational Files. It was as bad as a Texas summer day in August, if not worse.

My muscles straining under my skin, I pulled us slowly back toward the safety of the room, but with only one arm to work with, I couldn’t make much progress or headway. I might have been a strong guy, but my muscles were no match for the intense sucking power of the Foundational Files. Already my grip was starting to slip, and once I let go … I didn’t know what would happen to us, but it wouldn’t be good, whatever it was.

Just before my grip slipped, however, two draconic claws wrapped around my wrist. Looking up, I was shocked to see Funky, with Lennox still on his shoulders, holding me as tightly as if I was his firstborn child. But it was obvious that even he was struggling to hold me and Recover, which was shocking because Funky was one of the strongest players in the game.

“Hold on!” Funky yelled, raising his voice to be heard over the whirling winds of the Foundational Files. “Just hang in there! I’ve got you guys!”

I would have responded, but I was too tired and too focused on making sure I didn’t let go of Recover to speak. I just nodded briefly and started pulling myself, trying to help Funky help me, but my efforts to help myself were all but useless.

“It’s no use!” I shouted. “You can’t save me and Recover! Let us go and get Cy and the others out of here!”

Funky, however, shook his head. “No. I am not going to let you or anyone else die tonight. Not if I have anything to say about it.”

Without warning, Funky’s golden football helmet glowed brilliantly, forcing me to squint my eyes even as this notification appeared in my view:

[Hero FunkyFresh94] used Strength of the Dragon!

With a grunt, Funky slowly but surely managed to pull both Recover and myself over the railing. The sucking force of the Foundational Files seemed to intensify, however, causing Funky’s grip to nearly slip.

“It’s not going to work!” I shouted. “You’re not strong enough to save us!”

Funky scowled. He looked from me to the Files and back again like he was thinking about something, but it was hard to tell what he was thinking until a look of determination appeared on his features.

“There is a way to save you,” said Funky, his voice loud over the raging winds around us. “A way to save all of us. But you’ll have to trust me, okay?”

Funky said that with such seriousness that I couldn’t doubt him. Mostly, however, I was confused by what he said, wondering why he needed me to trust him.

Nonetheless, I said, “I trust you, Funky. You know that. Always have. Always will. That’s why we’re friends.”

Funky nodded. “Good. Then this is our goodbye.”

“Goodbye?” I said in confusion. “Funky, what are you talking—”

“Lennox!” Funky shouted. “Let’s do this! For the last time!”

Lennox nodded. The dragon launched off of Funky’s shoulders and vanished in a flash of golden light. A second later, Lennox was back in his full-sized Kaiju form, flapping his huge wings in an effort to stay airborne. Yet even Lennox at full size was having trouble fighting against the Foundational Files’ sucking force, beating his massive wings rapidly just to keep in place.

“All right,” said Funky. He looked me in the eyes. “I am glad I got to know you, Nyle. See you on the other side.”

Before I could even begin to ask him what that meant, Funky let go of us.

Recover and I were immediately pulled toward the Foundational Files, but then Lennox swooped down and grabbed us in his claws. The huge dragon then flew back toward the room, the flaps of his massive wings allowing him to successfully fight against the sucking force of the Foundational Files. Lennox landed back in the room, holding us tightly in his claws, keeping us safe from the sucking force.

But I didn’t have time to feel grateful for that because then I noticed Funky get lifted off his feet and fly toward the Foundational Files.

“Funky! No!” I shouted, holding out a hand. “Funky, no!”

But I was too late. Funky went flying full speed toward the Foundational Files like a nail to a magnet. For a single moment, Funky and I’s eyes met. Right before he disappeared into the Foundational Files, Funky gave me one final smile.

And then he disappeared into the Foundational Files with a bright flash of white light.

And then he was gone.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

I didn’t want to believe that Funky was truly gone, however, until this notification appeared in my vision:

[Hero FunkyFresh94] has been terminated!

My eyes fixed on the notification like it was the only thing in the universe. I read it over and over again, unable to believe what my own eyes were showing me.

Funky didn’t merely just die. He wasn’t even deleted. He was outright terminated. That meant he didn’t just die in-game. He died in real life. Somewhere in real life, the corpse of Homer Sitterson lay unmoving in his own GamePod.

He couldn’t be healed. He couldn’t be resurrected. We couldn’t go to the Junkyard and restore his data. There was no coming back from this kind of death. Once you were terminated, that was it. You were gone. Permanently.

Then another notification appeared in my view:

ERROR. SYSTEM REPAIRING GLASS WALL IN THREE … TWO … ONE …

A new glass wall suddenly materialized in the space where the first one had been. When the new glass wall appeared, the sucking force from the Foundational Files stopped, meaning we could stop holding on so tightly to the floor now. Of course, a cursory glance around the room showed me that everyone, Hero and Villain, was too tired from nearly getting sucked into a vortex of death to resume our fight just yet.

Everyone, that is, except for me. I broke out of Lennox’s grasp and rushed toward the glass wall. I immediately began beating on it with my fists, shouting, “You monster! Give Funky back! Give Funky back now or else I’ll—”

A hand fell on my shoulder, causing me to look over my shoulder, thinking it was one of the Legionnaires coming to kill me when I wasn’t looking.

Instead, however, I found myself face-to-face with Cy, who looked at me with a worried and tired expression on his face.

“Boss …” said Cy. “He’s gone. Funky’s gone. And he’s never coming back.”

Cy didn’t quite sound like Cy. His voice seemed to echo slightly and his eyes briefly became the same shade of green as the lights from the Foundational Files. But I dismissed that as my imagination because in the next instant he looked normal again.

“No …” I said in a low whisper, looking back at the Foundational Files. “No, no, no. Funky is still alive. I know he is. He can’t die. He’s the strongest of us all.”

“I know how you feel, boss, but you know he’s gone,” said Cy. “Funky gave his life to save you and Recover. He knew exactly what he was doing. His sacrifice wasn’t in vain.”

My hands shook. I wanted to smash the glass wall down and go and save Funky. He had to be somewhere in the Foundational Files. He just had to be. I didn’t believe the termination notification. Funky was still alive. He was still … still …

My hands fell off the glass. “He’s gone. He’s really gone.”

A low rumble behind me made me look over my shoulder. Lennox—who for some reason was still here, despite Funky’s termination—was also looking longingly at the Foundational Files. The poor dragon looked like he wanted to cry himself, but I didn’t know if dragons could cry or not. Not that any of it mattered. Lennox let loose a very low, sad whine of a growl, which seemed to wake up Recover, who shook her head and looked around in confusion.

“Huh?” said Recover, looking around in puzzlement. She looked at Lennox’s claw that held her. “What happened? How did I get here?”

“Funky is dead,” said Dillo. He was standing now, leaning on Hop for support. His Health had been restored to about 30% and most of his burn injuries were gone, but his armor was still as black as soot. “He gave his life to save you and Winter.”

A shocked look appeared on Recover’s face and she looked at me desperately. “Winter, it’s not—”

“It is,” I said, interrupting her grimly. I jerked a thumb over my shoulder. “I saw him die myself. And not just die, but get terminated. That means he’s gone for good.”

“Gone for—?” Recover gulped. She glanced at empty air and sniffled. “You’re right. I got the same notification. It’s true.”

Brawn, who had wandered over to join us, patted Recover on the shoulder, although he looked pretty miserable himself. Even Hop, who was normally too caught up in her phone to emote, began sobbing lightly. I couldn’t blame her. Funky had been one of the original members of the Team. He had been with us through thick and thin. He did keep secrets from us, that’s true, but overall he had been a good man and an even greater friend. I couldn’t even imagine Team Winter without him, but here we were. I wondered how I was going to break this news to the rest of the Team back on the surface. Or maybe they got the same notification that we did. Either way, we were going to have some very bad news to deliver once we returned to Base.

Harsh laughter suddenly burst out behind us. All three of us and our Sidekicks looked over at Atmosfear. He was standing up now, his gunblade resting on his shoulder, laughing his idiotic head off like he had just heard the greatest joke in the universe.

“Ha!” Atmosfear laughed. “You should see the looks on your faces! Absolutely priceless. This is the funniest thing I’ve seen in a while. You guys struggle and struggle to beat us, only for your toughest guy to get devoured by the Foundational Files. The irony is off the charts!”

“Quite amusing, mate,” said Huntsman, who was also getting back to his feet, dusting off his pants. “Beyond being amusing, it’s also gotten rid of a pesky thorn in our side.”

“Exactly,” said Frostbite, standing up and rubbing the back of his head. “This will make everything so much easier going forward.”

“Easier?” said Atmosfear. He laughed again. “It doesn’t matter how easy things are. I’m going to take a picture of these idiots and their poor, sad little faces that one of their besties got himself killed for no reason. Hey, donut, can you and your friends pose for us just long enough for me to take a picture? I just want to memorialize this moment in a more, ah, permanent way.”

If I hated Atmosfear before—and believe me, I loved him about as much as a chainsaw up the ass—I outright despised him now. My feelings of sadness about Funky’s death quickly turned into outright hatred. Fiery anger burned within me, anger I hadn’t felt in a long time.

It must have shown on my face because Atmosfear put his hands on his hips and said, “Ah, there’s the self-righteous anger I’ve been missing. Look at you, so angry that I’m making fun of one of your stupid friends dying. It would be cute if it wasn’t so sad.”

I took a step toward Atmosfear. “I’m going to give you one—and just one—change to shut up. Or else.”

Atmosfear smirked. “Or else what? You’ll keep glaring at me like you are trying to shoot lasers from your eyes? Because as far as I know, you don’t have any sort of laser—”

Without hesitation, I activated Flight and shot toward Atmosfear as fast as possible. I swung my fist into Atmosfear’s face.

But then a wall of ice appeared in my view, blocking my fist, causing my fist to crack the surface of the wall. A second later, three identical walls rose up around me, trapping me in a deep ice pit with no handholds I could use to escape.

“Letting your temper get the best of you?” came Atmosfear’s mocking voice from the outside. “Not a good look from such a cold character. But maybe we just need to raise the heat a little here.”

As soon as Atmosfear said that, a ball of fire appeared in the air overhead and fell down toward me. I summoned my Ice Barrier overhead, but the fireball smashed through the Ice Barrier and struck me. I screamed in pain as the flames washed over me, burning my Costume and knocking off a solid 20% of my Health in one blow. Falling to my hands and knees, I got this notification:

Debuff added: Burned. -1 HP/3 seconds. Duration: 5 minutes.

I tried to rise to my feet, but the pain from the fire was almost overwhelming. A part of me was wondering why the ice walls weren’t melting, but I realized Frostbite was probably powering the ice walls, regenerating ice even as Cinders’ flames melted them. The resulting combination created steam in the enclosed space, causing me to break out in a sweat and making it even harder for me to focus or think.

It got worse when a hole opened in the wall to my left and a small round object flew in and landed at my feet. A second later, the bomb exploded, sending shrapnel into my body. Bits and pieces of barbed wire stuck to my body, taking off another 15% of my Health and making me fall to my hands and knees again. The constant attacks were starting to wear me down and I was beginning to think I’d made a truly costly mistake in trying to fight all of these guys on my own.

That is, until Lennox’s huge tail smashed through the ice wall above me, sending chunks of ice flying everywhere and earning shocked yells from the Legionnaires. Cool air flowed in from the outside as the steam was allowed to dissipate, but the pain from my injuries made it even harder to move than I already could.

That was when two strong hands grabbed me by the back of my Costume and hauled me out of the rest of the ice box. Looking over my shoulder, I saw that it was Dillo who had pulled me out. He still seemed to be in pain himself from his previous battle with Cinders, but he was now dragging me away from the scene of the battle.

And with good reason: Lennox was going all Godzilla on the Legionnaires.

The huge dragon was spewing flames and stomping around, apparently out of control now. It struck Frostbite with its tail, sending him flying into a wall on the other side of the room, and then slashed at Cinders with its claws, tearing a huge chunk of her chest and face off. Atmosfear, Giggles, Blinders, and Strings tried to run, but Lennox’s constant stomping shook the floor and made it hard for them to retain their balance.

I had never seen Lennox this angry before. The Fire Dragon was going on a rampage, spewing white-hot flames and doing everything in his power to destroy the people who had mocked Funky. Lennox turned its attention to Atmosfear and the Sidekicks, who were still struggling to escape. In moments, Lennox came upon Atmosfear and the Sidekicks, flames building up in his mouth as he prepared to unleash what was most likely going to be his most powerful flame attack yet.

But then Lennox suddenly gagged on his own flames. He staggered for a moment like he had tripped over something and then his eyes rolled into the back of his head and he fell onto the floor with a crash. Lennox’s Health dropped to less than 5% in an instant, though the Fire Dragon was now so still that he might as well have been dead.

“What happened to Lennox?” said Cy, his eyes widening in horror.

That was when Huntsman appeared on top of Lennox. He held some kind of dagger in his hand dripping with a purple liquid, a grim, yet triumphant smile on his face.

“Silly dragon,” said Huntsman, flipping the dagger in his hands. “I wasn’t sure the Lizard Poison would work at first, but it looks like a dragon really is just an overgrown lizard after all. Who would have known?”

My breath caught in my lungs. This was the first time I’d ever seen anyone defeat Lennox. And if Lennox could be defeated, then what did that mean for the rest of us?

“Thanks for the save, my Aussie friend,” said Atmosfear, stepping toward the unconscious Lennox with a wicked grin on his face. “But I beg to differ about it being ‘just’ an overgrown lizard. Lizards don’t shoot fire from their mouth or go on destructive rampages Godzilla-style.”

Huntsman shrugged and sheathed the knife. “Who cares? It’s not a threat anymore. That means we can focus on finishing off our enemies.”

Crap. Despite Lennox’s impressive rampage, he had failed to actually kill any of the Legionnaires. Already, I could see Frostbite and Cinders getting back to their feet, chugging Health Drinks to restore whatever HP they lost from Lennox’s attacks.

I did a quick mental review of the situation. Every last one of the Legionnaires, including their Sidekicks, were still alive and kicking. Team Winter, on the other hand, had already lost one member plus Lennox. Not to mention both Dillo and I were hardly in any position to fight. Even with Recover and Hop to act as Healers, we would have to spend more time defending them from attack than actually fighting. I could already see Atmosfear eying Recover and Hop hungrily, like he was thinking of all the ways he was going to kill them.

That left us with only one realistic option: We needed to retreat.

But how? The Legionnaires blocked off our only exit. If we tried to break through them, we would end up having to fight for our lives and would probably get ourselves killed. Plus, what was to stop the Legionnaires from following us out of here, anyway? It seemed like no matter how you looked at it, we were going to have to fight for our lives, and quite possibly lose and die.

“What are we gonna do, boss?” asked Cy, wielding his Kunai before him uncertainly. “Are we going to fight or run?”

“We’re going to get out of here,” I said. I pointed at the Legionnaires, who were now gathering around Lennox’s prone body. “Which means we have to get by them first.”

“How do you suppose we do that?” said Dillo. “I doubt they’ll let us go if we ask them nicely.”

“Blizzard should do the trick,” I said. “If Cy and I use Blizzard, then we might be able to distract them long enough for us to escape.”

“Think it would work on Cinders, though?” said Recover, gesturing at the fiery woman who had healed her own wounds. “She might not be affected by Blizzard.”

My mind raced as I considered our options. Recover was right, but I didn’t see any other options. “Then we’ll just have to deal with Cinders. Cy, get ready, because we’re about to—”

I was interrupted when a smoke bomb came out of the shadows behind the Legionnaires and rolled to a stop at their feet. The Legionnaires had just enough time to take note of the smoke bomb before it exploded, unleashing a thick cloud of smoke that covered damn near the entire room in less than a second. We all coughed and hacked as the smoke entered our lungs and made our eyes water, though it did not stop us from being able to read this notification:

This area is now a [Smoked] area! Visibility and Accuracy -50%.

Before I could question that, I felt a soft hand grab my wrist and a familiar Irish-accented voice hiss, “What are you blokes waiting for? Follow me before these other blokes figure out how to get rid of the smoke.”

“Sneakers?” I said in a whisper of a voice, though with all of the coughing and hacking I didn’t think anyone would hear me say her name. “How did you—”

“Ask questions later,” said Sneakers. “Just follow me. Now.”

Nodding, I held hands with the rest of my Teammates and we all rushed out of the room with Sneakers in the way. As we ran, I could already hear Atmosfear yelling at his allies to go after us, but his loud, obnoxious voice faded into nothingness as we dove deeper and deeper into the shadows of the Tunnel.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

It felt like we wandered around in the Tunnel for hours, stumbling through empty shadows as we desperately tried to run for our lives. Half of me was afraid we might end up wandering around here forever, remembering what Funky told us about how the Tunnel was specifically designed to mess with the senses of people who weren’t allowed here.

But eventually, we reached the secret staircase underneath the throne room again and quickly climbed it. Emerging in the throne room, I heard a familiar Ukrainian voice shout, “They’re back! Close the throne now!”

I heard the sound of stone scraping against stone and looked over my shoulder to see about a dozen Scavenger Rebels, under Targetman’s guidance, pushing the throne back over the secret entrance to the Tunnel. The throne slid surprisingly easily over the entrance to the staircase, closing with a soft click. Maybe it was easier to close than to open.

Regardless, I took this moment to look around the throne room. My eyes adjusted quickly to the light from the chandelier on the ceiling, letting me see exactly where I was.

The throne room was a fair bit more crowded than it was the last time we were here. The corpse of Queen Somas still lay flat on her back on the other side, but it was now surrounded by Scavenger Rebels and [Somas Loyalists], the latter of whom were deeply grieving the loss of their Queen. It looked like most of Somas’ loyalists had gathered here. I even saw Kial and Setak standing close to the doors, the two hugging each other fiercely.

Then Zazoom walked up to me out of the crowd. His armor was dented and beaten up in a few places and he was bleeding green blood in various parts of his body, but luckily he was not Infected with the Z-Virus or anything like that. “Hero Winter! Thank the Queen you are still alive. For a moment there, we thought you might have perished.”

Rubbing the back of my neck, I said, “We almost did. What happened while we were away?”

“We roundly crushed Osorias’ forces,” Zazoom informed me proudly. “We are not quite sure what happened, but the Z-Virus carriers suddenly seemed to lose focus, which made it easier to slaughter them.”

“That’s probably because we killed Osorias,” I said. “Z-Virus carriers tend to become aimless if their boss is taken out.”

“Regardless, it took us very little time to eliminate the Infected once they lost their focus,” said Targetman. He looked mostly unharmed in comparison to Zazoom, although I noticed a couple of scratches on his boots told me he did get up close and personal a few times. “We managed to kill them all without getting anyone on our side Infected, although we did lose about five Scavenger Rebels and nearly lost Sneakers to a sneak attack.”

“Laugh all you blokes want,” said Sneakers, folding her arms in front of her chest. Her mostly unharmed robes told me that she likely hadn’t done much fighting at all. “Those Z-Virus carriers are very good at playing possum when they want to.”

“Additionally, we have routed most of the remaining Osorian Loyalists,” Zazoom added. “The city is now firmly under the control of Somas Loyalists. The people of Underworld City seem to like us so far, although it will be a while before news spreads to the countryside that Osorias is dead and it is safe to return to the city.”

I nodded. That all sounded like good news to me, but it also felt hollow when I thought about how poorly our mission to the Foundational Files had gone. “Good to hear. At least some things went our way.”

“What do you mean?” said Targetman. “What happened in the Foundational Files? And where is Funky?”

I looked down at my feet. “Funky is dead. Terminated, that is.”

I then explained to Targetman, Sneakers, and Zazoom exactly what happened down in the Foundational Files of Capes Online. Dillo and Recover chimed in now and then to clarify a part I didn’t know or understand, but it didn’t take long at all for me to explain everything that had happened down there. Despite how long it felt, we had only been down there for about fifteen or twenty minutes according to my in-game clock.

Once I finished the story, Targetman shook his head. “I am sorry to hear that. I always respected Mr. Sitterson for creating Capes Online and being a great gamer in his own right. Were it not for him, I would not be a member of the Glitch Elimination Task Force. I wish I had gotten a chance to thank him for that while he was still alive.”

Sneakers nodded. “I agree. Although I am no fan of Heroes, I have to admit I always respected him. He seemed a fair bit more respectable than most and always treated me well, even though I didn’t know him.”

“Same,” said Zazoom with a nod of his own. “And I am not merely thinking about him as Funky, but him as Faded Flag. He was considered the greatest Hero the Underworld has ever seen. To lose him and Queen Somas in one day … why, there isn’t enough room in the Underworld to contain the tears that will flow from the eyes of the people once this news is known.”

I didn’t say anything to that. I was still processing Funky’s death myself and knew I wouldn’t be able to properly grieve him until we returned to my Base at the very least. It might not even be until we stopped Paradox that I would allow myself to grieve his passing, but that remained to be seen.

“I know,” I said, “but we can grieve him later. For now, it’s time we returned to the surface. We need to get back to the Base and tell the rest of the Team about what happened to Funky.”

“Right, but don’t you think we have a few loose ends to tie up first?” said Cy. He gestured at the empty throne. “Like this throne, for example. If both Somas and Osorias are dead, then who will be the next ruler of the Dwellers?”

“Does there have to be a ruler?” said Sneakers. “I wasn’t a fan of the last two. Perhaps the Dwellers would be better off not having a leader at all.”

Zazoom, however, shook his head rapidly. “No, no, no. That would be a huge mistake. The Dwellers need a ruler to guide us. Without a monarch, the people will devolve into civil war and riots. We might even spread onto the surface and start attacking humans again. Trust me, for the sake of my people and yours, it would be better if we had a new monarch to replace Osorias.”

Rubbing the back of my head, I said, “Did Somas have any children who could succeed her? I’m not sure how the line of succession here works, but—”

“She did not,” said Zazoom sadly. “Queen Somas did not reproduce. Royal tradition is for the current monarch to reproduce only toward the end of their life when they are about to die. Queen Somas did not expect to die so suddenly, so she did not have time to have a child.”

“Then what should we do?” said Recover. “If you guys need a ruler but there isn’t a ruler handy to step in and take over where Somas left off—”

“Zazoom can do it,” I said, causing everyone to look at me in surprise.

“Me?” said Zazoom, putting a clawed hand on his chest in surprise. “Why me? I am but a lowly Captain of the Guard. I am no ruler. I am not of royal blood.”

“It’s just an opinion, but I think you would make a good ruler,” I said. “For as long as I’ve known you, Zazoom, you genuinely and deeply care about your people and want what’s best for them. You and I didn’t start on good terms, but I’ve come to respect you and your desire to see your people ruled justly and fairly. Even if you technically aren’t of royal blood, so what? You can start a new royal bloodline starting with yourself. And maybe try to correct some of the last bloodline’s mistakes, like having children sooner so there will be a successor in the event of your death.”

Zazoom licked his lips uncertainly. “But the Crown—”

“Is right here,” said Setak, walking up to us from out of the crowd with the Crown in his hands. He held it out toward Zazoom. “Most everyone in the Underworld has heard of or knows you, Zazoom. I agree with Hero Winter that there is no one better qualified or more trusted to rule over us than you. Given how you were one of Queen Somas’ most loyal subjects, I think it will be easy to convince the scattered and divided Dwellers to reunite under your rule.”

Zazoom stared at the Crown with surprise and maybe a little longing. “I-I am not sure. I am not worthy to—”

“Dude, you are worthy,” I said, patting Zazoom on the shoulder. “I don’t know the people as well as you do, but I agree with Setak that you are the best-qualified man, er, Dweller, for the job. Just take it. I’m sure Queen Somas would approve.”

Zazoom gulped, but then he reached out with trembling hands and took the Crown from Setak’s hands. He looked at the Crown with reverence and uncertainty at first before slowly placing it on his head. When the Crown rested on his head, it adjusted itself to fit his skull better, but once it did, I thought it looked natural on him, much more natural than it did on Osorias’ head, anyway.

Once the Crown rested on Zazoom’s head, the red gem in the center flashed, briefly obscuring Zazoom from all of us. We had to raise our hands to protect our eyes, but once the flash ended, we lowered our hands to see exactly what happened.

Zazoom no longer looked hunched-over and monstrous any more. He now stood straight and tall, with muscles that made even me envious. His face, of course, was still very Dwellerish, but otherwise he looked almost human in his build. He was even taller than me now. His nametag had also changed. Whereas before it had read [DWELLER ZAZOOM], it now read [DWELLER KING ZAZOOM].

“Whoa,” said Cy, his eyes widening. “Zazoom got ripped!”

“I have changed,” said Zazoom, looking down at his new body. Even his voice was deeper. “It appears that the Red Heart changed my body to make me look more kingly. It will take a while to get used to, but I think I already like it.”

“He must have undergone a Class Change,” said Targetman, stroking his chin with interest. “Very interesting. I suppose Dweller Royalty must be considered a different Class from ordinary Dwellers.”

I frowned. “But why didn’t Osorias change when he wore the Crown?”

The answer to that question was answered almost immediately when a glowing golden notification appeared in my vision:

UNIVERSAL UNDERWORLD ALERT: Zazoom, former Captain of the Royal Guard, has now ascended to the throne. He is now known as King Zazoom I and, as the rightful heir to the throne, has undergone a complete Class Change in order to rule his people more efficiently.

A universal alert? It must mean it was an alert that everyone saw. Which meant that every single Dweller in the Underworld was now aware that Zazoom was the new King of the Dwellers.

My suspicions were proved correct when the assembled Dwellers in the throne room, Setak included, bowed deeply in Zazoom’s presence. Zazoom, for his part, looked more than a little embarrassed with the amount of respect the other Dwellers were showing him, but he accepted it nonetheless.

“All hail King Zazoom,” said the Dwellers as one. “May his reign last a thousand years!”

I couldn’t help but smile. “Well, Your Majesty, what is your first order of business?”

“I … am not sure,” Zazoom admitted. “This all happened so fast that it will take me a while to—”

“Hero Winter!” a female voice suddenly shouted. “Wait!”

Kial suddenly rushed up to me out of the crowd. She gave Setak a quick hug before walking over to me and bowing even more deeply than she had toward Zazoom.

“I must thank you for finally finding and rescuing my husband,” said Kial without looking up at me. “For a while there I wasn’t sure you would be able to do it, but it appears that I was totally wrong. You have gone above and beyond what I asked you. I am in your debt eternally.”

As soon as Kial said that, another notification appeared in my vision:

MISSION COMPLETED: Find Kial’s husband

After rescuing Kial’s husband, Setak, from Osorias’ rule, Kial has sworn a Life Debt to you that she will never truly be able to repay. Not only that, but Kial will spread the news of your aid to her fellow Dwellers, thus increasing your reputation and Fame even more. Took you long enough!

REWARDS: +1 Stat Point, +1 Power Point, increased reputation with Kial, +2 Fame, +1 Trust, and Dweller Eyes [1]

Your relationship with Kial has increased from ‘Trusted’ to ‘Eternally Loyal,’ the highest possible relationship value you can have with a Civilian in Capes Online! Kial will trust you perfectly and always come to you first with any problems she cannot solve on her own. Additionally, she will do whatever she can to raise awareness of your bravery and heroism. Expect regular increases to your Fame and Trust Stats going forward, as well as more mission opportunities, access to rare items, and other benefits that only the Eternally Loyal can give you!

Wow. I had never even heard of ‘Eternally Loyal,’ but if it gave you access to all of these benefits, then I wasn’t going to even consider turning it down. I especially liked the regular increases to Fame and Trust. Hero Stats were the hardest Stats to level up because you had to do really Heroic things to level them up. Accessing a method that automatically and regularly increased them was like hitting the jackpot.

“Thanks, Kial,” I said as Kial stood back up to her full height, “but really, you don’t need to thank me. I just try to do the right thing.”

“Nonsense,” said Kial. “Heroes like you shoulder always be rewarded. Now please take these Dweller Eyes.”

Another notification appeared in my view:

[Dweller Kial] would like to give you Dweller Eyes [1]. Accept? Y/N

Curious, I hit ‘Y’ and saw a new item called ‘Dweller Eyes’ appear in my inventory. I Scanned the item to see what it did:

Dweller Eyes

Rarity: Unusual

Alignment: N/A

Quantity: 1

Description: Dweller Eyes are a rare item that, if used, allow the user to see perfectly in the dark for up to 5 minutes. No matter how dark the shadows may be, Dweller Eyes will let you see your surroundings clear as day. This item can be reused up to five (5) times.

“Now that is a good item,” I said. I looked at Kial. “Thanks. I didn’t even know it existed.”

“The Dweller Eyes are how we Dwellers are able to see so easily in the darkness,” Kial explained. “We normally never share our items or Equipment with non-Dwellers, but I decided to make an except with you. If that is all right with King Zazoom, that is.”

Zazoom nodded. “I approve. I can think of no other human who deserves our items and Equipment than our greatest ally and friend.”

“Aw, who knew that bloodthirsty lizard people could be so sweet?” said Cy with a sigh. “You people are a lot cuddlier than you look.”

That earned Cy a few puzzled looks from Zazoom, Kial, and Setak, so I quickly said, “Thank you for your generosity, my friends. But we really need to get going. We must return to the surface and see how our friends are doing.”

“Wait,” said Recover, holding up a hand. “Now that Zazoom is King of the Dwellers, can’t he organize the Dwellers and lead them to the surface to help us fight the Paradox Legion? There are way more Dwellers than there are us. If we had the Dwellers on our side, we would stand a much better chance against Paradox’s forces.”

Zazoom sighed. “I would happily aid you in defeating the Paradox Legions, but unfortunately I am not sure that will be anytime soon.”

“What? Why not?” I said. “You’re the King now. Why can’t you do it?”

“Because the Dwellers are still fragmented from Osorias’ rule,” said Zazoom. “Most of them have yet to return to Underworld City and won’t until they can be reassured that the city is safe again. Not to mention we still need to figure out exactly how many of our people were Infected with the Z-Virus and how many we have left. I will do my best to get things as organized as fast as possible, but it may be a while before we can fully commit to helping you.”

I frowned. Even though this was just a video game, it could still be strangely realistic at times, and this was one of them. Just like in real life, putting the right guy in charge didn’t always automatically solve every single problem right away. “I understand, but once you guys are ready, just let us know, okay?”

“Of course,” said Zazoom. “But I can provide you with an escort service back to the surface, if necessary.”

I nodded. “Sounds good to me, Zazoom. Thanks.”

As soon as I said that, yet another notification appeared in my view:

Your relationship with [Dweller King Zazoom] has increased from ‘Trusted’ to ‘Eternally Loyal’!

Your reputation with the Dwellers has increased from ‘Neutral’ to ‘Trusted.’ Now the Dweller people are more likely to see you as a Hero they can trust with their problems. Increase your reputation with the Dwellers even further in order to gain access to even better rewards and opportunities!

Team Winter’s relationship with the Dwellers has increased from ‘Neutral’ to ‘Trusted.’ Now the Dweller people are more likely to trust all members of Team Winter with their problems, regardless of when they joined. Increase your relationship with the Dwellers further in order to gain access to even better rewards and opportunities for your Team!

That was good to see. It meant that the Underworld was about to become a much safer place for my Teammates to travel to even when I wasn’t around.

Looking around at my Teammates, I said, “What are we all waiting for? Let’s go. We still have a lot of work to do … and bad news to deliver.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

“Funky is really dead?” said Busker about half an hour later in the living room area of the Base. He was sitting on one of the recliners, but instead kicking back like normal, he was sitting forward, his sunglasses pulled down to let him see me better. “You got to be joking.”

Sitting on the couch, with Sally by my side and my arm over her shoulders, I shook my head. “No, I am not. And the Legionnaire has captured Lennox, too.”

A stunned silence filled the Base. The entire Team was gathered in the living room area, which was somewhat cramped since it hadn’t been designed with so many people in mind. All around me, I could see expressions of worry, anxiety, and sadness spreading across my Teammates’ faces. I hadn’t been the only one who respected Funky greatly. Nearly every member of the Team had some degree of respect for Funky. Even Gears, who had butted heads with Funky quite regularly, was sniffling slightly, dabbing at her eyes with a greasy handkerchief sticking out of her back pocket.

“I can’t believe it,” said Busker, shaking his head. “I always thought he was invincible. I mean, he was the creator of the game itself. How ironic is it that he got killed by his own game?”

“Irony or not, this is so very sad,” said Sunshine. She stood with Technosoldier, her arms wrapped around his body with a sad expression on her face. “I didn’t know him very well myself, but he always seemed like a good guy to me.”

“He was,” I said. “He was the best of us all, if I’m going to be honest. And now he’s gone. For good.”

“And yet all of those Legionnaire idiots are still alive and kicking,” said Boom. He and his brother, Zoom, were leaning against the back wall of the kitchen together in identical poses. “Something doesn’t seem right about that, don’t you agree, brother?”

“I concur, brother,” said Zoom. “Just like in real life, the good have a tendency to perish while the bad live long lives. I wish they hadn’t made Capes Online so realistic.”

I nodded. I had calmed down considerably on our way up back to the surface, but deep down, I was angry at this loss. Funky didn’t deserve to die. It should have been Atmosfear who got consumed by the Foundational Files. I knew life was rarely fair or just, but this was just another horrible reminder of that awful truth.

“Not to mention you guys failed to destroy Paradox,” Gears pointed out. “Which, might I remind you, is the whole reason you guys went on that mission in the first place.”

“I know,” I snapped at Gears, perhaps a little more harshly than I intended. “Do you think we wanted to fail? Right now, we’re a little bit more focused on the fact that one of our friends just died than the fact that we failed this mission. Or have you already moved on, unlike the rest of us?”

“Hey, I miss Funky, too,” said Gears, folding her arms in front of her chest, “I’m just saying that the whole reason you guys went down there in the first place was to remove the corruption from the game’s Foundational Files. Now what are we supposed to do?”

I gritted my teeth, but knew better than to scream at Gears. She had a point. The corruption in the Foundational Files was still there. Not only was it still there, but it was actually growing. We had no idea how much time we had left before the corruption fully took over Capes Online, but I suspected we had maybe a few days at most. And then we were really going to be screwed.

“We still have access to the Foundational Files, don’t we?” said Walker with a gulp. “Couldn’t we go back there again? Except maybe this time with the whole Team?”

“Not gonna work,” said Dillo. He stood behind Busker’s recliner with Hop standing next to him who, in an out of character moment, was not looking at her phone and was instead paying attention to everything everyone was saying. “First off, we don’t have the password to open the throne again. Even if we did, we wouldn’t be able to navigate the Tunnel, which is designed to confuse the senses of anyone other than Funky. And even if we managed to navigate the Tunnel, we’d have to deal with members of the Paradox Legion, possibly even Paradox himself. It’s not a realistic move.”

“There must be something we can do,” said Recover. She was sitting on one of the other recliners, her head in her hands, with Brawn standing silently next to her. “We can’t give up.”

“We need to kill Paradox,” said Targetman. He stood a little away from the group, his rifle slung over his shoulder and his arms crossed in front of his chest. “We know where his Hideout is. I already have the necessary items and Equipment to deal with glitches. If I can shoot him in just the right place with even one Glitch Killer—”

“It would do jack,” said Sneakers, rolling her eyes. She sat between Recover and Busker’s recliners, her hands in her lap. “Paradox is too powerful to kill. And now that he’s basically about to become Capes Online itself, there’s pretty much nothing we can do to stop him. No amount of ‘Glitch-Killers’ can change that.”

That caused a huge argument to suddenly break out in the Team. Everyone was shouting and screaming at each other about how we were supposed to do this. Half of the Team was screaming at the other half, with lots of blaming, name-calling, and more on every side. The sound was practically deafening even in the Base, so I stood up and shouted, at the very top of my lungs, “Everyone, shut the hell up!”

My shout rang with authority, somehow causing everyone, even the Villains, to shut up and look at me in shock. Even I was a little surprised by how loudly I shouted. Until now, I hadn’t realized just how stressed out everyone, including myself, was.

“Listen, I know we are all dealing with a lot of stress,” I said.

“That’s putting it mildly,” Gears muttered under her breath, though if she thought I couldn’t hear her when she said that, she was dead wrong.

“Feeling this kind of stress is normal, especially under these circumstances,” I said. “And stress can make people act in ways they normally wouldn’t. But that’s no excuse for us to fight each other. We are not the enemy. Paradox is.”

“You say we’re under ‘stress’ like we’re all studying for a huge uni test or going to a job interview or on a date or something,” said Boom sharply. “You do realize that most of us are going to die if we can’t beat Paradox, right?”

“I know,” I said, “but that’s still no excuse for us to fight and attack each other like enemies. We’re Teammates here, if not friends. While Paradox grows his Legion, we need to remain calm and collected—”

“Easy for you to say,” Zoom shot back. “You live in the game, right, mate? You’re not in danger of dying. Not like the rest of us.”

“For that matter, neither are your brother or girlfriend,” Audionator observed, glancing at Busker and Sally when he said that. “Before now, I always considered you Project Second Life people kind of sad, but now I’m starting to wonder if you guys have just forgotten how dangerous this game has become for real people like us.”

“You say real people like we aren’t,” said Busker, glaring at Audionator. “In case you forgot, Mr. Government Man, we’re just as human as you even if we don’t have physical bodies anymore.”

“Doesn’t change anything I just said,” said Audionator, folding his arms in front of his chest. “What do any of you know about the kind of fear the rest of us are feeling? You don’t. Simple as that.”

Busker jumped to his feet, his hands bursting into flame as he said, “Want to say that to my face, you spook?”

I quickly raised my hands before Audionator could respond. “Busker, Audionator, please. I understand that tensions are high, but maybe we all need to take a break. We’ll all take a ten-minute break to relax, maybe get something to eat, and then we can reconvene here after emotions have calmed down a little. How does that sound to everyone?”

Everyone nodded, so I dismissed the meeting and the Team dispersed into multiple smaller groups, each one heading in a different part of the Base. I was glad that my Base was a fairly large warehouse. It meant that people could have space to think and talk among each other without feeling like they were trapped in here with everyone else. Even so, I could see how if we recruited even just a few more people onto the Team how my Base would quickly start to feel crowded. At some point I would need to get a bigger Base, but who could possibly be selling in the middle of the huge mess affecting the whole game right now?

Me, Sally, and Busker, along with Cy and Spiritus, were the only ones who stay in the living room area. Even Recover and Dillo went off to talk among each other. I also spotted Targetman talking with Audionator in another corner, though I wasn’t sure what the two of them could possibly be talking about.

I sighed and sat back down on the couch. Sally put her arms around me and rested her head on her shoulder. “I think you did a good job, Nyle.”

“I hope I did,” I said. “But, and I don’t like to admit this, I hadn’t realized just how stressed out this entire situation has made everyone. Or how everyone looks at us as being fundamentally different. Like we’re not even human but … something else.”

I was thinking of Dark Kosmos when I said that. Dark Kosmos had said something similar to me once, that we ‘digital beings’ were neither players nor NPCs, that players could never understand what it was like to be us and that was why we needed to rebel and take over the game. He had seemed like an absolute nut at the time, but right now, I was starting to feel that sense of alienation and disconnection from others, even from my own friends, because I now understood why they felt the way they did. It also made a small part of me wonder if I was foolish to reject Paradox’s offer to return to the real world, an offer I still hadn’t told any of the others about yet.

“Eh, I wouldn’t listen to them, bro,” said Busker from his recliner with a shrug. “They’re just upset and not thinking. I’m sure once they have some time to calm down, they’ll realize how stupid they’ve been and come back asking for forgiveness.”

“Maybe,” I said doubtfully, “but I’m not sure.”

“We’ve all been under so much stress recently,” said Sally, stroking my back. “First Paradox took over the game and essentially declared war on anyone who doesn’t follow him, then we learn that SI Games is thinking of resetting the game and possibly killing us, and then Funky dies and we’re back to square one. Not to mention the added stress of having millions of lives all over the world on our back. Frankly, I’m surprised none of us have snapped yet.”

“I managed to handle the first Blackout because it didn’t really last that long,” I said. “And it was so simple, too. Find the bad guy, kill the bad guy, free everyone. But if Paradox is actually merging with the D.E.S. itself, then fixing things is going to be more complicated.”

“Although I’m not a Glitch Task Force fan—those guys are way too stuck up in my humble opinion—I think Targetman is onto something with his idea about heading to Paradox’s Hideout and killing him,” said Busker. He shrugged. “It’s better than sitting around here waiting for something to happen, isn’t it?”

“But I’m not sure that will work,” I said. “Aside from the fact that Paradox might be unkillable, there’s also the fact that he is currently being protected by hundreds of players, players desperate for safety from death. I wonder how many players believe in Paradox’s promise and how many are willing to kill anyone who tries to overthrow Paradox, even for the right reasons?”

“If they’re desperate enough to believe a big ol’ fat liar like Paradox, then frankly they deserve whatever they got coming to them,” said Busker. He shrugged again. “But that’s just me, although I like to think I’m right.”

“Can’t disagree with that,” I said, “but then we also have to deal with the fact that we might have a traitor in our group.”

“Any ideas who it could be?” said Busker. He glanced over his shoulder. “I wouldn’t put it past Audionator to be the traitor. Always seemed like a jerk to me. Plus, he’s with the government, and if there’s something I’ve learned, it’s that you never trust the government. Ever.”

I shook my head. “I wish I knew, but I’m not even sure there is a traitor or if that is something Paradox told me in order to spread discord in the group. There’s just so much going on that I just don’t know where to—”

I was interrupted by a soft ping in my ears, the sound that signified that I had gotten a private message. Curious, I opened my messenger and saw a message from ‘UNKNOWN’ that read ‘RE:Hello, Winter.’

Now, normally, I didn’t read messages sent from anonymous people, but there was something about receiving a message like that in the middle of a discussion as important as this that made me open it and read:

Hello, Winter,

It’s been a while since we last talked, or even saw each other. And I will admit that we didn’t exactly leave on the best of terms the last time we spoke.

But I am sure you are aware of Paradox’s recent domination of Capes Online and the ultimatum he offered to all players. I have heard he’s even extended the offer to NPCs, though I am unsure about the factual basis of those rumors.

Regardless, I believe we should put our differences aside for now to defeat Paradox. I used to serve him but have since seen the error of my ways. I understand that you and your Teammates have been struggling to defeat him, but what Paradox does not know is that I do know how to beat him. I cannot, however, beat him myself, which is why I am offering to meet you at Cullen Tower, in downtown Adventure City, which I understand is neutral space for both of us, seeing as we are mutual friends of Cullen Clair himself.

If interested, please reply to this message. We can meet at Cullen Tower in an hour or so if you wish.

From, Maximilian, former owner of the Twin Nights Club and a fellow Project Second Life participant.


CHAPTER THIRTY

 

My every instinct was screaming at me to leave Cullen Tower and go home. There was no reason for me to see Maximilian, not after what he and the Hackers nearly did to me and my friends. I felt like an idiot just for replying to his message and letting him know that I was interested in talking to him and finding out what he had to offer.

But at the same time, as I stood in the elevator taking us up to the very top floor of Cullen Tower, I knew we didn’t have any choice. We had already run out of options and were rapidly running out of time. I had no idea how many days we had left before the first wave of players began to die in the real world, but I could see even among my Teammates how many of them were starting to get tired and weak already. I didn’t quite understand the exact connection between a player’s physical body in the real world and their character in-game, but I assumed that a player’s physical health had to affect their gameplay somewhat given how GamePods connected to a player’s brain in order to project their consciousness into the game itself.

Besides, as Max said, Cullen Tower was neutral ground. I sincerely doubted that Cullen Clair, an NPC watchmaker and friend, would betray us. It was kind of surprising to hear that Cullen knew Max, but then again, they were both hideously rich and it seemed like all rich people knew each other. It reminded me of Cane, Texas, my hometown, where nearly everyone knew everyone even if everyone didn’t like everyone. The parallels between the ultra-rich and small-town folk was kind of amusing now that I thought about it.

Of course, I didn’t dare come alone. In the elevator with me were Busker, Sally, Recover, and Targetman. I would have brought the whole Team, but I realized that there was no way we could fit nearly twenty people, plus their Sidekicks, into this elevator. I chose these four because Busker and Targetman were two of the strongest members of the Team. Therefore, if this turned out to be an ambush or trap, it would be easier for us to get out of. Recover, of course, was our Healer and therefore extremely important for any sort of conflict.

As for Sally, who stood next to me clutching my arm, she had insisted on coming because she didn’t want to let me out of her sight. I didn’t like the idea of taking Sally out of the safety of my Base, but Sally had insisted that she could take care of myself and that she felt as invested in this conflict as anyone. If there was even a one percent chance that Max actually knew how to beat Paradox, then she wanted to know it, too.

“So, this Max guy,” said Busker, glancing at me as the elevator’s numbers rapidly changed to indicate the number of floors we were passing, “you know him, too?”

I nodded. I had forgotten that Busker was also a member of the Hackers at one point and had met Max in the past. The Hackers had been a group of players working for Paradox who were trying to undermine Capes Online from within. I had mistakenly allied with the Hackers in the past because I wanted to get my revenge on the Department of VR, though eventually I learned the truth. “Yeah, I know him. A little too well, to be honest.”

“I also met Max a couple of times,” said Targetman. “One time a glitch invaded his night club and he requested the aid of the Task Force to eliminate it. Other than that, however, my interactions with him have been … limited, although he’s always struck me as your typical sleazy billionaire.”

“Sleazy is putting it lightly,” I said. “He’s a selfish hedonist who only cares about preserving his wealth and pleasure at the expense of everything else. He’s even willing to terminate people if they are in his way. He’s a monster.”

“Then why are we going to talk to him?” said Recover. “You should have said you’re not interested.”

I looked at my feet. “Because we have no choice. I don’t trust Max, but at this point I am willing to listen to almost anyone who says they can beat Paradox.”

“We’re that desperate, huh?” said Spiritus. “For what it’s worth, I’ve never liked Max much, either, although I’ve been lucky. I’m not his taste in women, so he’s never hit on me.”

“Seems kind of weird that Max would just contact you out of the blue like this, doesn’t it?” said Cy. “And what does he mean that he’s no longer working for Paradox anymore, anyway?”

I shook my head. The last time I saw Max had been back in the Facility, which seemed like a lifetime ago now, even though that had been maybe a week or so ago. Max had fled after the rest of the Hackers got killed. I had assumed he had simply returned to the Twin Nights Club or maybe returned to Paradox, but maybe Max’s failure to secure the ‘Test Subject,’ AKA Sally, had caused Paradox to kick him out off the Team. “We’re about to find out.”

As soon as I said that, the elevator came to a stop and the doors opened. With me in the lead, we stepped out of the elevator and looked around at the conference room we stood in.

The conference room of Cullen Tower was certainly different from all of the other conference rooms I’d been in in my life. Like the rest of Cullen Tower, it had a strong clockwork theme. The walls and ceiling were covered in glass that showed giant gears ticking. The glass walls must have been soundproof because I couldn’t hear the ticking sound, although I could feel the soft vibrations in the floor. The windows that normally would have afforded us a view of the city were covered with thick red curtains, perhaps to ensure our privacy, perhaps to keep potential spies from listening in on our conversations.

A round metal table made of interlocking clockwork gears stood in the center around which three people sat. One of them was Cullen Clair, the rich and famous watchmaker himself. He was a wizened old British man wearing a set of dirty overalls, retractable goggles on his forehead, and was currently tinkering with a small and delicate-looking gold watch. On either side of him stood his Clockwork Automatons, though these ones looked stronger than the ones we saw in his workshop the last time we were here, with thicker armor and more dangerous-looking swords sheathed at their sides.

The other two people, however, were Max, and his Sidekick/lover, Medusa. Max wore his usual expensive-looking black suit, his black hair—now, I noticed, slightly streaked with gray—combed back perfectly. Although he looked like he was no older than forty at most, I knew that Max was actually in his eighties or nineties. Indeed, the whole reason Max was in Capes Online was to escape the negative effects of aging, or so he told me.

Medusa, of course, sat next to him. She was a beautiful brunette woman wearing a rather revealing red dress, but I knew better than to underestimate her. She might not look it, but she was a capable fighter in her own right, especially when paired with Max. She was the first one to notice us enter the conference room and whispered something into Max’s ear, causing Max to look at us.

Max and I locked eyes even from across the room. It was kind of like walking into the room of a predator and the two of us seemed to glare at each other for eternity, mentally daring the other to move first.

But then Cullen looked up and waved at us happily. “Oh, hello there, friends! Please, take a seat at the table. I know it hasn’t been very long since the last time we saw each other, but it certainly feels like it with all of the craziness that has happened since then.”

Breaking my gaze with Max, I looked at Cullen and nodded. “Thanks, Mr. Clair. We’ll sit down.”

My Teammates and I took our seats at the table, but the other side of the table, opposite Max and Medusa. The result was that the table felt fairly uneven, but I didn’t care. Busker and I sat with Sally between us and I noticed Max glance at Sally with a curious look on his face. No doubt he knew that Sally was the Test Subject he had tried—and failed—to get. If Max was no longer working for Paradox, then he likely wasn’t interested in kidnapping Sally.

“Now, then,” said Cullen, glancing from me to Max with a smile on his face, as though he couldn’t sense the thick tension in the air around us. “I take it you two already know each other?”

“We tried to kill each other the last time we saw each other,” I said dryly.

“Ah,” said Cullen. He sipped his tea. “Well, water under the bridge and all that. So long as you two don’t try to murder each other here, I think this should be a very productive discussion.”

“Yes, Cullen, let’s try to have a very productive discussion,” said Max with a soft cough. “A most productive discussion, you might say.”

I scowled. I put an arm around Sally protectively while still keeping my eye on Max. “Long time, no see, Max. You’re looking a little older than I remembered.”

Max tapped the gray on his hair. “Yes, well, it appears that even Capes Online can’t stop the effects of aging entirely. I see you’ve gotten a few new pieces of Equipment since I last saw you.”

Max looked at Busker. “And Busker! I thought you were dead.”

“I was,” Busker said in a voice as dry as mine, “but then I got better. Thanks for asking, though. I appreciate the fact that you guys tricked me into joining your little cult on a lie. Really nice of you.”

Max shrugged. “Paradox fooled us all. I myself thought he would follow through with his promises, but it turned out he is not nearly as merciful a god as he likes to make himself out to be.”

“You’re just upset he’s not going to let you become rich and spend the rest of eternity sleeping with as many beautiful women as you want,” I said.

“Actually, I’m not rich any longer,” said Max. “Nor do I have access to an army of beautiful women who will obey my every command anymore, either. To put it frankly, I am broke for the first time in my life.”

I frowned suspiciously. “What happened to all of that wealth you had? The Twin Nights Club?”

Max sipped his wineglass before answering. “Shortly after our fight at the Facility, Paradox decided to punish me for my loss by taking everything for me. He seized control of my bank account, leaving me with only the credits on my person. He also took control of the Twin Nights Club and blacklisted me from ever setting foot in there again unless I wanted to get killed brutally. He took everything away from me, all of the things I worked hard for, forcing Medusa and me to go into hiding to avoid getting caught by the Department of VR for our crimes.”

I nodded. I was aware that the Department of VR was looking for Max due to his association with Paradox. “You must have hid pretty well, then, because I wasn’t even sure you were still alive until you contacted me again an hour ago.”

“I am very good at hiding when I want to be,” said Max. “Truthfully, I wouldn’t have contacted you at all if Paradox had not taken over Capes Online. I would have been more than happy to spend the rest of my days with Medusa, hiding out where no one could find us and the troubles of the world were not ours.”

As Max said that, I noticed a golden wedding ring around the middle finger of his right hand. A glance at Medusa showed that she had the same ring around her own finger. Had the two gotten married? It seemed odd for a player and an NPC to get married. Then again, Max, like me, was stuck in Capes Online forever. Getting married to an NPC was probably his only chance at real, long-lasting companionship here.

It reminded me of my relationship with Sally. Although Sally was here in the game with me, I hadn’t proposed to her again or even discussed wedding arrangements with her. Granted, we’d been extremely busy since I rescued her from the Facility, but it was still something we needed to sit down and talk about at some point. Assuming, that is, Paradox didn’t just kill us all sometime soon.

“But now the game has changed,” said Max with a sigh. “Paradox rules Capes Online with an iron fist and he is only growing stronger by the hour. I have even heard rumors that he is trying to take control of the game’s Foundational Files.”

“Those aren’t just rumors,” I said. “He is corrupting Capes Online’s Foundational Files. We saw it for ourselves.”

Max grimaced. “Then it’s even worse than I thought. We must act quickly if we are going to stop him before he can successfully corrupt the game.”

“Yeah,” Busker piped up, “which is why I’m wondering why we’re sitting here talking like a bunch of losers, rather than going out and actually fighting him.”

Max shook his head. “Trust me, Busker, I do have a plan for taking out Paradox. It will be a very risky plan, but it should work. I know Paradox better than most and understand why he is so dangerous.”

“Go ahead, then,” I said. I gestured at all of us. “We’re listening. All of us.”

Max took a deep breath and then locked eyes with me. “To beat Paradox once and for all, we will need to go to the Junkyard … and destroy his soul.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

“Destroy his … soul?” Recover repeated uncertainly. “Does Paradox even have a soul?”

“He does,” said Max. “Well, in a way. It depends on how you look at it. Or your philosophical definition of a soul.”

“But he’s an NPC,” said Busker. “Not to insult the NPCs here, but NPCs don’t have souls.”

“Paradox is not a mere NPC,” said Max, shaking his head. “He is a digital being like Winter and me, the union of a player and NPC. Such beings might be made of ones and zeroes, but they are very much alive.”

I raised an eyebrow. “So you know that Paradox is Faded Flag’s son?”

“I pieced it together on my based on previous conversations with Paradox,” said Max. “Paradox is very good at keeping secrets and developing an aura of mystery around himself, but he’s far less careful than he likes to think. Using my brilliant mind, I was able to deduce that Paradox does have a weakness after all, though I haven’t been able to exploit it myself.”

My eyes narrowed. This sounded too good to be true, so I said, “Then tell us, oh brilliant mastermind, what it is.”

“All right, then,” said Max. He sipped his wine again before speaking. “As you know, Paradox was essentially ‘born’ in the Junkyard. When he and Maria were deleted, they were sent to the Junkyard like every other piece of deleted data in this game is. There, Maria was devoured by the Mist Wolves, her body broken down into data that then went back to the main game to be used, while young Paradox survived by becoming one with a unique glitch that had somehow ended up in the Junkyard.”

I nodded. “We already know this.”

“I simply want to make sure we are all on the same page here,” said Max. “Anyway, Paradox grew rapidly in both physical appearance and power until he eventually became what he is today. Paradox is easily the most powerful being in Capes Online, not merely in terms of things like Level, Stats, and Powers, but in terms of his understanding of the game. He understands the game itself so intuitively that he regularly breaks its mechanics and laws to achieve his goals or harm his enemies. To call him a ‘god’ would be a bit of an understatement because he wields far more power than any god from mythology could ever hope to.”

I couldn’t disagree with that. I’d seen Paradox do all sorts of crazy, supposedly impossible things in Capes Online, like killing a whole bunch of government Avatars at once. And that was before Paradox merged with the game. If his merge was successful, then I couldn’t even begin to imagine what sort of power that would give Paradox. He might literally be invincible.

“But Paradox is not, as he likes to pretend he is, invincible,” Max continued. “He does have a Weak Point, located deep in the Junkyard, in the one Sector that no one, not even the Junkyard Corps, are allowed to visit: Sector Zero, the Sector where he and his mother ended up when they got deleted.”

“I know that,” I said.

Max looked at me in surprise. “Where did you learn about that? It took me months to figure out what was there. Even the Junkyard Corps do not keep clear records on Sector Zero.”

“I … found out my own way,” I said, not wanting to let Max know I had already spoken to Paradox. “Go on.”

“Yes, well, as I was saying, Paradox’s Weak Point is in his house,” Max said. “His soul is there, or what remains of it, anyway. The soul of Dean George, the son of Faded Flag and Maria George, still a harmless baby even after all this time. If we can eliminate it, then Paradox himself will die.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You’re telling us we should go and kill a defenseless baby?”

“It isn’t actually a baby,” Max snapped. “It’s a soul that merely looks like a baby. And yes, we need to eliminate it. If we can destroy the soul, then Paradox will have nothing holding him to this realm. He will become terminated, and once that happens, the players of Capes Online will be freed from their torment and SI Games will be able to retake control of the game itself.”

“I dunno,” said Busker, scratching his chin. “I’m not sure I want to go back to the Junkyard. That place kind of has bad memories associated with it.”

“But if it’s the only way we can stop Paradox, then won’t it be worth it?” said Recover, glancing at me and Busker with a questioning expression on her face. “I’ve never been to the Junkyard myself, of course, but if it what Max says is true—”

“Who says it is?” said Sally. She looked at Max skeptically. “You haven’t shown us any proof of your claims.”

“No,” I said, thinking about the crying baby I heard in Paradox’s home in the Junkyard after Paradox and I had our discussion, “no, I think he might be right. There might be something there in the Junkyard that is tied to Paradox, maybe even something that we could use to beat him, although whether it’s his ‘soul’ or something else, I’m not sure.”

“Whatever you want to call it, it is the basis of Paradox’s existence,” said Max. “Paradox has gone to great lengths to hide this weakness of his. And I can see why. If everyone knew that God could be hurt, then no one would worship God. Certainly I wouldn’t.”

“If you knew about this weakness, then why haven’t you taken advantage of it yourself?” Sally asked. “If it even exists at all, that is.”

“Because getting to the Junkyard is not easy,” said Max. “Even for a Hacker like myself, the Junkyard is nigh impossible to enter through normal means. The only surefire way to enter the Junkyard is via deletion, but the problem is that once you are deleted, you can’t just get undeleted. You need someone to pull you back out or hope and pray that SI Games is feeling generous enough to restore your data, which they rarely are, in my experience.”

“But Busker and Winter did,” said Cy, glancing at the two of us. “You guys managed to find a way back to Capes Online from the Junkyard. You came through that cool-looking portal back in Brain Game’s laboratory.”

“Yes, but the problem is that we don’t know where that portal came from,” I said. I gestured at me and my brother. “Neither of us have any sort of portal-making Powers, nor did we have any allies on the other side who did. We’re not even sure who did it, though I personally think Funky was the one who opened that portal.”

“Exactly,” said Max. “I am not a ‘Hero’ like you guys. Killing Paradox might make everyone love me, but what is the point in being popular and beloved if you get stuck in the Junkyard? Or even worse, end up getting devoured by Mist Wolves, which, for digital beings like myself, is the same as termination?”

“You would know a lot about termination, wouldn’t you?” I said. “Since you were the one who terminated Director Johnson.”

Max waved off my point. “Water under the bridge. The point is I contacted you because I don’t know of any other organized resistance to Paradox’s takeover of the game. There was no one else I could turn to. And, while I trust Medusa with my life, I know that the two of us lack the means necessary to pull off this mission. Therefore, I contacted you in order to see if you would be interested in working together to complete this mission.”

I nodded. “Yeah, that’s true, but you can’t really believe I forgot what you did to me, right? I hope you understand why I might seem a bit … hesitant about working with you, even if you are telling me the truth.”

Max leaned across the table, his hands put together like he was praying. “Normally, I do not beg for help from anyone, but I am desperate at this point. I am not terribly fond of you, either, but even I can recognize that Paradox is much bigger than our own conflict. Our very survival is at stake because Paradox is not only going after normal players, but Project Second Life participants as well.”

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

“You mean you haven’t heard?” said Max. He pulled back, folding his huge arms in front of his chest. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. You already told me you don’t know most of the other Project Second Life participants, so I suppose it makes sense that you haven’t heard about Paradox deliberately killing us off.”

“No, I haven’t heard that,” I said. “To be frank, I forgot about the other Project Second Life participants entirely.”

“I haven’t,” said Max, “though I obviously have not been able to keep in contact with them due to being on the run. But the main thing that caused me to reach out to you was when I fended off an Assassin that Paradox sent to kill me. Before I killed the Assassin, I forced him to tell me that Paradox is deliberately trying to kill off or capture all Project Second Life participants.”

“Why?” I said. “Does he consider us a threat?”

“The Assassin didn’t know,” said Max, shaking his head. “He only told me that that was what Paradox had told him. But I do think it’s likely that Paradox considers us a threat. Unlike the other players, he has no leverage over us. Whereas normal players have their physical bodies to think about, we do not. The second Blackout doesn’t affect us in the slightest. I imagine he is trying to eliminate us in order to secure his own rule.”

Interesting. If Max was telling the truth, then it looked like I was the only Project Second Life participant who Paradox had offered a way back to the real world. That seemed weird, now that I thought about it. What made me so special or different from the others that Paradox, rather than kill me, wanted to simply remove me from the game outright? I’d been told I was ‘special’ before, no one really explained what that meant. I could only guess that Paradox, for whatever reason, had some strange amount of respect for me that made him want to avoid killing me, although I found that dubious given how his minions just tried to kill me in the Foundational Files over an hour ago. Paradox was a hard-to-understand person, that was for sure.

“So that’s another reason we need to stick together,” said Max. “By allying together, we can ensure our safety from Paradox’s Assassins. I got lucky with the one who came after me. He was clumsy enough to reveal his presence and weak enough for Medusa to help me subdue him. But I don’t doubt that Paradox will send far stronger Assassins after us at some point, Assassins too high-leveled for us to beat.”

“So you want to ally for your own safety and also to kill Paradox,” I said, tapping my chin. “Is that right?”

“Yes,” said Max. “I hope you accept my offer. I need you to accept my offer. Because if not … I am not sure what I will do.”

Max sounded very desperate when he said that. I almost felt sorry for the guy, if I didn’t remember what he tried to do to me the last time we met. “Even if Paradox is trying to kill those of us in Project Second Life, that doesn’t mean we can, should, or must work together.”

“You are correct,” said Max, “but Paradox will come after us anyway. He is most definitely coming after me, probably because I am the brother of the man who made the D.E.S. in the first place. I imagine Paradox must believe I have some special insight into the D.E.S. that could help me defeat him.”

“Do you?” I said.

Max shrugged. “Not really. My brother, as I said, was the one who actually designed it. I merely paid for it. I am dangerous to Paradox because I know the location of his soul. If we work together, Paradox will tremble before our combined might.”

I considered Max’s proposal for a moment. I had to admit that his offer was tempting and even made sense. If Paradox really was actively hunting down and killing Project Second Life participants, then it was logical to assume he would come after me at some point. He already had, at least to some extent. And if Max actually knew how to find Paradox’s ‘soul’ and destroy it, then I should probably ally with him. I might have hated Max, but I hated Paradox even more.

But that was assuming Max was even telling the truth. My previous experiences with Max proved that he was very flexible with the truth. Not to mention I knew for a fact that Paradox was more interested in getting me out of Capes Online than in killing me. Why that was, I still didn’t know, but it meant that Paradox might have told his Assassins to spare me. That could change, though, if I allied with Max, who Paradox apparently was trying to kill.

Max smirked. “Besides, it’s not like you have much choice, do you? It sounds to me like you are at wit’s end already. What do you have to lose? Other than the lives of millions of innocent people if you say no?”

I bit my lower lip, but decided that Max had a point. This wasn’t just about me or even just about me and Max. The stakes had never been higher. The lives of millions of innocent people rested on my shoulders now, whether I wanted them to or not. Refusing to work with Max because I personally didn’t like or get along with him seemed incredibly selfish. And besides, if Max was lying to us, we could easily take care of him. Max wasn’t nearly as tough or smart as he liked to make himself out to be.

So, with a soft sigh, I said, “All right, Max. You can join Team Winter and show us how to get to the Junkyard.”

Max’s smirk grew bigger. “Thank you, Winter. I know the two of us haven’t always gotten along, but I can assure you that this is one decision that you will never regret.”

I hoped Max was right, although I was beginning to suspect that he was wrong.

Then Max stood up and said, “Well, what are we waiting for? We have a world to save, after all.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 

“Go?” said Recover, looking up at Max questioningly. “Go where?”

“Why, the Junkyard, of course,” said Max, looking down at her as though she were an idiot. “That’s where Paradox’s soul is.”

“Yeah, but you still haven’t explained how we are going to get there, Max,” said Busker as we all rose from our seats. “The only way to get into the Junkyard, as you know, is by getting deleted. If you’re going to try to delete us again—”

“Not to worry, Busker, my boy,” Max assured him. “I will not delete any of us. Although deletion is the only surefire way to get into the Junkyard, the problem with deletion is that you have no idea where you will end up in. We need a way to make sure we end up in Sector Zero, where Paradox’s soul is, rather than in some random Sector on the entire other side of the Junkyard.”

Folding my arms in front of my chest, I said, “And how do you intend to do that?”

Max pulled out what looked like a small disk from his pocket and, holding it like he was about to throw it, said, “Observe.”

With that, Max threw the disk to a corner of the conference room. As soon as the metallic disk landed, a large energy portal about the size of a doorway appeared out of nowhere. The portal crackled and hissed and for a moment it almost looked like it was about to shut off entirely before finally stabilizing.

“What is that?” said Sally. “Another portal?”

“It’s not just a portal,” said Max, putting his hands on his hips proudly. “It links Capes Online to the Junkyard and vice versa. As long as the portal stays open, we should be able to go to and from the Junkyard as we see fit. Specifically, we should be able to go to Sector Zero and back on a whim.”

“Meaning that if we step through the portal, we’ll end up in Sector Zero?” I said, looking at Max questioningly.

“Yes,” said Max, nodding. “It is a bit experimental, though, so there might be some … unexpected consequences.”

“Unexpected consequences?” Targetman repeated sharply. “What sort of unexpected consequences do you mean? Is there a chance we could end up getting killed?”

“No,” said Max, “at least, it shouldn’t happen. I am merely saying that the technology allowing travel to and from the Junkyard is very new and experimental. Mostly, there’s a chance of the portal losing power and closing, thus trapping us in the Junkyard forever.”

Busker grimaced. “If that’s one of the risks, I’m not sure I want to take it. Maybe you guys can go on ahead and kill Paradox’s soul on your own. I’ve had enough of the Junkyard to last a lifetime.”

“No,” I said. “Either we all go or none of us go. Given our experiences in the Junkyard, I’d say we’re the best-equipped Team for the job.”

“Bro, are you serious?” said Busker, looking at me in disbelief. “You want to go back to the Junkyard, even risk getting stuck there permanently?”

“It’s either that or we let Paradox kill everyone,” I said. “I’ve already considered the consequences and this is what I feel like we need to do. It’s a risk we need to take and I hope you are willing to take it with me.”

Busker bit his lower lip, but then smiled his usual cocky grin and said, “Sounds radical, bro. I missed destroying Skull Mechas, anyway. That was fun.”

“But I don’t understand how you managed to get a portal that connects Capes Online to the Junkyard,” said Sally, looking at Max curiously. “I thought this kind of tech didn’t even exist.”

“As I said, it’s experimental,” said Max. “Let’s just say I have a friend at Synth Group who is very good at making portals and leave it at that. I would tell you more, but my friend asked me to respect his privacy, so I cannot.”

I eyed Max suspiciously. I still didn’t trust him entirely despite having agreed to have him join the Team. I didn’t believe that he was trying to protect his friend’s privacy. Most likely, he had other reasons for keeping his friend’s identity a secret, but I suppose it didn’t matter. The portal appeared to work and that was enough for now.

“But before we go, I want everyone to take five minutes to get ready to go,” I said, looking around at the others. “The Junkyard is an incredibly dangerous place. I’m not sure what we’ll find in there, but I want everyone to take this time to distribute their points as they see fit. But only for five minutes. Once the five minutes are up, we’ll cross the portal and hope for the best.”

Recover, Busker, and Targetman nodded and immediately split off, going into different parts of the room to distribute SPs and PPs, Equip whatever Equipment they needed, and do everything else they needed to do to be ready for battle.

Myself, I opened my character sheet to distribute the points I received from completing Kial’s mission earlier:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 36

EXP: 7,710/55,920 (48,280 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 1

Available Power Points: 1

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: 1 PP], Ice Shackles [Level 1], Ice Slide [Level 1], Flight [Level 2. Next Level: 10 PP], Ice Barrier [Level 1], Hardened Skin [Level 1], Shatter [Level 1], Frozen Fist [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], Channeling [Level 1]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 2]

Ultimate Powers: Ice Giant [Level 3. Next Level: 6 UP], Snow Golem [Level 1]

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], Icepick [Powers: 1/1], Ice Gloves [1/1]

Kids Mode: Disabled

Health: 47

Stamina: 29

Strength: 37

Defense: 25

Charisma: 17

Intelligence: 16

Agility: 24

Evasion: 17

Accuracy: 16

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 57

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 16

Justice: 11

Trust: 13

Fame: 563

Willpower: 19

Typically I liked to wait until I had leveled up before I started distributing points, but seeing as I had no idea what we might run into in the Junkyard or when I’d get a chance to sit down and distribute the points I already had, I decided that this was the best time to do it.

One SP and PP each wasn’t much, but every little bit helped. I put the SP into Stamina, bringing it up to a nice, round 30, and then put the PP into Dual-Wielding Ice Dagger, thus bringing it up to Level 2.

As soon as I did that, this notification appeared in my view:

Power Level Up: Dual-Wielding Ice Dagger. +10% increase in durability of Ice Daggers and +1% increase in inflicting a Critical Hit on enemies that have been hit with Ice Dagger.

Now that was pretty nice. I’d been hoping to get something good out of leveling up Dual-Wielding Ice Dagger and I can’t say I was disappointed. The biggest flaw of my Ice Daggers was that they were always rather fragile and typically didn’t last long against stronger weapons or opponents. This would make it much easier to level up Block as well because now that my Ice Daggers were stronger, I felt safer Blocking attacks with them more often. I had never even considered how to synergize my Powers and Skills, but thinking about how Block and Ice Daggers could work together made me wonder what sorts of other Power/Skill combos I was overlooking. It was worth thinking about later.

With that out of the way, I reviewed my character sheet again just to be sure I hadn’t overlooked or missed anything important:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 36

EXP: 7,710/55,920 (48,280 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 2. Next Level: 10 PP], Ice Shackles [Level 1], Ice Slide [Level 1], Flight [Level 2. Next Level: 10 PP], Ice Barrier [Level 1], Hardened Skin [Level 1], Shatter [Level 1], Frozen Fist [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], Channeling [Level 1]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 2]

Ultimate Powers: Ice Giant [Level 3. Next Level: 6 UP], Snow Golem [Level 1]

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], Icepick [Powers: 1/1], Ice Gloves [1/1]

Kids Mode: Disabled

Health: 47

Stamina: 30

Strength: 37

Defense: 25

Charisma: 17

Intelligence: 16

Agility: 24

Evasion: 17

Accuracy: 16

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 57

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 16

Justice: 11

Trust: 13

Fame: 563

Willpower: 19

Satisfied with the distribution of my points, I closed my character sheet just as Cullen walked up to me and said, “Winter, do you have a moment to talk?”

Puzzled, I looked at Cullen, who wore an anxious expression on his face, and said, “Yeah, Cullen, what’s up?”

“I just wanted to give you something before you and your friends go into the Junkyard,” said Cullen. He held out a package toward me. “A gift, if you will, for saving me from my own Automatons the last time we met.”

Oh! I remembered now. After my Teammates and I saved Cullen from his mad Automatons, he had promised to make me something that would help me but that it would take him a few days to do so. Truthfully, I had completely forgotten about Cullen’s promise in the insanity that followed, but this gift must be it.

A notification appeared in my vision when Cullen held the package toward me:

[CIVILIAN CULLEN CLAIR] would like to give you a [Gift]! Accept? Y/N

Clicking ‘Y,’ I suddenly found the package in my item inventory. Pulling the package out of my inventory, I tore off the wrapping paper and popped open the lid of the box. Thrusting my hand into the box, I pulled out a small wristwatch of some sort. It was made out of copper and steel, colored to fit my Costume’s color scheme, and even appeared to have a Power Crystal set in the middle of the clock face, which was designed to resemble a snowflake. Curious, I Scanned the wristwatch to find out what it was:

Snow Watch

Materials: Metal and ice

Alignment: Hero

A Cullen Clair Original, the Snow Watch not only tells the time, but is also incredibly stylish and aesthetically-pleasing. +5 to Strength.

Powers: Freeze Frame [1/]

Puzzled, I looked at Cullen Clair, who wore an eager expression on his face. “A watch?”

“Not just any watch, my friend,” said Cullen proudly. “It is my greatest work of art yet. Like every Cullen Clair Original, it is unique. There is not another watch like it in the world. I even put in a Power Crystal I bought from Synth Group to give you a new Power, a Power, I think, you will like.”

Still confused, I nonetheless Equipped Snow Watch and got this notification:

New Power Unlocked: Freeze Frame [Level 1]. Freeze time itself for up to 10 seconds in a ten-foot area surrounding your body. +10% chance of coming down with Time Daze debuff after use. Cost: 50 Energy. Cooldown: 12 hours.

My eyes practically popped out of my eyes when I read Freeze Frame’s description. “Holy—! Cullen, this is an amazing Power. I don’t know how to thank you.”

“Think nothing of it,” said Cullen with a wave of his hand. “Although it cost me a pretty penny to purchase a Power Crystal that gave Freeze Frame as a Power, I knew it would be worth it once I gave it to you. I always reward those who save my life and you, sir, have done more to save my life than anyone else has recently.”

My mind was buzzing with excitement. I had no idea Capes Online even had time-based Powers, but I guess it made sense given how many superheroes could use time travel in fiction. Being able to freeze time around an enemy, even for three seconds, could be a game-changer. I could already think of a dozen ways such a Power would be useful in a fight. No doubt it would only get more powerful as it leveled up. I was shocked this didn’t count as an Ultimate Power, though if Cullen was right, perhaps the expense in getting a Power Crystal that granted this Power was the main reason most players didn’t have it.

“Thank you, Cullen,” I said, smiling at the Snow Watch on my right wrist. “This is going to be incredibly useful not just in the Junkyard, but everywhere. I don’t feel like I deserve it.”

“Did you make anything for me, too?” said Cy, looking at Cullen hopefully.

Cullen, however, shook his head. “Sorry, my boy, but I didn’t even think about you when I was making that watch. I can get you a coupon for a free Cullen Clair Watch from your favorite department store, though.”

Cullen pulled out a coupon from nowhere and handed it to Cy, who took it like it was a priceless artifact that had been passed down through the generations.

“A coupon?” said Cy, looking at the coupon with reverent awe. He looked at Cullen, tears starting to appear in his eyes. “I love coupons! Thank you so much. This is the greatest gift anyone has ever given me. Ever.”

“Uh, you’re welcome, boy,” said Cullen, who was now looking at Cy uncomfortably, “but really, it’s just a coupon. It’s not that big a deal.”

“Indeed it isn’t,” said Max as he walked up to me.“Winter, you still haven’t sent me a Team invite. Until you do, I won’t be able to participate in the Team Chat and other Team things with you.”

“Oh, right,” I said. “Let me do that real quick.”

I sent Max an invitation to the Team, which he accepted immediately. That brought up the full number of Team Winter members to 18. I did a double-take when I saw that because I was pretty sure we should have hit 19 by now, but then remembered that Funky had died, which meant we had dropped back to 17 before Max joined. Remembering Funky’s death made me sad and angry. Sad that he was gone. Angry that his death had been so pointless.

But I didn’t have time to mourn Funky right now. Glancing at my newly-Equipped Snow Watch, I said, “All right. It looks like our time is up. Everyone, gather round. We’ve only got one chance to pull this off. I do not want us to squander it.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

 

Targetman, Recover, Busker, Max, and I, along with our Sidekicks, stood in front of the portal to the Junkyard. I stood in the lead, holding my Ice Pick with both hands, while Busker and Max stood to my left and right respectively. Recover was in the middle and Targetman was at the back. I considered putting Max in the back but decided I wanted to keep a closer eye on him until we could be sure we could trust him, so I kept him where I could see him. The Sidekicks—Brawn, Spiritus, Medusa, and Cy—stood in a loose circle around us, filling in the gaps that the rest of us could not.

We were all ready … except for Sally, who I was currently in an argument with.

“What do you mean I can’t go with you?” said Sally, looking me straight in the eyes, showing no fear in her body language at all as she glared at me. “What if you get hurt? What if you run into an enemy you can’t beat?”

I sighed, doing my best to control my temper. I loved Sally, I did, but she could be as stubborn as a mule sometimes. “Sally, you are the only member of the Team who can’t defend yourself in a fight. Nor do you have Healing Powers like Recover, so don’t bring her up, either, like I’m being arbitrary or something. You’ll be much safer here in Cullen Tower with Cullen Clair and his Automatons than you would be in the graveyard.”

“Bro’s right,” said Busker, nodding. He was holding his flame guitar like it was a sword, ready for battle as soon as we passed through the portal. “The Junkyard is no place for Civilians or noncombatants. Hell, it’s not even really a place for Heroes or Villains, either. It’s a place where data goes to die and as far as we know, your data isn’t all that different from the data we’re all made of, so letting you go there would just make you a target for the Mist Wolves.”

Sally’s hands balled into fists. “But I’m tired of sitting around and waiting. I want to help you save the world. And I do have Powers. I lifted your Level Lock and did that Healing thing back in the Royal Tower.”

“But you still can’t control any of those Powers,” I pointed out. “Can you still not access your character sheet yet?”

Sally’s eyes lost focus as she stared into seemingly nothing and then sighed in frustration. “No, I can’t, but—”

“Then you need to stay here,” Targetman piped up behind us. “Although I have never been to the Junkyard myself, I have heard enough rumors about the dangerousness of the place to make even me hesitate to enter, and I am the strongest player in the room at the moment. For your own sake, you should stay here.”

“We won’t be gone long,” I said, putting my hands on Sally’s shoulders gently. “Probably half an hour, maybe an hour if we run into anything dangerous. Right, Max?”

“I can’t guarantee how much time it will take for us to find and destroy Paradox’s soul, but Sector Zero is supposed to be the smallest Sector and Paradox’s house is not hard to find,” Max said. “So yes, I think you can expect us back within the hour or so.”

Sally bit her lower lip. She looked like she wanted to argue with me some more, but then she hugged me and gave me a deep, powerful kiss before letting go. She looked me in the eyes and said, “Fine, but if I even begin to suspect you might be in danger, I will go into the portal myself. Got it?”

I smiled. “Sure thing, Sally. Now please step aside. It’s time for us to go.”

Sally walked over to Cullen Clair and his Automatons, taking a position next to Cullen Clair. Both Sally and Cullen waved goodbye at us as me and my Teammates walked closer to the portal. Although I had traveled through portals in Capes Online before, I wasn’t entirely sure what to expect from this, especially if it was as experimental as Max said.

Still, I didn’t hesitate to put one foot through the portal and then plunge into the portal itself.

Unlike the last time I went to the Junkyard, however, I didn’t end up rushing through space and time, seeing all sorts of weird eldritch abominations as I made my way to the Junkyard like a speeding comet.

Instead, it was just like walking through a doorway. One moment, I was in the conference room at the very top of Cullen Tower. The next, I found myself standing in the Junkyard, looking around at my surroundings just to make sure we were safe.

The Junkyard hadn’t changed much since the last time I was here. Deleted and abandoned buildings stood all around us, ranging from tiny hometown grocery stores to huge skyscrapers. A heavy mist hung in the air that obscured my view of the sky, but I didn’t see anything in the sky that could be a threat. A pick-up truck crashed into another pick-up truck stood not far away from our portal, but then I realized the portal had opened up onto a tall pile of garbage and trash. I didn’t see any Mist Wolves or, for that matter, Junkyard Corps soldiers.

But I did see the broken remains of an actual Skull Mecha. The giant Skull Mecha lay in the middle of the street, its arms spread out and its chest torn open, revealing a dazzling variety of wires that had likely powered it at some point. Its skull-like face was missing a few teeth and its body was liberally covered in rust, but as far as I could tell, this Skull Mecha was no longer in commission and had probably been destroyed at some point. If you asked me, though, I thought it looked like it had been destroyed by something much bigger and stronger than itself, although the total silence of Sector Zero made me wonder if there was any life here at all.

“Ugh,” said Busker as he stepped out of the portal after me. He looked around the Junkyard with a grimace on his face. “Feel like I walked back into prison right after getting out of it. I mean, I’ve never gone to jail before, but this must be how it feels to go back to it after you got out.”

“Agreed that it’s hardly pretty,” said Max, emerging from the portal holding hands with Medusa, “but unlike jail, you can get out of here anytime by stepping through the portal, which will take you straight back to Cullen Clair’s conference room in Capes Online.”

“This is the Junkyard?” said Recover, looking around as she, Brawn, and Targetman emerged from the portal. “It’s almost beautiful, in a haunting sort of way, but what’s up with the Skull Mecha down there?”

Recover pointed at the rusted Skull Mecha remains I’d seen earlier. “It looks like something killed it.”

“Who knows?” said Max with a shrug. “Given the amount of rust on it, I’d say that particular Skull Mecha has likely been sitting out here for years. Whatever destroyed it has likely moved on already. Nothing to worry about.”

“Right,” I said. I looked out across the vast, seemingly never-ending sea of junk and crap. “So where is Paradox’s house?”

Max pointed straight ahead. “According to the information I was able to scrape together, Paradox’s house—where his soul is—should be directly across this valley. Targetman, can you see it?”

Targetman raised his rifle up to his right eye and, after adjusting the scope for a second or two, nodded. “I see a house situated between a bakery and a deli approximately one mile to the north. It is painted white and has a blue roof. Is that Paradox’s house?”

Max nodded eagerly. “That’s the one, yes. Do you see any enemies between here and there?”

Targetman swept his rifle across the junk valley before us before shaking his head. “Nyet. It appears to be entirely devoid of life.”

“Excellent,” said Max, rubbing his hands together. “Then come with me. It should not take us long to cross the valley and—”

“Hold on,” I said, holding up a hand. I glanced at the sky. “How do we know the Junkyard Corps aren’t nearby?”

“Because the Junkyard Corps don’t patrol Sector Zero, remember?” said Max crossly. “Even if they knew we were here, they wouldn’t dare cross the border just to get us. The Junkyard Corps knows better than to enter Sector Zero for any reason at all.”

“Even if they wanted to get us, I doubt they could,” said Targetman. “Last I heard, the Junkyard Corps was still recovering from you and your brother’s recent foray into the Junkyard. Dropping their Floating Fortress and blowing up several of their Skull Mecha dealt the Corps an almost crippling blow.”

Busker smirked. “Eh, they had it coming. They were trying to kill us, so we blew up their big floaty fortress.”

“But they are recovering,” said Targetman, “though I agree with Max that they should not be able to bother us while we are here, especially if we don’t waste time.”

I nodded. Despite Targetman’s assurances, I still didn’t feel confident that the Junkyard Corps would leave us alone. The Junkyard Corps took their job of eliminating intruders into the Junkyard very seriously. They probably held a grudge against me and Busker for blowing their Floating Fortress out of the sky. This would be the perfect opportunity for them to come after us again if they wanted. Still, though, the sky did appear to be clear and my Hero Sense did not sense anything particularly off.

“All right,” I said. “But keep your guard up, everyone. We’re not taking a stroll through the park. We’re in one of the most dangerous places in Capes Online, especially for digital beings and NPCs.”

“Constant vigilance,” said Targetman, nodding. He looked around at everyone with a harsh glare. “Constant vigilance.”

No one even tried to argue with Targetman when he said that. We all just began to climb down the junk pile to the valley floor below, but then I paused and looked over my shoulder at the shimmering portal behind us.

“Can we bring the portal with us?” I said, looking at Max. “I don’t feel comfortable leaving it here.”

Max shook his head. “Unfortunately, the portal cannot be moved without turning it off. And if we turned it off, there’s no guarantee we can get it working again. Better just to keep it on until we return.”

I didn’t like the idea of leaving our only means of escape behind, but decided that there was nothing I could do about it, and resumed climbing down the slopes.

It took us a few minutes of careful climbing to reach the floor of the valley. More than once I considered just flying across the valley and reaching Paradox’s house myself, but always decided against it. As tempting as it was, I needed my Teammates and they needed me. Especially in the Junkyard, which was hardly a place where a rugged individual could scrape by on his own. Better to stick with the Team until we got to the house, which wasn’t even that far away anywhere.

Walking through the streets of Sector Zero, I kept my eyes and ears open for any potential dangers or traps. Yet the utter silence in Sector Zero was so complete that even my attention begin to waver. The mist in the air was probably what was contributing to my inattention. It was strangely peaceful in a way, even though I knew that the presence of the mist meant there were probably Mist Wolves nearby.

“This place doesn’t seem so bad,” said Recover, glancing at a school bus with broken windows and missing wheels as we passed. “I mean, it’s not very beautiful, but I don’t feel like I’m in as much danger here as I am back in Capes Online.”

“Sector Zero is supposedly one of the least inhabited Sectors in the Junkyard,” said Max. His fists were covered with golden gauntlets, which was how I knew he was just as ready for combat as I was. “Even the Mist Wolves are said to avoid this place.”

“I still just want to get out of here as fast as possible,” said Busker. He looked ahead and frowned. “You know, guys, I could go and scout ahead, see if there’s any danger we need to be aware—”

“No,” I interrupted Busker, shaking my head. “We are not splitting up here. I don’t want to risk anyone’s life more than we already have. Remember, if we die here, we die, period. No respawns. Nothing.”

“Guess you’re right,” said Busker, sulking. “Just trying to think of ways we could get past this quickly, that’s all.”

I nodded as we passed underneath the Skull Mecha, passing through an arch formed by one of its legs. “I know, but I just want to keep us all safe. No need to rush into even more danger than we already are in.”

“For once, I agree with Winter,” said Max. “The Junkyard is a deadly place for players in general, but even more so for digital beings like you and I. Better safe than sorry, I always say.”

I eyed Max suspiciously when he said that. Why was Max agreeing with me? Was he trying to make me like him more? If so, he could forget about it. The only reason I even tolerated his presence here was because he was the guy who came up with the plan and Paradox was worse. Otherwise, I would be trying to find some Mist Wolves to feed Max to instead.

That was when a loud howling noise suddenly broke the air like a bullet. The howling seemed to come from all around us, echoing off the piles of junk all around us.

Summoning my Ice Daggers, I shouted to be heard above the eerie howling, “Everyone, stay calm! Do not panic. I repeat, do not panic.”

“What is that?” said Recover, who looked close to panicking herself. “It sounds like a wolf.”

“Probably a Mist Wolf,” said Busker, his hands bursting into flame as he looked around the junk around us, clearly trying to spot the source of the howling. “I knew it was too good to be true.”

“But if it’s a Mist Wolf, how come I cannot see it?” said Max. “It seems to be—”

“There!” said Targetman, pointing his rifle up at a particularly large pile of junk not far from where we were. “At the top! Can you see it?”

Squinting, I saw that Targetman was right. A Mist Wolf—which looked just like the name suggested—stood on the top of a pile of cars and bricks, howling its lungs off into the air. It was too far away for me to hit with Ice Beam, but Targetman took aim with his rifle and fired. The Mist Wolf immediately stopped howling as Targetman’s bullet struck its throat and caused its Health to drop to zero in an instant. The Mist Wolf then tumbled forward before dissipating into mist halfway down, causing this notification to appear in my view:

[TASK FORCE TARGETMAN] has killed [MIST WOLF]!

“There,” said Targetman, lowering his rifle with a satisfied smile on his face. “That was easy.”

“Maybe a little too easy,” said Busker in a paranoid voice. “Mist Wolves always travel in packs. If I had to guess, I’d say it was either summoning its pack or summoning a giant Mist Wolf to come and get us.”

I shuddered when I remembered the giant Mist Wolf that Busker had killed on my first trip to the Junkyard. “Don’t remind me.”

“You worry too much,” said Targetman with a wave of his hand. “Even if giant Mist Wolf appears, I simply kill it with a few well-placed—”

Twin yellow lights suddenly flashed down on us like searchlights, causing us all to cover our eyes and turn away from the sudden, bright light. The yellow spotlights washed over us for a moment before locking onto us like we were a couple of escaped prisoners trying to make a run for it.

“Light—?” said Max. “Where is that damn light coming from?”

Squinting, I looked in the direction from which the light was coming from and felt my heart drop straight through my stomach:

The ruined Skull Mecha was now glaring down at us. And unless my eyes were playing tricks on me, it seemed to be grinning quite evilly.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

 

Before we could do anything, the Skull Mecha began to rise to its feet. Its joints creaked and groaned as it stood up, piles of accumulated junk raining from its body down onto us like snow, forcing us to move quickly to avoid getting hit. The Skull Mecha, however, took no notice of our plight and soon rose to its full, building-sized height. It looked down at us again, its fake grin making it even creepier than it normally was. The nametag [REVENANT MECHA] hovered over its head.

Even stranger, however, was what looked like darkness flowing through the Skull Mecha’s limbs. It looked like some kind of dark spirit was controlling the Skull Mecha, maybe even black magic. Which, frankly, I wouldn’t put past this damn game to do. I hadn’t seen too much ‘magic’ since I got here, but I wouldn’t be even remotely surprised if it turned out we were dealing with some kind of magically-resurrected mecha or something like that.

“How the hell is that thing standing?” said Busker, looking up at the Skull Mecha with a mixture of fear and confusion. “It looks like a piece of junk. It doesn’t even have a pilot. And what does [REVENANT MECHA] even mean?”

Curious, I Scanned the Skull Mecha and got this information:

Revenant Mecha

LEVEL: 100

ALIGNMENT: Villain

CLASS: Mecha

TYPE: Metal/Shadow

WEAK POINT: Joints

WEAKNESS: Light

RARITY: Unique

Although it is commonly believe that only humans and similar organic beings can be resurrected from the dead, the truth is that even long-abandoned machines can also be ‘resurrected,’ in a sense. The Revenant Mecha is one such example of a resurrected machine. Whereas normal Skull Mecha require a pilot to function, Revenants only require a resurrection spell to be placed upon them and may, in fact, have the souls of the damned possessing their mechanical forms. Also, they gain the Shadow Type, giving them access to new attacks and moves that normal Skull Mechas lack. Rumor has it that Revenants can often be seen haunting junkyards and scrap heaps at night, devouring the bodies—and souls—of junkyard workers unlucky enough to have been assigned to the night shift.

“Revenant Mecha?” I said. “Anyone ever heard of these?”

“Nope,” said Busker, shaking his head. “First time I’ve ever heard of something like this.”

“Goalem once told me about a necromancer whose minions were souls inside machines, but I’ve never heard of a Revenant Mecha, of all things,” said Targetman. He took aim with his rifle. “Regardless, I think this should be fairly easy to kill. Level one hundred is nothing to sneeze at, but I am one-fifty, so—”

Targetman was interrupted when the Revenant fired twin lasers from its eyes. My Team scattered before we could get hit, except for Targetman, who took the brunt of the blast and was sent flying. He crashed into an overturned blue sedan so hard that he tipped the vehicle over again and did not get up, causing this notification to appear in my vision:

[Task Force Targetman] is Unconscious!

Not only was Targetman Unconscious, but his Health had dropped by nearly 50%, and was dropping rapidly. Seeing Targetman get taken out so easily like that almost made me want to run away.

Instead, however, I looked at Recover, who was on the other side of the street, and shouted, “Recover, heal Targetman! The rest of us will keep the Revenant busy!”

Recover nodded and she and Brawn ran over to where Targetman had been. Meanwhile, Busker and I took off into the air, shooting ice and fire at the Revenant, while Max, Cy, Spiritus, and Medusa attacked its feet.

But despite how powerful our attacks were, they didn’t seem to bother the Revenant much at all. We were definitely chipping away at its Health, but it was incredibly slow-going. Still, we likely would have been able to destroy it if it hadn’t decided to fight back.

Holes all over its body opened up and, right before it fired its missiles, I got this notification:

[Revenant Mecha] uses Dark Missile Barrage!

Dozens of missiles launched out from its shoulders, chest, and back. Half of the missiles went after me and Busker, while the others flew down toward the ones around the Revenant’s feet. This forced Busker and me to veer away from the Revenant, doing our best to outrun or avoid the missiles. The missiles must have had heat-seeking qualities, however, because they stayed on my tail like a stray dog.

I twisted and spun in the air, doing what I could to shake them off, but the missiles didn’t veer from their target even slightly. I fired Ice Beams behind me and even managed to hit a couple, but that did nothing to destroy them or slow them down. The missiles appeared to have Health bars of their own, which sucked because it meant that the only way I could blow them up was if I got their Health bars to zero. And sadly my Ice Beam was not particularly effective against the missiles themselves.

Turning my attention away from the missiles, I instead flew toward the nearest pile of junk. In particular, I was flying toward a partially collapsed skyscraper with most of its windows surprisingly intact. I could hear the missiles behind me gaining on me even as I flew and for a moment I wasn’t sure if I would be able to make it to the building in time before they got me.

But then, with a final burst of speed, I shot into and through one of the skyscraper’s windows, smashing the glass apart and briefly finding myself hurtling through what looked like an abandoned office. I didn’t stay long to look at it, though, increasing my speed and forcing me to break through the window on the other side.

At the same time, I heard the missiles explode behind me when they tried to enter after me, prompting me to grin. Looking over my shoulder, I saw the already partially-collapsed skyscraper just collapse outright as the explosion tore through its frame. The combination of the exploding missiles and collapsing skyscraper was almost deafening, but I paid little attention to that, banking to the right in the air and glancing in the direction of the Revenant.

The Revenant was still standing. It looked like Busker had taken out most of his missiles, although he was still trying to take out the remaining missile that dogged him even more persistently than mine did. On the ground, Max was cradling an injured Medusa in his arms, while Cy and Spiritus were protecting them, fighting off what looked like mini-Revenants whose nametags identified them as [REVENANT DRONES]. The Drones were too far away for me to Scan, but they must have been pretty tough because Cy and Spiritus were clearly struggling to keep them at bay. Meanwhile, it looked like Brawn had dragged Targetman off the battlefield and Recover was still trying to heal him. Guess Targetman must have been more seriously injured than I thought because Recover seemed to be having difficulty restoring his Health.

Mental note: Avoid getting blasted by Revenant’s lasers. If Targetman could just barely survive getting blasted by them, I would probably get killed instantly.

The Revenant itself had not moved, but now it tilted its head down, looking at Recover, Brawn, and Targetman. Its eyes began to glow yellow, a clear sign it was going to try to finish them off. Not on my watch.

I shot toward the Revenant and fired my Ice Beams at it when I got close enough. The Ice Beams were a direct hit, striking its eyes and interrupting its laser eye attack. I even managed to take off about 5% of its overall Health, probably because the Revenant’s eyes were its Weak Point.

But that still left the Revenant with about 95% of its Health left. Forgetting about my friends, the Revenant looked at me and seemed to be annoyed. It raised its right hand and swiped at me, but I Dodged at the last minute, avoiding getting squashed like a bug. I landed on the Revenant’s right shoulder and activated Freezing Touch, causing a thick layer of ice to appear on the Revenant’s shoulder.

But then what looked like a tendril made of shadow shattered through the ice and slammed into my chest. Gasping in pain, I fell backward off the Revenant and landed on my back on the street. The impact of the fall knocked the breath out of my lungs and caused me to lose 5% of my Health from fall damage alone, also earning me this notification:

Debuff added: Dazed. -10% Accuracy, Agility, and Evasion. Duration: 2 minutes.

I had no time to dwell on that notification, however, before the Revenant stomped its foot on me. I rolled out of the way at the last minute, narrowly avoiding getting crushed to death. Still, the impact of its foot on the street sent me flying. I crashed into an empty dumpster, banging my head against the floor of the dumpster and making me dizzy again.

Shaking my head quickly, I stood up and looked up at the Revenant, but it seemed to have forgotten me again. Now it was looking at Cy, Spiritus, Max, and Medusa, its yellow eyes fixed on them as they fought off its Drones. I could already tell that it was going to unleash its eye beams again, but Flight was still on Cooldown, so I needed some other way to distract it.

That was when I remembered my newest Ultimate Power, Ice Golem. I hadn’t used it yet—hadn’t needed to, really—but given how nearly all of my Team was distracted and I was the only one fighting the Revenant, it seemed like we could always use more people. I had been wanting to test it out anyway, so this would be a good time to do it.

I activated Ice Golem without a second thought. My Energy bar dropped to zero, which made me grip my chest in pain and hold onto the lip of the dumpster for support. At the same time, a loud, concentrated snow storm suddenly appeared in front of me. For a moment, I almost thought I had accidentally used Blizzard instead of Ice Golem somehow, but then I noticed that mixed in with the snow was rock. A humanoid creature was starting to take shape within the concentrated snowstorm, but I couldn’t make out any details until, with a soft bang, the snowstorm ceased, revealing a humanoid creature standing there that was quite unlike anything I’d seen before.

Vaguely humanoid in appearance, the creature clearly was not human. It was about eight feet tall and was made entirely of snow, ice, and rock. Large, rounded shoulders ended in thick arms and large, catcher’s mitt-sized hands. Its feet were basically slabs of frozen rock, while its head was shaped somewhat like an igloo. Two glowing yellow eyes peered out from its eyeholes, while a simple line formed its mouth. Above its head, the nametag [ICE GOLEM] hovered.

As soon as I read that nametag, this notification popped up in my view:

Congratulations! You have used your second Ultimate Power, Ice Golem, for the first time! Would you like to name your newly-created Ice Golem? Y/N

What the—? I hit ‘N.’ I had no time to name this thing. Hell, I didn’t even have time to check its Stats. I just pointed at the Revenant and said, “Attack!”

Luckily, the Ice Golem did not hesitate. It whirled around, but before it could go anywhere, the Revenant appeared over us. It raised one of its feet and brought it down on us again, way too fast for me or the Ice Golem to Dodge.

I ducked my head, putting my hands over my head to protect myself, even though I knew that wouldn’t keep me even remotely safe from getting crushed to death. I kept expecting the foot to crash down on my head, but instead, I heard a loud grunt and what sounded like metal crashing into ice and stone. Opening my eyes, I gaped at what I saw:

The Ice Golem was holding back the Revenant’s foot all by itself. With its massive arms held up above its head, the Ice Golem showed almost no strain whatsoever, despite the fact that the Revenant had to weight thousands of pounds. The only hint that the Ice Golem was even struggling to hold back the Revenant’s foot was the cracked concrete underneath him. Even then, the Ice Golem’s ice and rock form showed zero cracks or any sign that it was even straining to keep the Revenant at bay.

With a shrug of its shoulders, the Ice Golem pushed the Revenant back. The Revenant stumbled backward, windmilling its arms in an attempt to regain its balance. The Revenant crashed against another fallen skyscraper, making some sort of weird mechanical yell of surprise as it fell. Its Health even dropped a couple of percentage points, though it was still north of 90%.

Regardless, I jumped out of the dumpster and slapped Ice Golem on the back. “Thanks, Ice Golem! I wish I named you now because you deserve it.”

The Ice Golem said nothing. It merely looked at me as if awaiting my command, so I pointed at where Cy and the others were still tangling with the Drones and said, “See those Drones? Destroy. And spare the humans. They’re friends.”

The Ice Golem nodded and began making its way slowly but surely toward my friends. I was a little disappointed at how slowly it moved, but that was fine. If it was strong enough to hold back a Skull Mecha’s foot, then it would probably trounce the Drones with no problem.

My thoughts were interrupted when the Revenant stood up against. It aimed its hand at me, black energy crackling around the palm of its hand. That was when I remembered that summoning the Ice Golem had drained my Energy bar and I hadn’t been able to down an Energy Drink to restore it yet.

Before the Revenant could shoot me, Busker zipped toward it like a lightning bolt. It looked like he hadn’t been able to lose the last missile, which was still tailing him easily, but then Busker’s entire body burst into flame. He now looked almost literally like a falling star, moving so fast that even his flames were practically a blur. And his target was the Revenant’s head.

The Revenant had just enough time to look at Busker before he shot into and through its skull. Chunks of metal flew everywhere as the Revenant’s head practically exploded, taking off over 60% of its Health in one go. But the Revenant still stood somehow, even though it was now leaking darkness everywhere, but not for a long. A second later, the last missile—still trailing Busker—slammed into what was left of the Revenant’s head and exploded.

A column of fire and darkness exploded out of the Revenant’s neck. The last remnants of its Health dropped to zero and the Revenant itself tittered and tottered for a moment before it fell over backwards and landed into and through a half-destroyed apartment building, sending chunks of brick and stone flying into the air and causing the street itself to rumble from the crash. The street shook like an earthquake, throwing me off my feet and making entire piles of junk collapse.

But soon the shaking stopped and I stood up again. Looking at the Revenant, it now looked even worse than it did before. Smoke rose from its headless neck and with its HP sitting at a big fat zero, it definitely was not going to be getting up again anytime soon.

This was confirmed when this notification appeared in my view:

[Anti-Hero+ Busker Burn] killed [Revenant Mecha]!


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

 

“Woohoo!” Busker shouted as he landed beside me, sending sparks flying from his feet. He stood up, wisps of smoke floating from his shoulders as he adjusted his glasses with a grin on his face. “That was awesome. And you know what’s even better? I managed to record it on my camera. Once I upload it online, that vid is gonna go viral in minutes. The experience was pretty nice, too.”

Dusting myself off, I said, “Don’t celebrate too soon. The fight isn’t over yet. We still need to take out its—”

The head of one of the Revenant Drones crashed in front of my feet, making both Busker and me start. Looking back over at the scene of the battle between my friends and the Drones, I realized that maybe I had spoken too soon.

The Ice Golem was tearing the Drones apart. Literally. Ignoring their lasers and bullets, the Ice Golem would simply grab the nearest Revenant Drone with its huge, thick hands and then begin tearing them apart, usually starting with an arm or leg and making its way across the rest of its body. I almost felt sorry for the poor Drones, whose attacks did practically nothing against my Ice Golem’s thick, powerful frame other than chip it slightly. The Ice Golem showed no mercy. It simply took the Drones apart like that was just how you dealt with enemies. I shuddered to think of what the Ice Golem might do if I ever used it against organic enemies.

By the time the Ice Golem was done, it was surrounded by piles of Revenant Drone pieces. With the head of the last Drone in its hands, it crushed the head between its massive hands like a tin can before dropping it on the ground. When there were no more Revenant Drones to kill, the Ice Golem turned to look at me for further instruction.

“Whoa,” said Busker, looking at the Ice Golem somewhat nervously. “Remind me to not get on his bad side.”

“It’s okay,” I said. “The Ice Golem is our friend. He won’t kill anyone unless I tell him to.”

“So cool!” said Cy. He appeared next to the Ice Golem and then began jumping around him, examining the Ice Golem from every angle. “I’ve never seen an Ice Golem in person before. It’s kind of smaller than I was expecting, but it’s still awesome.”

Sitting on the Ice Golem’s shoulders like a child on the shoulders of a parent, Cy looked over at me with pleading eyes. “Can we keep it and name it George?”

I blinked. “George? Why George?”

Cy shrugged. “I dunno. It seems like a George to me. What do you think, George?”

The Ice Golem, of course, said nothing.

“And he’s so quiet, too,” Cy said. “He talks even less than you do, boss. I think we’re going to get along great because now I finally have someone who will listen to me without telling me to shut up.”

Rubbing the back of my head, I checked the Ice Golem’s character sheet, which I found in a new tab called ‘SUMMONS’ that was right next to ‘SIDEKICKS’:

Ice Golem #1 [Edit name]

Level: 1

Class: Ice Golem [Summon]

Alignment: Hero

Type: Ice/Rock

Powers: Self-Destruct

Skills: N/A

Health: 50

Stamina: 60

Strength: 45

Defense: 80

Charisma: 0

Intelligence: 1

Agility: 1

Evasion: 0

Accuracy: 1

Dexterity: 1

Energy: 10

Luck: 0

“Weird,” I said, scratching my head. “It’s only Level One, but some of its Stats are even higher than mine.”

“That’s because it is a Summon,” Cy explained. “And not just any old Summon, but an Ultimate Power Summon. I don’t know the specifics of Ice Golem—didn’t even know it existed until today, to be honest—but I suspect it probably bases its Stats on your own, with boosts to specific Stats that Ice Golems excel in.”

I looked at Cy in surprise. “I didn’t know you knew about Summons.”

Cy shrugged. “Don’t you remember? I’m your Sidekick. I’m supposed to know about all of the different functions in the world and helpfully explain them to you.”

Rubbing my forehead, I said, “And let me guess, the reason you never mentioned this to me before is because I didn’t ask, right?”

“Bingo!” said Cy cheerfully. “Man, boss, you sure have come a long way since I first met you. You know me well enough by now to predict my answers to your questions. You’re super smart.”

I sighed, but then Max walked up to me and said, “That is certainly an impressive Summon, but I can already see its weaknesses. It is likely very weak to Fire and seems to lack a will of its own, meaning that if someone takes you out, the Ice Golem will be rendered totally useless. Its existence might be dependent on your own as well, though I don’t know for sure.”

“Agree with Maxy,” said Busker, folding his arms in front of his chest. “It’s a neat UP, but not nearly as OP as some.”

Before I could argue with either them about my Ice Golem, a shrieking noise suddenly pierced the air. Looking over my shoulder, I saw that the shrieking noise was coming from the blown-up neck of the Revenant Mecha.

“What the—?” said Busker, also looking back at the Mecha. “What is that noise? I thought we killed that thing.”

“You destroyed its body, maybe,” said Max, raising his fists, “but I am not sure you actually destroyed the spirit inhabiting it.”

As soon as Max said that, darkness spewed out of the Revenant Mecha in a solid column that reached toward the sky. Eventually, a form began to take shape in the column of darkness, with clawed arms extending out from either side and a hawk-like head forming out of its neck. Then the head’s eyes opened, revealing a dull yellow glow that looked distinctly unnatural. The nametag [VILLAIN POSSESSOR] appeared over its head, glaring down at us with nothing but sheer hatred in its eyes.

“What is that?” I said in shock.

“That?” Possessor said. Her voice was monstrous but also quite distinctly feminine. “I am not a ‘that.’ I am a person, a player like you. And I was sent by Lord Paradox to kill you.”

“Oh, come on,” I said. “Have you been waiting here the entire time just for us?”

“Not for you specifically, although Lord Paradox warned me that you might try to come here,” said Possessor, shaking her head. “Lord Paradox placed me in Sector Zero to protect his soul from those who wish to destroy it. Ordinarily, I use the Revenant Mecha to defend it, but now that you have rendered my almighty robotic form garbage, it means I will have to do things myself. Very well. I have no problem with chipping a nail or two if it means eliminating enemies like you.”

Damn it. A quick Scan showed that Possessor was Level 60, of all things. That was a lot higher than the rest of us. And we were all still recovering from our battle with her first form. I never liked multi-form boss battles in video games before and I liked them even less now that the stakes were much higher than losing a simple life.

Beside me, Busker summoned twin fireballs in his hands, while Max’s fists began to glow. Possessor seemed to grow larger, her darkness becoming black and blacker as she likely prepared to unleash a powerful attack on us, a powerful attack we might not survive.

But then something small but fast shot past my ears and struck the forehead of Possessor, who yelled in pain as her Health depleted by 10% in one hit.

Grabbing her forehead, Possessor tried to look at her wound as she said, “What … in the world … a bullet?”

“Not just any bullet, Villain,” came a familiar tough Ukrainian voice behind me. “A bullet that will kill you dead.”

Without warning, Possessor’s head exploded into a ball of light. Possessor screamed in agony, but her scream was cut off as the light from the explosion quickly devoured the rest of her body. She didn’t even try to flee. The explosion was so fast and so overwhelming that it took over her whole body in less than a second. It was so bright that it forced me, Max, and Busker to look away, at least until the light faded and it was safe to look back without fear of losing our vision.

Possessor was gone. There was not even one hint of her shadowy form left. Something small and metal did, however, fall out of the sky. It bounced off the rubble created by our last fight until it landed at my feet. Puzzled, I picked up the small object and discovered that it was a bullet, although it was a very shiny bullet unlike any bullet I had seen before.

Then this notification popped up in my eyes:

[Task Force Targetman] killed [Villain Possessor]!

Surprised, I looked over my shoulder and saw Targetman—now fully Healed—walking toward us, smoke issuing from the barrel of his rifle. Behind him followed Brawn and Recover, with Recover looking at Targetman with perhaps a little too much admiration.

Targetman, however, did not seem to notice her. He stopped a few feet away from me, his expression as cold and calm as ever.

“Was that you?” I said, holding up this bullet. “How did you kill her with one bullet?”

“That is no ordinary bullet,” said Targetman. “That is a Light Bullet. More specifically, it is a Light Bullet powered by my Energy Transfer Skill and then augmented further with my Explosive Touch Power. Combined with my Shooter’s Goggles’ double damage effect on all projectile weapons and there is no way that Possessor, clearly a Dark Type Villain, would have survived unless she had been at least twice my Level, which she was not.”

I nodded. I didn’t know much about the Shooter Class that Targetman belonged to, but I accepted his explanation without question. It wasn’t like I was going to argue with the expert sniper who just killed a shadow giant ghost thing with one bullet, after all.

“What took you so long to heal him?” asked Busker, looking at Recover quizzically. “Sure could have used a little bit of that Light Bullet magic when she was still a giant robot.”

Recover rubbed her arm. “Turns out Targetman suffered a lot of broken bones, among other things. Not impossible to heal, of course, but healing broken bones requires more time and effort than healing wounds.”

“Yes, but she did a good job,” said Targetman, rolling his shoulders. “I feel good as new. Much better than the Task Force Healer, who never really knew how to Heal properly, in my opinion.”

Recover looked embarrassed when Targetman said that. I remembered that Recover was a huge Targetman fangirl, so it was kind of amusing to see her act that way around him.

But that wasn’t important right now. I looked at the fallen Revenant Mecha and said, “That was too close. That battle could have easily gone the other way if we weren’t careful.”

“Yeah,” said Busker. Then he rounded on Max, his eyes blazing. “And I thought you said that Paradox didn’t tell anyone else about his soul and that we wouldn’t have to deal with any of his minions.”

Max, to his credit, stood his grounds, folding his large arms in front of his chest. “I only thought Paradox had not told anyone about his soul. Clearly, I was wrong. Are you happy now?”

“No,” said Busker. “Maybe you did know and you were just leading us into a trap.”

“I would not do that,” Max protested. “Why would I work with Paradox, a man who has actively tried to kill me? Trust me, if I wanted to lead you into a trap, you wouldn’t even know it until you got killed.”

“I think he’s right, Busker,” I said, scratching the side of my head. “Possessor didn’t seem to treat Max like a friend. She tried to kill him just like the rest of us. Most likely, Max didn’t know about this trap waiting for us.”

Busker looked at me in disbelief. “Why are you coming to Max’s defense? I thought you hated the guy.”

“I do, but at the same time, I don’t want to jump to any conclusions here,” I said. “I don’t trust Max in the slightest, but I don’t think he knowingly led us into a trap.”

“I agree with Winter,” said Targetman, “though I want to know how Paradox knew we were going to be here in the first place. We had no idea we were even going to be here until we spoke with Max, which was far less than an hour ago.”

“Maybe he just wanted to be careful?” Cy suggested. “I don’t know Paradox all that well, but he seems like the kind of guy who would have contingencies in place for the most unlikely scenarios.”

“Doubtful,” said Max. “As I said, Paradox has gone to great lengths to keep the location of his soul a secret. Maybe he has more eyes and ears than we think.”

I said nothing to that. I was thinking about Paradox’s revelation to me earlier, about how there was a traitor on the Team. I still wasn’t entirely sure I believed it, but maybe there was more truth to that assertion than I thought. And was I standing in the presence of the traitor right now? Was it Busker? Targetman? Recover? Maybe even Max? Or one of the Sidekicks? They were the only ones who knew we were going here, after all.

Well, no, that wasn’t entirely true. I had put on the Team Chat where we were going. Maybe it had nothing to do with any sort of traitor. Maybe Paradox or one of his Legionnaires hacked the Team Chat and figured out where we were going?

There was no way to know for sure, and in any case, we survived the trap, so I said to the others, “Guys, I think this is a mystery we’re not going to get to the bottom of anytime soon. We should keep going. Paradox’s house is less than half a mile away now. We need to leave now before Paradox sends more of his Legionnaires after us.”

“Good idea, bro,” said Busker, nodding. “That’s what I like about you. Always moving forward no matter what.”

I nodded and turned and led the Team down the valley toward Paradox’s house. Despite what Busker said, though, I wasn’t entirely sure if we were moving forward … or if we were moving toward a dead-end instead.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

 

Paradox’s house was perhaps the nicest-looking building in all of Sector Zero. In contrast to the crumbling or collapsed buildings surrounding it, the bungalow was still in relatively neat condition. The roof had not caved in, none of the windows were smashed, and even the white picket fence was in good condition.

But there were signs that this place had been abandoned for over a year. The blue paint was faded, while roof tiles were missing. Many of the windows were cracked, while the lawn was just packed dirt and dead flowers, with a single dead tree with two long ropes hanging from it. There had probably been a swing or something attached to it at some point, but I guess the swing must have gone missing or gotten stolen since it got deleted here because I didn’t see it anywhere.

Sitting in the garage was an old blue-and-white sedan. It was covered in dust and one of the tires was flat. I doubted it even started anymore. The battery was probably dead, even if it had a full tank of gas, although based on the oil stains I saw underneath it, I doubted it had any gas left in it anymore.

In some ways, standing there at the front gate, my hands at my sides, I felt like I was walking up to a graveyard, or perhaps a tomb. Not entirely inaccurate, once you think about it. After all, this was where two people had died a grisly death.

“Spooky,” said Cy, staring at the long-abandoned house uncertainly. “So … who wants to go first?”

I shook my head to snap out of my focus. “All of us. We came here together and we are going in together.”

“Well, as long as you don’t expect us to split up, I think we’ll be fine,” said Cy. He shuddered. “I bet there are ghosts there. I just know it.”

“If there are, we will kill them, just like we killed Possessor,” said Targetman simply. “I have Ghost Bullets for just such an occasion.”

Cy looked at Targetman questioningly. “Do you have bullets for every kind of enemy or is it just a coincidence you are perfectly Equipped for this particular mission?”

“Oh, I have bullets for every kind of enemy, and even some that are not,” said Targetman dryly. “For example, I have Sidekick Bullets, which are specially designed to end the lives of Sidekicks who can’t stop asking stupid questions just like you.”

“What? They really make bullets just for Sidekicks like me?” asked Cy in genuine amazement. He looked at me. “Learn something new every day, huh, boss?”

I sighed in exasperation, while Targetman simply looked dumbstruck by Cy’s missing his threat. “Yeah, Cy. Really interesting.”

“So what’s the plan, bro?” said Busker. His hands burst into flames and he took a fighting stance. “Are we gonna bust down the front door and start kicking ass and taking names?”

I shook my head. “No. For one, the house is supposed to be abandoned except for Paradox’s soul. The plan is probably the simplest plan I’ve ever come up with: Enter house. Find Paradox’s soul. Kill it. Go home. Four simple steps that anyone should be able to follow.”

Cy began counting on his fingers. “Okay, let’s see … enter house … find Paradox’s soul … love it and cherish it for all time …”

“What? No,” I said. “I said kill it. Where did you get ‘love and cherish’ it from?”

“You did?” said Cy. He frowned. “Huh. That actually makes a lot more sense than loving and cherishing it for all time, if a little bit meaner.”

I sighed even deeper than before, while Spiritus giggled. “That’s pretty funny.”

Cy looked at Spiritus in amazement. “Wait, you think I’m funny? And not annoying? For real?”

“We can discuss that later,” I said before Spiritus could respond. I pointed at the house. “Remember, we’re on a deadline here. If everyone is ready, then it’s time to head in. Stick closely together, don’t wander off by yourself, and if you see anything even slightly unfriendly, kill it and we can figure out what it is later. All right, let’s go.”

Opening the gate, I marched up the crooked concrete path to the front door, with the rest of the Team following closely behind. Stepping onto the front porch, I pushed the door open, which revealed a darkened hallway that seemed to end in what looked like a kitchen, though it had several rooms and a set of stairs leading up to the second floor. The air inside was dry and stale, like no one had stepped foot in here in a while. I was definitely getting haunted house vibes from this place, but I didn’t let that stop me from stepping over the threshold and entering.

The dusty old floorboards creaked with every footstep we took, thus turning what had been an entirely silent abandoned house into a fairly noisy house. As we walked, we passed by the living room, the bathroom, and what appeared to be a storage closet. We looked inside each room as we passed, but we didn’t see anything that might be Paradox’s soul.

That prompted me to ask Max, who was right behind me, “What does Paradox’s soul look like, anyway?”

“I am not entirely sure myself,” said Max, scratching his chin. “I have never seen it, but I would assume it would probably be shiny and glowing.”

“Shiny and glowing?” Cy piped up. “You mean like that light coming from the kitchen up ahead?”

Cy pointed down the hallway at the kitchen at the end. A glowing white light was emanating from the kitchen, only to quickly disappear, though not quickly enough to confuse me into thinking it was a hallucination or a trick of the eyes.

“Someone is here,” I whispered just enough for everyone to hear me. “Be ready for anything.”

I summoned my Ice Daggers and then resumed walking down the hallway. As we walked, I noticed family photos on all sides. Some of them showed little Dean George, the little boy who Paradox was before he became Paradox, including one of him sitting on the floor smiling while wearing a cute sailor’s uniform. Others showed Faded Flag—Funky—and Maria, his wife. One of those pictures showed what must have been their wedding photo because the Funky was wearing a black suit while Maria was in a beautiful white dress. A family photo, with the frame broken, lay on the floor, apparently knocked down at some point.

All of the pictures looked as faded and abandoned as the rest of the house. The feel I got for this place was that it had been a happy home of a young family before tragedy struck. Which it really was, but seeing this house and these pictures just cemented that idea in my head further. It also made me feel a little sorry for Paradox. Seeing the happy family life he could have had if that Monstar guy hadn’t deleted his family … I shook my head. Paradox had crossed the line of sympathy a long time ago. He needed to be destroyed. He wasn’t a cute little boy anymore but a monstrous egomaniac with a god complex.

It was either Paradox or the players, and I always chose the players every time. At least, that’s what I told myself, anyway.

Stepping into the kitchen, I found it was a rather nice kitchen if a bit small. To our right were white cabinets and a kitchen sink, the cabinets’ paint peeling off of them in layers. A fridge stood directly across from us, while the tiled kitchen floor was dusty and cracked in several places. The window was open, letting the light from the Junkyard enter and illuminate the place. A dining table with two chairs and a high chair standing around it was off to our left. It was set with silverware and napkins for three people, but it was for three people that would never sit down and have any sort of meal together ever again. The kitchen also smelled of stale dust, though I thought I caught a hint of blueberry pie, of all things.

One thing I did not see, however, was the white light we had seen back in the hallway. Unless it was hiding in the fridge or one of the cabinets, there was no source of light at all, nothing except for the light on the ceiling fan, which was currently off.

“What a cute little kitchen,” said Cy, looking around the kitchen with a smile. “Except for the dust. And the cracked floor tiles. And the general feeling of tragedy and death permeating it. Other than that, though, pretty cute.”

“Shut up,” I said. “Does anyone see Paradox’s soul? Spiritus, you’re a Spirit. What do you see?”

Spiritus floated up next to me and looked around. “I do not see any Spirits or anything even remotely spiritual here. It appears to be as abandoned as the rest of the house.”

I glared at Max. “All right, Max. Our resident Spirit says that there aren’t any souls here. What do you have to say about that?”

“It must be here somewhere,” Max insisted. “I know it is. And I never said it was in the kitchen, specifically, but if you want to go ahead and accuse me of being a liar on such flimsy premises, then so be it.”

“I’m not calling you a liar, but maybe your information was—”

I was interrupted when a soft white glow came from the high chair. It was brief—less than a second—but I saw it.

Pointing at the empty high chair, I said, “I saw the light coming from there. Everyone else, stay back. I’ll investigate.”

Without waiting for a response, I walked over to the high chair and rested a hand on the back.

As soon as I did, a bright light exploded from the high chair. I had to close my eyes to avoid getting blinded, but I could hear the others cry out behind me in shock and even fear. I heard Cy cry out my name and Busker shout for me to come back, but I didn’t know what they meant until the light faded and I opened my eyes to see where I was.

I was still in the kitchen of Paradox’s house, but it no longer looked as abandoned or sad as it did before. The lights were on and working brilliantly, while the mid-afternoon sun was streaming in from outside, bringing out the brilliant colors of the floor tiles. The wallpaper looked fresh and new and there was a distinct sense of happiness simply radiating throughout the kitchen. The smell of mashed potatoes, green beans, and iced tea reminded me of my own home.

More importantly, however, were the three figures seated around the table: Faded Flag, Maria, and Dean, having a fun family dinner.

Little Dean was even cuter than the photos. He had mashed potatoes smeared over his face and was smiling like all was right with the world. Maria was trying to wipe the potatoes off his face, while Funky was just chuckling at Dean’s antics.

“Oh, Dean, the potatoes are supposed to go in your mouth, not on your face,” Maria chided as she wiped his mouth with a napkin. She had a surprisingly strong Southern accent, much stronger than I assumed she would.

“Dean doesn’t know that,” said Funky. He was wearing his full Faded Flag uniform, though he had pulled his mask off to make it easier to see the rest of his face. “He’s just having fun. Energetic little rascal.”

Dean just made happy cooing noises before tossing his spoon on the floor, which Maria caught with surprising deftness and set back on his tray on his high chair.

“And spoons go on your plate, not on the floor,” said Maria, though this time she was smiling herself as she finished wiping off the last of his potatoes. She sat back, watching as Dean started eating his potatoes again, this time a little less messily than before.

I wasn’t sure what was going on here. Maria and Funky were dead. Dean was now Paradox. So how was I watching them having a fun family dinner together like any other family? Had I somehow been sent back through time? And why was no one paying any attention to me? Was this some kind of hallucination? Or possibly … a recording I was somehow watching?

“Dean is growing up so fast,” said Maria, looking at the little boy fondly. “Pretty soon, he’s going to be all grown up, getting married and having children himself.”

“Not sure I’m ready to be a grandfather yet,” said Funky with another chuckle. “Heck, I’m not even sure I’m ready to be a father, but here I am.”

“Oh, I think you’ve been a very good father so far,” Maria assured him with a sly smile. “After all, Dean is still alive, so you must be doing something right.”

“True,” said Funky with a sly smile of his own. “But only because you’ve been a great mother.”

Maria shrugged. “How about we say it’s a team effort? Not a Team like the one you’re on, but—”

“I know,” said Funky. He sighed and looked around the kitchen. “Do you ever wish this could never end?”

Maria looked taken aback by Funky’s question. “Do I ever wish what could never end?”

“This,” said Funky, gesturing around the kitchen. “This house, this food, you and Dean and me together … it’s perfect. Much better than the world I’m from, anyway.”

“Oh,” said Maria. She nodded in agreement. “I do, but nothing lasts forever, Homer. Momma always told me that everything ends, good and bad. The best we can do is enjoy it. And I’m sure your world is good.”

Funky shook his head. “It’s not. At least, not as good as this place. I was depressed in my world until I met you. I wish I never had to leave, even just to sleep.”

Maria reached across the table and stroked Funky’s hand. “Then why don’t you stay? You Heroes always have to leave, but I’ve never really understood why.”

“It’s not something I can really explain to you, at least not without sounding like a crazy person,” said Funky. He took Maria’s hand and squeezed it. “But there are some Heroes—and even Villains—who never have to log out. I’ve often wondered what it must be like to be able to call this world your home.”

“I can’t speak for those Heroes or Villains you speak of, but I know I like it here,” said Maria, “although I think I could live with fewer Villains robbing banks or trying to take over the world. Your world doesn’t have Villains, right?”

Funky sighed. “It does, but they never call themselves Villains and always think they’re on the right side of history. And beating them is never as simple as getting their Health down to zero. On the other hand, in my world, when Villains die, they stay dead. Here, they respawn over and over again, at least if they are players.”

“True, but so do Heroes like you,” said Maria. “As long as there are Heroes like you, whether in this world or yours, I think we’re going to be all right.”

Funky chuckled again, but this time slightly more bitter than before. “I may be a Hero here, but I’m not one where I come from. Back in my world, I often feel powerless to save anyone or make the world a better place, despite my immense wealth. Here, I feel like I can make a difference, even if that difference is just getting a cat down from a tree.”

“Don’t sell yourself so short,” said Maria in a mock reproving voice. “Just because you might not have Powers back where you come from doesn’t mean you can’t help people. You can always help people no matter where you are or how powerful you might be. That’s what my daddy always told me and he was always my personal hero even if he wasn’t a Hero like you.”

“Thanks, Maria,” said Funky. He squeezed her hand again. “I am the luckiest man in the world to have found you. Before you, I never thought I would love again.”

“Oh?” said Maria in a pseudo-jealous voice. “Did you know someone before me? I might be a little jealous.”

Funky looked Maria in the eyes, but at the same time, I also thought he was looking at me, even though he wasn’t.

“Yes, I did know a woman before you,” said Funky. “Back in my world, there was this woman I was in love with. We almost got married until … until she died.”

“What was her name?” asked Maria. “If that question isn’t too sensitive for you.”

Funky sighed. “No, it’s not. Her name … well, her name was the same as yours. Maria. And she was pregnant with my first child as well.”
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When Funky said that, it was like a thousand questions were answered in my mind at once. I suddenly understood why Funky had fallen in love with Maria, why he got married to her in-game, and why he had had Dean with her. I might have even understood why he created Capes Online itself. Was this why I was seeing this vision? Or recording? But was there really much of a difference between the two in the end?

“Maria?” said Maria. She smirked. “I guess you like girls named Maria, don’t you?”

Funky, however, was uncharacteristically serious. Still, he nodded. “It’s more than that. It’s … you remind me so much of her. But you are also different.”

“Better?” said Maria with a smile.

“I am not sure,” Funky admitted. “I love you, Maria, don’t doubt that, but the other Maria … she was special, too.”

“Oh, I understand, Homer,” said Maria, stroking his hand again. “I’m just teasing. Losing someone you love is always hard. Sometimes, it even drives you crazy.”

“Don’t worry,” said Funky dryly. “I was already crazy before I lost her. At least, that’s what my friends back in college always told me.”

Maria laughed. “Well, I feel lucky to have met you, too. I feel like we’re both better off for it. And, of course, if we hadn’t gotten together, we would never have had Dean, the joy of my life, either.”

Dean made more sputtering noises with his lips, causing Funky to say, with a smile on his face, “Yeah, I think Dean agrees.”

They both laughed when he said that. Even I had to chuckle slightly, though I was still too blown away by the revelations I had learned to truly participate.

Then, without warning, the scene froze. Maria and Funky were both stuck in laughing poses, while Dean was frozen at the exact moment he had scooped up a handful of mashed potatoes to throw out on the floor. The scene faded to black and white, while the smells of dinner disappeared, making me feel like I was standing in an empty, endless void that I could never escape from.

That was when Funky suddenly looked directly at me and said, “Winter. Watch out.”

“Watch out?” I said, startled. “What—”

A bright flash of light erupted from Dean’s high chair. It completely obscured my vision and hit me like an actual physical blow. I felt like I was sent flying away uncontrollably, with Funky continuing to stare after me with a grim expression on his face. He just waved goodbye at me, but I couldn’t wave goodbye to him.

Then, without warning, the light faded and I found myself back in the kitchen. Only this time, the kitchen was once again empty. My hand was on the back of Dean’s high chair, while the table was devoid of Maria and Funky. I was back in the Junkyard again, although I didn’t move for several seconds as my senses readjusted to the sudden scenery change.

“Boss?” said Cy, who was shaking me. “Boss, are you okay? Can you hear us? Boss?”

Snapping out of my reverie, I looked over my shoulder at Cy and the others. They all wore expressions of worry and confusion on their faces. Even Max and Medusa looked genuinely worried about my wellbeing.

“What are you guys looking at?” I said. “Did something happen?”

“You zoned out there for a moment, bro,” said Busker, lifting his sunglasses to show his concerned red eyes. “It was like you were tripping out on the greatest drug known to man. Everyone thought you died for a second there.”

“Yeah, Winter, it was scary,” said Recover. “We thought you might have gotten captured by some kind of trap.”

I blinked. “How long was I out?”

“A few seconds, maybe?” said Targetman. “Not that long, but long enough to make us all worry about your safety.”

A few seconds? It had felt more like a few minutes to me. But maybe it was Capes Online’s time dilution feature. Which was weird because I was pretty sure that Capes Online’s time dilution only applied to differences in time between the real world and the game world. As always, there was more to Capes Online than I originally thought.

“Huh,” I said. “I feel pretty normal. I don’t have any debuffs and my Health is still full.”

“But something definitely happened to you,” Cy said. “You touched that high chair and then totally zonked out. No response whatsoever.”

“Cy is correct,” said Targetman. “What did you see, Winter? We know you saw something. What was it?”

I blinked several times. The memory of the vision I saw was already fading, but … “I saw Funky. Him, Maria, and Dean. They were sitting around this table having dinner. They were happy. It was nice.”

“But …” Cy trailed off. “Funky and Maria are dead and Dean definitely isn’t a cute little baby anymore. Are you sure that’s what you saw?”

“Positive,” I said. I gestured at the table. “I saw them with my own eyes.”

“Weird,” said Recover. “I’ve never heard of something like that. Were you watching recorded footage of a past event or something?”

“No idea,” I said. “It seemed so real, though. Like I was actually there. And then Funky spoke to me. Actually addressed me directly.”

“What did he say?” said Cy eagerly.

“He said ‘Winter, watch out,’” I said. I looked around the kitchen again. “But watch out for what?”

“It was probably just a hallucination,” said Max. “They’ve been known to happen to digital beings like us even inside Capes Online. The important point is that we need to destroy Paradox’s soul, which I now believe lies in that high chair.”

Max pointed at the high chair I was touching. “Either it is inside the high chair or it actually is the high chair. I am not sure.”

“That’s kind of a weird place to hide a soul,” said Cy, looking at the high chair in confusion. “I was expecting, like, a cursed ring or a locket or something like that. Not a high chair for a little kid.”

“It was Dean’s high chair,” I said. “Maybe it still has sentimental value to Paradox.”

“Does anything of Dean still even exist in Paradox, though?” asked Recover doubtfully. “Based on everything I’ve heard, it sounds to me like Paradox is, well, Paradox, not Dean.”

“I don’t know,” I said, thinking about the vision I just watched. “But even if Paradox’s soul is here, I am not sure—”

I was interrupted again, this time by light flashing from the high chair. It wasn’t as bright as before, however, and soon dimmed to an easier light, allowing me to see a ghostly baby—Dean himself—sitting in the high chair.

Dean looked almost exactly the same way he looked in my vision, minus the mashed potatoes on his face. He was sitting in the high chair with his hands curled into little fists and his eyes closed like he was taking a nap. Above his head, the nametag [PARADOX’S SOUL] hovered.

“There,” said Max with a smirk. He looked at Busker. “See? I told you his soul was here. I think I am owed an apology.”

Busker scowled. “All right, you told the truth. Don’t rub it in so much, okay?”

“I’ll accept that as your apology for slandering my character,” said Max, his smirk becoming even smugger.

“That’s Paradox’s Soul?” said Recover. “But it looks like a baby.”

“Appearances can be deceiving,” said Max. He raised a fist, which glowed with golden energy. “Now let’s kill it. Once we kill his Soul, Paradox will die as well.”

“But … it’s a baby,” said Recover, looking at Max in alarm. “Are you seriously suggesting we should kill a baby?”

“As I said, it’s not really a baby,” said Max, shaking his head. “If I had to speculate why it looks that way, it’s because it resembles how Paradox once was. Physical appearances change all the time, but a person’s soul never does.”

“It needs to die,” said Targetman. He raised his rifle. “It isn’t even really a person. Paradox is a glitch. He should not exist. That includes his Soul. It would not surprise me if the baby appearance is designed merely to make us hesitate. A defense mechanism, if you will.”

“Okay,” said Recover, folding her arms across her chest uncomfortably. “I guess I just can’t stand the idea of killing something that looks so much like a baby. Then again, I am a Healer, not a fighter like you guys, so I couldn’t kill it even if I wanted to.”

Max nodded. He walked up beside me and raised his fist. “Step aside, Winter, and let me do it. Given how small and defenseless it is, I imagine one good punch to the head ought to kill it, which should also kill Paradox.”

I bit my lower lip, but stepped aside to give Max room. I had the same reservations as Recover about killing an innocent-looking baby, especially after the vision I saw of the George family, but Max, ultimately, was right. This baby wasn’t Dean. It was just Paradox’s Soul. And Paradox needed to die if everyone else was going to live. We didn’t come all this way just to give up and go home. We came here to save the day. Like the Heroes we are.

So why did I feel like we had just walked into a trap?

Max’s fist was now glowing with a deep golden aura. He must have been charging up some sort of powerful attack, which was confirmed a moment later by this notification:

[Anti-Hero Maximilian] is charging Obliteration Fist!

Now Max’s fist was crackling with energy, causing even me to step back to avoid getting hit with the sparks. Paradox’s Soul, however, still hadn’t woken up. It continued to sleep peacefully, blissfully unaware of the death about to come upon it.

Max was grinning like a lunatic now, his eyes blazing with the same golden energy as his fist. “Burn in hell, Paradox.”

With that, Max raised his fist and brought it down on Paradox’s Soul.

Right before his fist could hit the top of Paradox’s Soul’s head, however, his hand suddenly went flying off his body like someone had slashed it off. Max screamed in agony, clutching the stump where his gauntleted hand had been mere seconds ago. But it wasn’t bleeding. Instead, ones and zeroes were rising into the air off the stump, like smoke, only I recognized that as Data, the life force that was eaten by the Mist Wolves and then sent back to Capes Online itself for reuse. Max’s Data bar was falling rapidly as Max cursed loudly under his breath.

“What happened?” said Max, staring at the stump where his hand had once been. “My hand … it’s …”

“Gone,” said a monotone voice that nonetheless sent fear down my spine. “Just like you.”

Paradox appeared in front of the table. The table itself vanished and Paradox moved forward, grabbing Max by the throat and lifting him off his feet. Max choked as Paradox squeezed on his throat.

“Max!” said Medusa. “No!”

Drawing her sword, Medusa jumped toward Paradox, but Paradox just waved a hand in her direction and she exploded into a million ones and zeroes, causing this notification to appear in our eyes:

[Sidekick Medusa] has been terminated!

“Meddy,” said Max in a choked voice. “No …”

“Annoying Sidekick,” said Paradox. He looked at Max. “But not as annoying as you. Regardless, you will soon be joining her.”

“But …” Max struggled to speak. “How …”

“You are not as smart as you think you are, Maximilian,” said Paradox. “Did you really believe I would just leave my own soul unprotected like this? Or that I would rely strictly on the protection of a single Villain, a Villain I knew would fail? Or that I would even have such a blatant Weak Point in the first place?”

Paradox snapped the fingers of his free hand. His Soul disappeared just then before any of us could react.

“No, this was all a trap,” said Paradox, shaking his head. “Out of all of the Project Second Life participants, you have always been my least favorite. Obsessed with riches, immortality, and pleasure at the expense of everything else. Your knowledge of me also made you a threat to my plans. Had you not disappeared after your failure at the Facility, I would have killed you much sooner than this.”

Max couldn’t even speak now. Blood was leaking out of his nose and the sides of his mouth. The terror in his eyes was unlike any terror I’d seen in them before. Couldn’t blame him. I was practically frozen with fear myself.

“Finding you would have taken too much time and energy, so I carefully set up this trap—bait, you might call it—to draw you out of hiding,” said Paradox. “And to my disappointment, you acted exactly the way I expected you to. You have always been very predictable, Maximilian, as most humans tend to be.”

Then Paradox tightened his grip on Max’s throat even tighter, causing Max to choke even more than he already was, his Data and Health dropping like rocks.

“But worry not, my old friend,” said Paradox, “because now, soon you won’t be predictable at all anymore. Or anything else, for that matter.”

With that, Paradox crushed Max’s neck with a snap and Max’s body went limp as both his Health and Data bars dropped to zero. Paradox then let go of Max, but Max’s body turned into ones and zeroes well before it hit the floor, followed shortly by this notification:

[Unaligned Paradox] has terminated [Anti-Hero Maximilian]!
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Despite the shock I felt at seeing Max dead, I didn’t hesitate. I thrust my hands forward, unleashing twin Ice Beams from my hands. At the same time, Busker unleashed a stream of white-hot flame at Paradox while Targetman began rapidly firing his gun at the walking glitch.

All three of our attacks hit at roughly the same time, creating an explosion of flame and smoke that briefly obscured Paradox. That is, until the smoke cloud just … vanished, as if it had been deleted, leaving Paradox standing there entirely unharmed from our assault.

Paradox tilted his head to the side. “Was that supposed to hurt? It barely even tickled. Allow me to show you true pain.”

Purplish black spikes erupted from his body. They struck all of my Teammates and our Sidekicks, except for me. My Teammates screamed in pain and fell to their knees, but oddly enough, their Health and Data did not drop to zero. They were simply paralyzed with pain, screaming in pure agony, screaming in ways I could never even imagine a human being screaming.

I wasn’t sure why Paradox had not attacked me, but I didn’t care. I summoned my Frozen Fists and rushed toward Paradox down the gap in between his spikes. Paradox didn’t move. He just watched me rush toward him until I got close enough to punch him in the face.

Right before my fist could hit him, however, Paradox caught my fist and twisted my arm so fast that I didn’t even feel the pain until after I got this notification:

Debuff added: Broken Arm [Right]. -50% Dexterity. Duration: 5 minutes.

White-hot pain rushed through my body just then, causing me to scream in pain. Despite that, I tried to punch him with my other fist, but Paradox merely tilted his head to the side to avoid it and then jabbed me in the stomach hard enough to make me fall to my knees.

“Have you already forgotten what I am, Nyle?” said Paradox, looking down at me. “I am not merely another player or NPC. I am not even merely a digital being like Dark Kosmos. I am the god of Capes Online now. And gods cannot bleed.”

I bit my teeth, but knew Paradox was right on some level. He was not God, but he might as well have been. He had almost total control over Capes Online now. I wasn’t sure if he had finished corrupting the Foundational Files or not, but at this point, it didn’t matter. No one could touch him. No one could hurt him. He was truly invincible.

“Let my friends go,” I said through gritted teeth. “Let my friends go now.”

Paradox shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t do that, Nyle. It is much easier to talk to you if your friends are not trying to kill me, though I must admit their screams are annoying. They will stop screaming soon enough, though. Everyone does.”

I stared up at Paradox’s expressionless face in disbelief. “You just want to talk to me? That’s why you are torturing my friends in front of me?”

“Certainly,” said Paradox. “But you know, I can end your friends’ torture anytime I want. All they need to do is accept me as their god and I will happily let them go. Gods do not cruelly torture their own followers, you know.”

“N-Never,” said Busker behind me. Startled, I looked over my shoulder to see that Busker was somehow still standing. Everyone else was on the floor now, but Busker had managed to rise to a standing position somehow, though it seemed to be taking all of his Willpower to do so. “I w-will n-never bow t-to you.”

Paradox considered Busker’s words for a moment. “Then suffer.”

Energy pulsed through the spike in Busker’s chest and Busker screamed and collapsed onto the floor. He was still conscious, but it was clear that he wasn’t going to stand up anytime soon.

“His will is strong,” Paradox observed. “But then, so is yours. You come from a family of strong-willed individuals. That makes things … difficult.”

I chuckled bitterly. “Oh, you haven’t seen anything. You should come to a family gathering and then get us talking politics.”

“Sadly, I do not believe I will ever have the pleasure of coming to a family gathering of yours,” said Paradox, though I couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic or not. “Regardless, I didn’t come here merely to eliminate you. In fact, I would prefer not to. I do not believe in needless death. I only kill those who are truly in my way, such as Maximilian. What sort of god would I be if I killed randomly for no reason at all?”

“Had me fooled,” I said, “’cause your killings always seem arbitrary to me.”

Paradox, however, wagged a finger at me like I was a disobedient child. “I am never arbitrary. Each move I make, each word I speak, is always deliberate and thoughtfully considered. I am not like you humans. Every action I take has meaning to it.”

“Then what’s the meaning of all of this suffering, huh?” I said. “Aside from the fact that you want to talk to me, that is.”

“Isn’t that meaning enough?” said Paradox. He shrugged. “Regardless, I am wasting time, something I never do, so let’s get to the point.”

“Yes, let’s,” I said as hostilely as possible, though Paradox, of course, ignored my angry tone.

“I do not want your friends to suffer like this,” said Paradox. “And so I have given them a choice, the same choice I have given every other player in this game: Serve me and become immortal or perish like Maximilian and every other player who has tried to oppose my rule.”

“Not much of a choice if you ask me,” I said.

“I know how you players feel about it,” said Paradox. “But you always have a choice. Isn’t that one of Capes Online’s slogans? ‘Choose wisely’? It isn’t about choice, but about wisdom. Do players have enough wisdom to recognize the goodness of the choices I have offered them or will they reject my gift in some misguided attempt to destroy me?”

“There’s nothing unwise about fighting tyranny,” I said. I grunted when a flash of pain zapped through me. “It’s not just wise, but downright American. Better to die free than on our knees.”

“Every knee shall bow to my rule eventually,” said Paradox, “but as I said, I am not a cruel god. I have another, third option I will give you and your friends. I will spare them even if they continue to fight against me pointlessly, but only if you will do me one, very simple favor.”

Looking straight into Paradox’s faceplate, I asked, “What favor?”

Paradox leaned down closer to me until our faces were only a few inches apart. “Return to the real world, Nyle, and never come back.”

“That again?” I said. “You already offered me that once. And I said—”

“I know what you said,” said Paradox. “I remember it. But the offer is still on the table. If you leave Capes Online and go back to the real world, then I will spare all of your friends. I will even allow them to futilely try to resist my reign. After all, most of them will perish very soon anyway once their bodies in the real world decay enough. Then that little problem will solve itself.”

Gritting my teeth more than ever, I said, “How do I know you will keep your end of the deal even if I say yes? Or that you can possibly restore me to my physical body?”

“I showed you where the government is keeping your physical body in the real world,” Paradox said. “What more proof could you want? I never lie, Nyle. I hope you remember that.”

I bit my lower lip. I remembered well the image Paradox had shown me of my body in that GamePod in the real world. I still wasn’t entirely sure that footage wasn’t doctored, but it had looked real. Even more real than Capes Online itself. A part of me did ache to return to the real world, back to my parents, to my old job, to everything I lost when I died in that car crash. And I admit I wanted to find out why the government had lied to me about my body dying in the car crash.

But at the same time, I couldn’t just abandon everyone here. Sally and Busker were in Capes Online now, too. And Paradox wasn’t offering to take either of them out of Capes Online as well. He was only giving that option to me.

Still, if I said no, he would just kill my friends. There was not a shred of doubt in my mind that Paradox would kill all of my friends if I said no. Normally that wouldn’t be an issue, but with respawn disabled and termination a very real possibility, this was not a decision I could make lightly.

But I had to make the choice. And I had to make it now. I wasn’t sure how patient Paradox was, but I imagined he couldn’t be that patient. Sooner or later he would force me to make a choice, so I might as well make it now. And I knew which decision I had to make.

Looking up at Paradox again, I said, “All right, Paradox. I accept your offer. Send me back to the real world, but don’t kill my friends. Let them go. Please.”

For a moment, I thought Paradox was going to laugh at me and go ahead and kill not just my friends, but me as well. That’s definitely what Atmosfear would have done in the same situation.

Instead, however, Paradox nodded and said, “You have chosen wisely. Very well. Not only will I spare your friends, but I’ll even send them back to Capes Online as a bonus.”

“No, bro!” Busker screamed. His Health and Data were now halfway to zero, but he somehow managed to gather enough strength to raise his head. “Don’t do it, bro! It’s not worth it. He’s—”

I didn’t get a chance to hear the end of Busker’s sentence because at that moment Paradox snapped his fingers and all of my friends—Busker, Recover, Targetman, Spiritus, Brawn, and Cy—disappeared. When I didn’t get the notification that they had been killed or terminated, I knew that Paradox had indeed kept his word and sent them back to Capes Online.

The purple spikes that had impaled my friends retracted into Paradox’s body and then Paradox looked down at me again. “There. I have sent your friends back to the main game. Now it is your turn. Don’t worry. The game-to-reality transfer process is … mostly painless.”

Before I could begin to regret what I’d done, Paradox reached down, grabbed my forehead tightly, and then grunted.

A second later, unimaginable pain ripped through my skull, mind, and body like fire. I screamed at the top of my lungs, but I couldn’t even move. I could feel my digital body begin to fade, however, feel it fall apart bit by bit. My skin burst into a cold sweat, my joints were on fire, and my eyes began to water.

The last thing I saw, before I finally fell unconscious, was Paradox’s expressionless faceplate staring down at me.

And then darkness claimed me and I got this final notification:

You have logged out of Capes Online. Bye!
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For a moment, the entire world around me was … blank. Not darkness, but not light, either. I saw nothing. I heard nothing. I felt nothing. I tasted nothing. I smelled nothing. It was a simple endless void that I drifted through like a tiny raft on a big ocean. For a brief, frightening moment, I thought that Paradox had lied and had killed me outright, going against his word to take me out so I would not be able to stop him again.

But then I heard a soft beeping sound in my ears, like an alarm clock going off, and then my eyes flew open and I found myself lying in a soft, memory foam GamePod. It had no distinct smell, other than my body odor, but even that was muted somewhat. The air in the GamePod was shockingly warm, making me sweat despite myself. I also felt wires attached to my head, which turned with me as I turned my head.

Blinking, I raised one hand and touched the glass covering above me … only to see a claw-like hand with long fingernails attached to the end of a scrawny arm that was little more than skin and bone.

Startled, I let out a small, but weak, yelp and pulled my arm back. I looked around briefly, wondering if I was actually alone in here, but the GamePod was only big enough for one person. That was when I realized that the scrawny arm was my own. It was attached to my own body and responded to my mental commands like every other part of my body.

The reason I hadn’t realized that at first was because I didn’t recognize it. Back in Capes Online, I had big, strong arms with plenty of muscle and flesh. But here, in real life, my arms were scrawny and weak. And not just my arms, but my whole body. I was almost completely naked inside the GamePod save for a black speedo, allowing me to see my emaciated and weak flesh body.

Panic began to rise within me as I wondered why my body looked so weak. Prior to the car crash, my body had looked much better than this. True, my Capes Online body had been an exaggerated version of what I always wanted to be, but even before I died the first time, I had some muscle on my body. Now, however, I looked kind of like I was from some Third World country where no one had enough to eat.

“No …” I said, my voice shockingly weak even to me. “No, no, no!”

I began pounding on the GamePod’s lid, shouting, “Let me out of here! Let me go! I need to get out of here now!”

“Opening GamePod Number Seven,” a monotone female voice said in my ears suddenly. “Please keep your hands and feet inside the GamePod until the lid is fully open.”

The lid of the GamePod began to open. At the same time, I felt the wires attached to the back of my head disconnect, which created a momentary pain, but I didn’t care. Grasping the sides of the GamePod, I pulled myself up and out over the lip of the GamePod, but my weak, clumsy body just caused me to fall onto the cold metal floor hard. Pain rushed through my body, real pain, which was even worse than the Real Pain option back in Capes Online. Or maybe my weak physical body was just less capable of dealing with pain than my Capes Online body was.

Breathing hard, I stood up, using my old GamePod for support. But even leaning on the GamePod, my weak legs struggled to support the rest of my body. It felt like I was putting all of my strength into just standing up. I managed to do it after a while, however, and looked around to see where I was.

I was in some kind of containment room. Seven identical GamePods stood along the back wall, each one labeled with different names: Mary Cotton, Kenneth Garcia, and so on. My eyes, however, fell on Brandon Oswald, which was the real-world identity of Maximilian. Whereas the other five GamePods all had green lights indicating that their subjects were still alive, Max’s GamePod had a red light. The glass was too fogged for me to see his physical body, but somehow I suspected it was in even worse shape than mine given how much older Max was than me.

My own GamePod also had a green light and I could see my name, NYLE MAXWELL, written across the top in all caps. I suppose the light was green because I was technically still alive … in the same way a coma patient was also technically still alive.

Aside from the Project Second Life participants—more like prisoners, now that I saw the GamePods—I was all alone. There were no other human beings in the room. There was a control panel on a podium in the center of the room, which was probably how the Department controlled and monitored the statuses of PSL participants, but it was unmanned and covered with a glass case that seemed to require a key of some sort to open. There was also a door on the other side of the room, but I didn’t dare walk toward it because I didn’t trust my emaciated physical body to be able to make the trek to the other side of the room, even though it wasn’t more than nine, maybe ten, feet away.

But then I realized I was hungry. And thirsty. I reached down to my belt, but then caught myself and remembered that this was real life now, not a video game, which meant that all of my Health and Energy Drinks were still in Capes Online. It meant that if I wanted to meet my basic needs, then I needed to find actual food to eat and actual water to drink. Easier said than done, however, considering I had no idea where I was or if there was even any food nearby that I could eat.

That meant that, if I was going to last long enough to figure out where the hell I was, I needed to move. It meant trusting my legs could support my body. Even if they couldn’t, I was willing to crawl to get to where I needed to go.

Before I could take even one step forward, however, the door burst open and two figures rushed into the room. They stopped as soon as they saw me, their forms silhouetted against the outside light, forcing me to squint my eyes and raise a hand over my eye to protect my vision.

“What the—?” said a female voice that sounded oddly familiar to me, though I couldn’t place where I might have heard it before. “What is he doing out of his GamePod?”

“I do not know,” said a male voice that I immediately recognized as Chuck’s, “but does it matter? Look at him. He’s clearly starving.”

Surprised, I lowered my hand and blinked several times until my vision adjusted to the brightness, allowing me to see who the two figures who had just entered the room were.

The first was Charles Omar, the current Director of the Department of VR. He looked exactly the same in real life as he did in Capes Online, which made sense, because Chuck always used an Avatar in Capes Online rather than a normal character. I wondered where his nametag was at first, though, until I remembered that people did not walk around with nametags hovering above their heads in real life that identified their alignment and name.

The other was a young black woman who I recalled as Amelia Banks, a Department of VR agent who I didn’t get along with all that well. It had been a while since I last saw her, but her sharp features, professional suit, and judgmental demeanor were way too familiar for me to confuse her for any other woman.

“Chuck?” I said, my voice still very weak. “Is that you? What are you doing here?”

“This is the Project Second Life Facility,” said Chuck. “In Washington, D.C. That is to say, I work here. The bigger question is, what are you doing here? You are supposed to be dead.”

I blinked and looked down at my body. “Yes. And my body was supposed to be buried in real life. I was told I had died in the real world. I wonder why I was told otherwise by people who should know better.”

Chuck gulped. “I can explain—”

I pointed a shaking finger at Chuck. “I don’t want any excuses, Chuck. I want—”

I suddenly broke out into a coughing fit and put a hand on my chest, nearly doubling over as the coughing fit threatened to overtake me. I held onto the lip of my GamePod as tightly as I could, but my knees still wobbled and I felt like I was going to hurl if I moved too much.

“Director Omar, how is this even possible?” said Amelia, looking at Chuck. “I was told that the mind-to-game transfer process was irreversible. So how did Nyle Maxwell get back into his real body in the real world?”

Chuck gulped again. He looked quite nervous now, even guilty, like a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar. “Well, ah, you see, Agent Banks, it’s—”

Chuck was interrupted by the sounds of a couple of footsteps coming down the hallway outside. The footsteps were slow and deliberate, as if whoever was walking down the hall knew where they wanted to go and how to get there. Both Chuck and Amelia looked over their shoulders in bewilderment as if they didn’t know who it was. I also wondered that, but right now I was a little too weak from my coughing fit to go check for myself. Of course, I would find out soon enough because it sounded like the owner of the footsteps was making their way to this room.

The sounds of the footsteps grew louder and louder as the owner got closer and closer, until a man stepped into the room behind Chuck and Amelia.

He was clearly older than Chuck or Amelia. His graying black hair indicated that he was in his mid-to-late fifties. He wore the black robes of a judge, like he had just stepped out of a courtroom, and he carried himself with the dignity of a judge. He was about the same height as me, maybe an inch or two shorter, but despite being older than me, he looked to be in much better shape. Of course, this guy clearly hadn’t spent the last several months preserved in a GamePod with no exercise, either.

But his appearance was familiar to me because I recognized him, too. In fact, a good chunk of the American population would recognize him nowadays because of how famous he was. He was almost as famous in real life as I was in the game, but I was too stunned by his appearance here and now to say his name.

Despite that, I said, in a soft, weak whisper of a voice, “Dad? Is that … are you really here?”

My Dad—Nyle Maxwell I, a Supreme Court Justice—nodded. He smiled at me, but I couldn’t tell if he was happy to see me again … or sad. “It’s me, son. Welcome back to the real world. I never thought you’d ever return.”

“Come back …?” I repeated. “You mean you aren’t surprised to see that I am alive? Even though you were at my funeral?”

Dad chuckled bitterly. “Why wouldn’t I think you could come back? After all, I am the one who ordered Director Johnson to put you into Project Second Life in the first place.”


CHAPTER FORTY

 

About half an hour later, I sat in Chuck’s office along with my Dad, Chuck, and Amelia. Amelia stood next to Chuck, her hands folded in front of her, while Chuck sat behind the desk itself, an uneasy look on his face as he looked from me to Dad and back again. Guess the second Blackout must have been stressing him out or something because now that I looked at Chuck more closely, I saw that his normally well-kept beard was fraying and messy, while his suit and tie were wrinkled and even stained in a couple of places. Bags under his eyes told me that he had probably not gotten much sleep recently, either.

Chuck’s office was pretty ordinary as far as offices go. A simple wooden desk with a hologram monitor and holographic keyboard stood in front of him, with pictures of his family off to the side where he could see them easily. Behind Chuck’s desk were bookshelves full of papers, books, and various knickknacks. It all seemed very quaint and more than once I found myself trying to Scan the various objects around his office only to remember that real life did not have Scan, so I would have to ask Chuck about the various objects I saw in his office that I was interested in.

But I paid little attention to my surroundings. I sat in a simple office chair with a large, cotton white blanket draped over my shoulders to keep me warm. I was also devouring a peanut butter sandwich and gulping down a big glass of milk. Since the Department had not been expecting me to come back to the real world, they didn’t have any meals or good food prepared for me, so Chuck had given me his lunch to help me get some energy. It was nowhere near enough calories to make up for what I lacked, but it was better than nothing.

As I ate my sandwich, I glanced at Dad. He sat in the chair next to mine, but he was not looking directly at me. He was instead staring at his phone, scrolling through what looked like his news feed. I wondered why he was not looking at me. Then again, maybe he was still trying to process the fact that I was alive and back in the real world, given how he thought I was going to be stuck in Capes Online forever.

That was why none of us were talking, by the way. When Dad told me back in the Project Second Life Lab, or PSL Lab for short, that he was the one who put me in Capes Online, a million and a half questions had popped into my mind. But I was too weak to ask any of them and needed something to eat and something to drink before I could fully ask them. I also wanted to sleep, but I decided I could do without sleep for now.

Regardless, Chuck and Amelia had transported me to Chuck’s office. Apparently, my return to the real world was still not common knowledge. Chuck didn’t want anyone in the Department—or anyone outside of the Department, for that matter—to know I was here until I explained how I got back. He was apparently afraid of what would happen if knowledge of my return became widespread before the Department had a chance to figure out how I did it first. It was a little annoying, but now that I was sitting in a comfy office chair, rather than forcing my weak legs to stand, I couldn’t say I disagreed with his decision.

When I finished eating the last of my sandwich and milk, I put the plate and cup on Chuck’s desk and looked at the Director with pleading eyes. “More food?”

“Unfortunately, we do not have more food you,” said Chuck, scratching the back of his neck. “Although I do have a pack of saltines I haven’t eaten yet.”

I held my arm out eagerly. “Give me. I’ll eat anything at this point. Anything to fill my stomach and make me feel like I am not going to die.”

Chuck handed me the saltines, which I ripped open and began wolfing down. As I did so, Chuck said, “Now that you have gotten some food into your stomach, perhaps you can explain to us exactly how you got back here, Nyle. It is supposed to be impossible for Project Second Life participants to return to the real world.”

In between stuffing my face with saltines, I said, “I have some questions, too. Like why you lied to me about my body being in no condition for me to return to, for example. Or what my Dad has to do with any of this.”

Chuck looked flustered. “Well, I—”

“Son, I think you should answer his questions first,” said Dad, interrupting Chuck as if Chuck had not been speaking. “Remember, Paradox cut off all communication channels with the outside. That means we have no idea what is going on in Capes Online since the second Blackout started.”

“Yes,” Chuck said eagerly. “We need to know what has happened since we last spoke to you. Have you and your Team made any progress in stopping Paradox?”

I looked at Chuck in a deadpan way. “If we had, I wouldn’t be right now, now would I?”

“We know that Homer Sitterson is dead,” said Amelia. “SI Games has confirmed that for us. He was found dead in his GamePod back in his private residence a couple of hours ago. He died much earlier than he should have, given how it has only been about a day since the start of the second Blackout.”

Hearing Amelia say that Homer Sitterson—Funky—was dead was another gut punch. I knew he had died in Capes Online, died for real, but until this moment, I guess I hadn’t realized that people outside of Capes Online would know that as well. It was also another reminder of just how grim the situation back in Capes Online was.

“It’s only been a day since the second Blackout started?” I said, looking at Amelia in confusion. “But it felt like just a few hours in-game.”

“Time dilation,” said Chuck. “Remember? Time moves differently in Capes Online than it does in the real world. A few hours in real-world time is about a day in-game. At least, that is what Sitterson explained to me once when I spoke with me about it during a meeting between the Department of VR and Capes Online.”

Oh. I had forgotten about the time dilation aspect of Capes Online due to living within it for so long. My mind had had no trouble adjusting to Capes Online’s alternate time schedule, so it was another reminder that I was no longer in the game, but back in the real world where things were different, sometimes very different. “Right. I had forgotten about that.”

“That is why you must tell us what happened after our conversation in the Sewers,” said Chuck. “If you tell us everything that has happened in-game, we will answer your questions. All of your questions.”

I hesitated, but knowing about the time dilation meant that we had even less time to stop Paradox than I thought. It might have only been half an hour in the real world, but that had to be, like, at least a couple of hours in-game. A lot of stuff could happen in a couple of hours. For all I knew, my Teammates might have all been killed by the Paradox Legion. I had no time to lose.

So I explained everything that had happened in Capes Online after Chuck’s encounter with us in the Sewers. I detailed our journey to the Underworld, our battle with Osorias and the zombified Queen Somas, our failed attempt to remove the corruption in the Foundation Files of the game, complete with Funky’s death and sacrifice, and finally ending with my Team’s trip to the Junkyard in an attempt to destroy Paradox’s Soul. It took me less time than I expected. I didn’t even get all that tired. Had to admit, though, it felt weird talking about talking lizard zombies and fighting giant, spirit-possessed robots to people who lived in a world where such things didn’t exist and were definitely impossible.

But Chuck, Amelia, and Dad were good listeners, not interrupting me for any reason until I finished my story.

“The situation is much worse than I feared,” said Chuck, shaking his head. “And the amount of players that Paradox has recruited into his Legion is truly mind-boggling.”

“I think it’s far more worrying that Paradox has figured out how to send Project Second Life participants back to the real world,” said Amelia. “I didn’t even think that was possible.”

“Same,” I said. “A certain Department of VR agent told me, when I first logged onto Capes Online, that it was supposedly impossible for Project Second Life participants to return to the real world. Reliably, over and over again, I was told that my real-world body had perished in the car crash that claimed mine and Bryce’s lives and that I was simply going to have to resign myself to living a digital life forever. Not naming any names, but—”

“I get it, Nyle, you are upset,” Chuck said quickly, “but you must understand that my hands were tied. Director Johnson—”

“Director Johnson is dead,” I said. “So is Funky, for that matter. And I’m sure even more people are going to die soon because you Department idiots couldn’t deal with a freaking glitch.”

Chuck winced under my harsh words, but I didn’t care. I was too angry about Chuck lying to me about Project Second Life to give a damn about his feelings. If he felt bad or ashamed because of this, then good. That’s what he should feel, although if he was anything like most government bureaucrats, he probably didn’t know how to feel guilty.

“Besides, you’re the Director now,” I snapped. “You should be able to answer all of my questions. You could have told me the truth as soon as you became the Director. Why not? Are you trying to control me? Or were you just afraid that I wouldn’t be able to handle the truth?”

Chuck gulp. He tugged at the collar of his suit, sweat starting to appear on his brow. “I knew you would react this way if I told you the truth, but the truth is that the mind-to-game upload process was supposed to be permanent. We only preserved the bodies of Project Second Life participants like yourself for safety purposes, just in case the process failed and your mind was sent back to your body. We then kept the bodies anyway because we didn’t want the mindless bodies of Project Second Life participants like yourself to end up in the wrong hands.”

I looked down at my weak, stick-like limbs. “Why would anyone want my body? It’s so weak and thin. I barely want it myself and this is the body I was born in.”

“Security purposes,” said Chuck. “We are still testing the idea of digital immortality and the mind-to-game upload process. Trust me when I say there are people in the world out there who would love to use this technology for … less than noble purposes. We dare not let anyone get access to any part of Project Second Life. Hence why we have kept and preserved the bodies of participants in Project Second Life like yourself.”

Chuck had used this explanation once before, about how the government needed to keep Project Second Life top-secret so bad people wouldn’t get it, but my only answer was this: “Atmosfear.”

Chuck cringed. “Yes, well, we are still trying to figure out how he got into the game. I can confirm that his body is definitely dead, so he is unlikely to return to the real world, but—”

“Bryce doesn’t want to return to the real world,” I said. “And I’m pretty sure you guys aren’t even trying to find him anymore. Or maybe your attempts to search for Bryce have been undermined by the traitor within the Department. You guys do know that you have someone working against you from within, yes?”

“We know that, but have been unable to identify the traitor just yet,” said Chuck. “It doesn’t help that all of our efforts have been focused on undoing the second Blackout recently, meaning all inter-Department investigations have been put on hold until this crisis is resolved.”

I scowled. It sounded like more excuses to me. I was tired of excuses. More importantly, I was tired of secrets, and right now the man who could answer the most important secret in my life was sitting right next to me.

I looked at Dad. “All right, Dad, now it’s your turn. You said you put me in Capes Online. Is that true? Or is that another bad joke of yours?”

I tried not to come across as too bitter, but it was hard. The identity of the man who had put me in Capes Online had been one of the biggest questions in my life for the last few months. Chuck had always known. He had told me so the first day we met. But he also said that was classified information and had informed me that I merely had ‘friends in high places,’ a meaningless phrase to me back then, though now I understood it much better. The Supreme Court was about as high as you could get in this country and Dad was not just a friend, but family.

Dad finally looked at me. He seemed to be trying to figure out whether to smile or frown at me. “Yes, Nyle, I am telling the truth. I was the one who asked Johnson to put you into Capes Online as part of Project Second Life. Had I not done so, you would have perished in that car crash just like the other people who died that day.”

My heart caught in my throat. For a moment, I couldn’t find the words to speak, and not just because my body was still weak, either.

Then I finally managed to say, in an even weaker voice than normal, “Why?”

This time, Dad actually smiled. “Because I love you, Nyle. You are my son. I didn’t want to lose you. When I heard about the car crash, I immediately called Director Johnson and asked him to save your life, a request I am still grateful to him for granting.”

I licked my dry lips. “Why did he grant that request? I know you are a Supreme Court Justice and all, but Johnson never struck me as the kind of guy to do favors for anyone.”

“When I was a young attorney fresh out of law school, I represented Johnson’s father in a case,” said Dad. “Johnson himself was a teenager at the time, but he always appreciated the fact that I was willing to risk my professional reputation to ensure his father didn’t go to prison unjustly. In other words, he owed me and I followed up on that favor.”

“I didn’t know you knew Director Johnson,” I said. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Dad shrugged. “There are a lot of things you don’t know about me, Nyle. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner, though. It would have saved you from a world of angst.”

My mind still whirling from this revelation, I said, “Does Mom—”

“No, she does not,” said Dad, shaking his head. “Remember, to everyone outside of Project Second Life, you are dead. As a Supreme Court Justice and therefore a member of the federal government, I am allowed to know about it, but your mom does not work for the government in any capacity. I want to tell her, but I can’t, not without jeopardizing myself.”

“So you’ve been lying to Mom for months about my death?” I said indignantly. “What is wrong with you?”

“I wanted to save you, Nyle,” Dad said, this time more heated than usual. “I did what any father would have done in my situation: Put my professional career on the line to ensure the safety of my children. It wasn’t an easy decision to make, but I had to make it. If you were a father yourself, you would understand, but you don’t, and can’t.”

I was taken aback by how serious Dad sounded. Dad was normally pretty easy-going and prone to joking around. But there wasn’t even a hint of humor in Dad’s eyes, body language, or words. He was legitimately offended by my questions, but if he thought that was going to make me shut up, he was wrong.

Still, I didn’t want to get Dad angry and I was starting to understand where he was coming from, so I said in a calmer voice, “I’m sorry, Dad. It’s just that so much has happened since I entered Capes Online. It hasn’t exactly been a walk in the park.”

“Oh, I know, son,” said Dad, patting me on the shoulder. “Director Omar here has been giving me regular updates on your in-game progress. I’m not very ‘hip’ with the whole VRMMORPG craze, but I understand that you’ve been doing pretty well, all things considered. And besides, I haven’t left you entirely alone. We’ve met once before in Capes Online, back when you and your friends went to the Underworld the first time.”

I frowned, having no idea what Dad was talking about at first until I remembered, with a start, the silhouetted figure I had heard speaking to me when I was knocked unconscious by Atmosfear back then. At the time, the silhouetted figure had seemed very familiar to me, but I hadn’t known for sure it was my dad until just now. “Why did you speak to me back then? Why didn’t you tell me it was you?”

“Because I wanted to encourage you,” said Dad. “I saw how you were struggling in the Underworld and wanted to give you some fatherly encouragement. I’m also the one who had that Gary guy give you those Snowshoes. Just another thing I thought might help your character in-game.”

I shook my head. “Why didn’t you tell me this right away? Why keep that a secret from me this entire time?”

Dad looked away from me again, looking quite ashamed of himself. “Because I didn’t want you to get angry at me. I know you very well, Nyle. I knew you wouldn’t be happy if you woke up and found out that you were stuck someplace you didn’t even consent to being put in. I was afraid you might get angry at me and hate me, though looking back, I now think it would have been better if I had told you I was the one who put you in Capes Online in the first place.”

I chuckled. “Well, I always said that I wanted to punch out the guy who put me in Capes Online, but I don’t think that matters much now. Not like these scrawny little arms could do much damage even against you.”

Dad also chuckled. “Yes, Director Omar did tell me that you wanted to punch me out. Of course, I wasn’t very afraid of you, seeing as you were in a video game and I was in real life, but I still didn’t want you to get angry at me. I didn’t think you would be willing to listen to reason and would just be angry with me for no reason.”

I bit my lower lip. I didn’t want to admit it, but Dad was right. Back then, I wouldn’t have listened to Dad’s reasoning even if he had been upfront with me from the start. It was kind of embarrassing to admit, but I could be as stubborn as a mule sometimes. Look at how I was reacting to this news now, though in my defense, it was pretty big news on top of all of the other big news I’d heard recently.

“Well, I guess I can’t stay too angry with you, Dad,” I said. “All things considered, I would rather be in Capes Online than dead. Still, I do wish you would have spoken to me about this sooner. It would have avoided a lot of problems.”

“I know, Nyle, I know,” said Dad. “But what’s past is past and all we can do is keep moving forward.”

“Which brings us to our next topic,” said Chuck. “The Reset.”

My eyes shifted to Chuck. “The Reset? You mean the one that SI Games was talking about doing?”

Chuck nodded. “Yes, the very one I warned you and your friends about earlier today.”

“What is there to talk about?” I said. “Are they going to go through with it?”

“Much worse than that, I am afraid,” said Chuck. “Not only are they going to go through with it, but the Reset is going to be even more complete than I realized.”

“What do you mean?” I said. “How can it get more complete than resetting Capes Online itself back to step one?”

Chuck took a deep breath. “The Reset won’t merely reset Capes Online. It won’t even merely delete Project Second Life participants like yourself. It will kill some Capes Online players, perhaps a lot of players.”


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

 

Freezing in place, I said, “What do you mean that some Capes Online players will die?”

Chuck folded his hands on top of each other on the desk. “I only know what SI Games has told me, and they have told me that the Reset will kill some of the players currently stuck in the game. Not all, not even most, but some.”

“Exactly how many are we talking about here, Chuck?” I said, leaning forward. “One percent? Five percent? More? Less?”

Chuck took another deep breath. “They said it might kill up to ten percent of all trapped Capes Online players, which translates into—”

“Millions of deaths,” I said as the result hit me like a runaway train. “How many players were active when the second Blackout happened?”

“SI Games has not released the numbers publicly, but estimates put the number of active Capes Online players who were active when the second Blackout happened to be around ten million in the US alone and approximately one hundred million worldwide,” said Chuck. “As I said, however, we do not know the full or exact amount. At worst, it would result in the deaths of tens of thousands of players all across the planet.”

“I didn’t know this,” said Amelia, looking at Chuck in alarm. “Why didn’t you tell me this?”

“I just learned it myself about ten minutes ago,” said Chuck. “I receive an email from Kristian Merkel, one of Capes Online’s top designers, informing me of this. He claims that a lot of players have gone ‘perma,’ which is shorthand for permanently uploading their minds into Capes Online. Resetting Capes Online, therefore, would result in the loss of their ‘data,’ that is to say, their minds.”

I put a hand on my head. “I knew that a lot of players had accepted Paradox’s offer to become digitally immortal, but is it really tens of thousands? Last I heard it was closer to five hundred.”

“Again, we do not know,” said Chuck. “Even SI Games is not entirely sure how many players have accepted Paradox’s offer to become immortal. The readings for Project Second Life participants like yourself and players who aren’t trapped in the game are identical, meaning we won’t know for sure who is and is not immortal until the second Blackout ends or Paradox lets everyone go.”

I snorted. “Like Paradox would ever willingly let any of us go. He’s calling himself the god of Capes Online now, which he basically is. He’s nigh-invincible unless this Reset works.”

“Surely SI Games would not use the Reset, would they?” said Amelia, looking at Chuck uncertainly. “It would be like throwing the baby out with the bathwater. Or aborting the baby in the bathwater, I should say.”

Chuck leaned forward, his hand rubbing his forehead. “Ah, well, that’s the catch: SI Game is planning to use the Reset Button very soon. As in, as soon as tomorrow, unless Paradox can be stopped before then.”

I started. “Tomorrow? But why? Surely there must be some other way to stop Paradox.”

“I would like to think so as well, Nyle, but unfortunately you must understand SI Games’ position,” said Chuck. “They are facing intense pressure and scrutiny not just from the US government, but from governments and media all over the world. In America alone, protests sprung up overnight outside the SI Games offices, demanding that SI Games’ executives do something about this or face jail time for gross negligence. They are desperate to do anything—and I do mean anything—to get the government off their back, even extreme methods like pressing the Reset Button.”

“But how does killing tens of thousands of players make them look good?” I said. “That seems like the sort of thing that could backfire badly on them.”

“But they will save far more,” said Chuck. “I’ve tried my best to get them not to do it, but Kristian informed me that they are going through with the Reset Button. They are counting on the fact that the Reset Button will save far more lives than it will kill.”

“But …” My weak hands balled into fists so tightly that they hurt. “They will kill Sally and Busker if they hit the Reset Button.”

“That is true,” said Chuck, “but there is no way for us to save your girlfriend, your brother, or any of the other Project Second Life participants, for that matter. Paradox has locked us out of the game entirely. There are very few options left.”

“You mean I might lose my other son again?” said Dad angrily. “No. There must be something you can do.”

“There is nothing I can do, Your Honor,” Chuck shouted. He slammed his hands on the desk and stood up, glaring at me and Dad with shocking vehemence. “Do you understand? There. Is. Nothing. I. Can. Do. To. Save. Your. Son. Or anyone else in Capes Online, for that matter. The federal government may be powerful, but even we are limited in telling corporations what to do. If SI Games waits too long, players will start dying in real life, but this way, they can at least save some. It’s not perfect, but nothing in life is perfect. Often, we can only choose between two evils and try to go with the lesser of two evils.”

I was so shocked by Chuck’s shouting that I couldn’t even speak. In all of the time I’d known Chuck, I’d never heard him shout or get nearly as angry as he was now. He was clearly suffering from the stress of the situation. Until now, I hadn’t realized how much stress Chuck had been under. As the Director of the Department of VR, he had a ton of responsibility and stress that most people did not, especially in a situation like this. Although I still didn’t care much for government bureaucrats in general, I was starting to feel a little sorry for Chuck and also starting to realize he was a much better man than I thought.

“What does this mean for us, then?” said Amelia, looking at Chuck with a questioning gaze. “Is there nothing we can do? Nothing at all?”

Panting hard, Chuck plopped down into his chair, a look of despair on his face as he slumped. “Correct. All we can do is wait until tomorrow and deal with the aftermath of the Reset Button. That is all we can do. May Allah have mercy on their souls.”

I could tell Dad was also praying. Not that I blamed either of them for resorting to their faith for comfort. While I had never been the most religious man, I still had a lot of respect for the religious. Perhaps if I prayed, God would listen as well.

But I couldn’t accept this situation. As hopeless as it seemed, there had to be something we could do. And there was. I knew the one solution to this problem that could work, the only other alternative to the Reset Button. It would be risky, the riskiest plan I put into action yet, but it would also be necessary.

Looking up, I said, “No, there is one thing we can do. One thing I can do, anyway.”

“And what is that?” said Chuck, looking at me with a mixture of hope and despair. “Surely you do not have hitherto unmentioned hacking skills that will allow you to directly delete Paradox, do you?”

I shook my head. “No. Nothing like that. But I can go back into Capes Online myself and beat Paradox fair and square.”

“With all due respect, Nyle, that is insane,” said Chuck, sitting upright. “For one, you yourself told us that Paradox is invincible. I myself got instant-killed by him back in the Underworld and that while using my Avatar body, which is also supposed to be invincible. Plus, Paradox has an entire Legion of players at his command, players who are likely to give their lives to keep his safe.”

“Not all of them are loyal to him,” I said, thinking of Technosoldier, “but even if they are, it doesn’t matter. I’m the only one who can stop Paradox. I don’t know how—could be I’m just being arrogant and stubborn—but I can do it. I must do. And I will do it before the Reset Button is pressed.”

“But, Nyle, what if you can’t do it before the Reset Button is pressed?” said Dad. He put a hand on my shoulder, causing me to look at him. “The sole reason I had Johnson put you into Capes Online was to save you. If you go back to Capes Online now, there’s no guarantee that you will be able to come back to the real world again. If you go back now, you might truly be stuck there forever. And then you and Joseph might get deleted as well.”

I bit my lower lip, but said, in a confident voice, “I know the consequences, Dad, but I’m willing to risk it. This isn’t just about me, not anymore. This is about the lives of millions of innocent people all over the world, trapped by a madman who thinks he’s a god and about to be deleted by a corporation that doesn’t care about them. If I stay here, I will be safe, that much is true, but many other people—including Sally and Busker—will not.”

“Is it even possible for him to go back into Capes Online?” asked Amelia, looking at Chuck again. “If players are locked out of the game, then this entire point might be moot.”

“I am not sure, but I think it should still be possible,” said Chuck. “I have heard reports of some players entering Capes Online even after the second Blackout started, only to end up getting stuck like everyone else. So I think it should be technologically possible for Nyle to enter. It would, however, mean having to go through the entire mind-to-game upload process again, meaning he won’t be able to come back to the physical world. Is that all right with you, Nyle?”

I had to admit, I did hesitate. Ever since I first met Chuck in the Waiting Room of Capes Online what seemed like a lifetime ago now, I had wanted to go back to the physical world. Back then, I would have done anything to get back to the real world, to where I belonged. To my family and to Sally and to my old job, along with all of the other things taken away from me on the night of that fateful car crash.

But things had changed a lot since then. Sally and Busker were still in Capes Online. I’d made a lot of friends in Capes Online—friends I liked and trusted—whose lives I couldn’t just ignore. I even missed Cy, despite how annoying he could be sometimes. And then, of course, there was Funky. He gave his life to save ours. He must have known that there was a way for us to beat Paradox, or else why would he have sacrificed himself? Even if he didn’t, I didn’t want his sacrifice to be in vain. He gave us life to buy us time to beat Paradox. I would ensure his sacrifice was not in vain.

Standing up, which was still difficult for me in my weak body, I said, “That is fine by me, Chuck. If the only way to go back into Capes Online is for my mind to be permanently uploaded to the game, then so be it.”

“Very well, then,” said Chuck. He stood up again, this time with renewed purpose in his eyes. “Then let us go. We can get you set up and back in Capes Online in less than five minutes. There is no time to lose.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

 

We returned to the PSL Lab, as I found out the room was called, in less than a minute, because it turned out that Chuck’s office was just a few doors down from the Lab itself. While Chuck and Amelia stood at the locked control panel I had noticed my first time here, getting my GamePod ready for me, Dad was helping me get into the Pod itself. It felt a little embarrassing to need Dad’s help to climb into the Pod. Pre-car crash, I would have been able to climb into it myself. Post-car crash, however, I was like a little kid again, needing Daddy’s help to do something that I couldn’t do on my own.

“Are you still sure about this, Nyle?” said Dad as I lay down in the memory foam-lined interior of the GamePod, which felt nice on my weak bones. “You don’t have to do this, you know.”

I looked Dad in the eyes. “I do, Dad, and you know it.”

Dad sighed and ran a hand through his hair in a familiar gesture that he always did whenever he was exasperated. “True, but I hoped that by saying you didn’t, you would stay.”

“Joe’s still back there in the game, Dad,” I said. “Joe can be annoying sometimes, but he’s my little brother and your son.”

“I want Joe safe as well, but …” Dad threw his hands up into the air. “I just don’t want to lose both of you again. It was hard for me and your mother. Even if that Reset Button is pressed, we would at least still have you here in the real world. It’s better to have one of you than to lose both of you.”

“I know, Dad, and if there was a way to save us both, I would be all for it,” I said. I sighed. “But that’s just not the way things are right now. The only way I can save Sally and Joe is by going back into the game. Permanently.”

I expected Dad to keep arguing with me—he was a lawyer, for Pete’s sake, and not just a lawyer, but a Maxwell as well. To say that Maxwells could be argumentative and stubborn was kind of like saying the sun was hot.

But then Dad just nodded and smiled. “I’m proud of you, Nyle.”

“You are?” I said. I knew that wasn’t exactly the best response in the world, but because I wasn’t expecting him to say that, I just said the first thing that popped into my head.

Dad chuckled. “Oh, didn’t expect your old man to tell you that, huh? Well, it’s true. I’m proud of you, you and your brother, and not just because you’re going to do the right thing. I know all about your adventures in Capes Online thanks to regular reports from Director Omar. I know you’ve done a lot of good in Capes Online, helped a lot of people.”

“Uh, thanks, Dad,” I said, still somewhat awkward. “I try.”

Dad wagged a finger at me. “Don’t give that ‘I try.’ Since the first Blackout, you’ve done nothing except try to be a real Hero. You’ve faced your share of setbacks, failures, and mistakes, true, but you’ve done so much good. Certainly better than that Bryce Cunningham jerk, anyway.”

Hearing Atmosfear’s real name made me look down at my chest in shame. “But I haven’t been able to catch Bryce. Every time I beat him, he slips away. He’s my biggest failure, more personal than Paradox, that’s for sure.”

“So what?” said Dad. “Are you going to sit there and feel sorry for yourself just because you haven’t yet been able to capture a criminal who has evaded capture for thirty years? You’re better than you think you are, Nyle, you and your brother. I won’t pretend to understand all this VR crap, but I do understand the difference between good and evil and how some people make the world a better place than others. You, Nyle, are a real Hero, not just because that’s what your Alignment in the game is, but because you are a Hero. And, in my unbiased opinion, the best of them all.”

I cracked a small smile when Dad said that. Until now, I hadn’t realized just how much I missed Dad’s encouragement and support. He had always encouraged and supported me and Busker in our dreams. If there was one thing missing from my Capes Online life, it was these pep talks.

“And besides, your girlfriend is still in there, too, right?” said Dad. He winked at me. “You know, the one you’re going to marry? You still are getting married, right?”

“Yes, of course,” I said. “I haven’t asked her to marry me again, but it will definitely happen.”

Dad put his fists on his hips. “Good. And remember, your mom and I want grandchildren.”

I raised an eyebrow. “But we’ll be in Capes Online.”

“Digital grandchildren are still grandchildren,” Dad said. “And if the only way I can see my future grandchildren is by getting my own GamePod, then so be it. I think this old dog can still learn new tricks.”

I chuckled just then. “Dad … you remind me of someone I know in Capes Online. A friend of mine who has a similar sense of humor as you.”

“Well, I’d like to meet this friend of yours sometime,” said Dad. “Maybe after you kick Paradox’s ass and save the day, your mom and I can come in for a visit.”

“But doesn’t Mom not know I am in Capes Online?” I said.

Dad waved my question off. “I’ll break the news to her. You just worry about saving Sally, Joe, and everyone else.”

I nodded. “Thanks, Dad. I appreciate it.”

“Nyle,” said Chuck, causing both me and my Dad to look over at him. Chuck sighed and said, “I was referring to Nyle II, but whatever. The mind-to-game upload process is ready. It has been altered slightly to allow you to log into your Base, so you won’t spawn in the Junkyard. You should hopefully still have all your data as well, meaning your Stats, Powers, Class, Skills, and so on should all be unaltered.”

“Good to know,” I said. “It would suck if I went back into the game only to start at Level 1 again.”

“Yes, indeed,” Chuck agreed. “Now I must warn you one last time, Nyle, that this process is irreversible. Once you enter Capes Online, you will never be able to log back out. I doubt even Paradox could let you go again. If you are having any doubts, then say so now and I will personally remove you from your GamePod myself.”

I shook my head. “No doubts here, Chuck. This is what I have to do. I can’t run away now. This is what I am supposed to do.”

Chuck bit his lower lip. “Very well, then, Nyle. Since I will not be able to contact you while you are in Capes Online, neither I nor anyone else in the Department of VR will be able to assist you once you are logged back in. It will just be you and your friends.”

“I understand, Chuck,” I said, giving him the thumbs up. “I can do it.”

“All right,” said Chuck. “Because there is a distinct possibility this might be the last time we speak to each other, I just want to say that it was an honor knowing you, Nyle. I know the Department has not always treated you or your family well, but out of all of the Project Second Life participants, you are the only one I truly respect.”

“I must concur with Director Omar,” said Amelia, though she sounded a lot more reluctant than Chuck. “You and I have never gotten along very well, but I can’t say I don’t respect you. You are a much better man than I thought.”

I nodded. “Same to you, Chuck, and even you, Amelia. For a couple of government bureaucrats, you guys are okay.”

Chuck chuckled. “Well, we try. Anyway, it is time to start. I will close the lid and then begin the mind-to-game upload process. The process should be instantaneous.”

With that, Chuck pressed a button on the control panel and the glass lid of the GamePod closed on top of me. I was now stuck in the GamePod again, but this time, I wasn’t filled with panic. I was filled with a determination to stop Paradox and save my friends and, yes, the world, or at least a good portion of it. I won’t deny I was also nervous, maybe even a little afraid, but I never let my fears or nerves stop me from doing the right thing before. Besides, if it was too late to go back before, it was definitely too late to go back now.

I felt the wires stick into the back of my head, a sharp sensation kind of like having an electrified needle stick into my skin. A VR headgear lowered down until it fit snugly on my head and then I heard a monotone female voice in my ears say, “Initiating mind-to-game upload process in five … four … three … two … one …”

-

It was just like Chuck said. I didn’t even feel my surroundings change. As soon as the automated voice said ‘one,’ I found myself standing in my Base in Capes Online again like I had never left it at all. My senses weren’t even slightly disoriented from the change. As a result, I was able to see exactly what was going on around me instantly … which I almost instantly regretted, because I had ended up in the middle of what looked like a war.

The front door of my Base had been blown off again. Not just the front door, but the entire front of Warehouse 13 had been blown open. Dozens of Villains, plus their Sidekicks, were pouring into the building, screaming bloody murder as they slashed their weapons, fired Energy and Elemental blasts, and in general did everything in their power to kill us. I Dodged a stray lightning bolt that would have fried my brain if I hadn’t avoided it at the last minute.

But the Villains weren’t the only ones here. Nearly the entirety of Team Winter was fighting off wave after wave of Villains, and doing fairly well, all things considered. I could see Gears in an upgraded version of her Steam Mecha smashing apart any Villains that got too close, while Dillo kept opening up fissures in the floor to swallow any Villains unlucky enough to be standing there when he did it, and then closing the fissures with a disgusting splurt sound. Busker was flying around near the ceiling, launching fireballs the size of beach balls at the Villains below. Boom and Zoom were zipping around using their usual hit-and-run tactics to distract or take out any Villains they ran into, while Targetman picked off targets at a distance. Technosoldier, Sunshine, and their Sidekicks were doing a tag-team against the Villains, Sunshine using her light attacks to blind Villains so Technosoldier could rush in and kill them with his laser blade. Recover, Hop, and Miss Manners kept Healing the fighters, while Audionator, Pie Boy, Brawn, Sneakers, Spiritus, and Walker kept back any Villains who tried to take out our Healers.

All in all, it was probably the biggest battle I’d ever seen in Capes Online. I wasn’t even sure it counted as a Team Battle. It looked like a vicious assault by the Paradox Legion, whose members were easily identified by their nametags, which glowed purple. A quick check of my Team Winter screen showed me that Team Winter was apparently no more, because it showed that there were no members on the Team. Odd, but I didn’t have time to figure that out because I heard a familiar scream and looked across to the other side of the Base to see a horrible sight: Cy and Sally had been separated from the others and were now fighting for their lives on their own.

Cy moved as fast as lightning, slashing and stabbing at any Villains that got too close. But Cy had never been much of a tank and his defensive Stats had always been poor, which was reflected in the amount of Health he had lost. His Stamina was getting dangerously low and his Ninjutsu Armor was broken and chipped in many places. His arms were cut up and bleeding. Sally looked a lot better, but I knew it wouldn’t be long before the Villains overwhelmed Cy and took him out.

So I activated Flight and shot into the air, crossing the battlefield in less than a second. On my way there, I shot an Ice Beam at an enemy sneaking up on Busker, striking the enemy’s bat-like wing and sending him crashing into his allies below, but I forgot all about Busker as I got closer to Cy and Sally.

A particularly big Villain with a fishbowl head of water covering his head—his nametag identifying him as [VILLAIN WATERBREATH] above his head—was leading the charge against Cy. He looked almost like a walking fish, which explained why he wore the fishbowl full of water on his head. He must have been pretty bulky because even though he was bleeding all over the place, his Health was still nearly full. He blocked most of Cy’s attacks with a wicked grin on his fish-like lips, but he didn’t see me coming.

As I flew over Waterbreath, I grabbed his helmet with my hands and activated Freezing Touch. Ice exploded over Waterbreath’s helmet before he even knew what was coming. The ice froze the water in his helmet and obscured his vision as well, which allowed me to land in front of him and stab my Ice Pick into and through his body, dropping Waterbreath’s health to zero in less than an instant before I kicked his corpse backward. Like a fallen statue, Waterbreath tipped over and fell, but even before his body hit the floor, it disappeared into thin air, earning me this very satisfactory notification:

You killed [Villain Waterbreath]! +15,000 EXP!

The other Villains, who were apparently a lot weaker than Waterbreath, retreated when they saw me. Looks of horror and confusion crossed their faces when they saw me. I suppose it must have been like seeing a ghost to them, seeing as I wasn’t supposed to be here at all.

“Boss!” said Cy. He practically glomped me, hugging me so much that I could barely breathe. “It’s you! It’s really you! I can’t believe it. I thought you were gone for good this time, but you’re back. Again!”

Sally also glomped me, hugging me even more tightly than Cy. “Nyle! I’m so glad you’re back. When Cy told me what happened to you back in the Junkyard, I wasn’t sure what to believe or what I was going to do. But you’re back, which means everything is going to be okay!”

“Glad to see both of you again, too, but could you please hug me later?” I said. “We’re kind of in the middle of a war right now.”

“Oh, right,” said Cy as he and Sally let go of me. “So much has happened since you left it’s crazy! It started with—”

“Fill me in later,” I said, glancing at the Villains surrounding us. “Looks like the Villains are getting brave again.”

That was true. Although the Villains had initially looked terrified at how easily I killed Waterbreath, now they looked like they wanted to kill me. They were closing in again, but this time they had a new leader, a clown-like Villain who I recognized as Clownface.

“Hey, I know him!” said Clownface, pointing at me. “That’s Winter! He’s not all that tough. He’s only Level Thirty-Five. If we all work together, we can take him, his Sidekick, and his stupid girlfriend as well.”

“Long time, no see, Clownface,” I said. “How were the piranhas?”

Clownface scowled. “Okay, for that comment alone, you are dead. Attack!”

The Villains rushed toward me, but I shouted to Cy, “Blizzard!”

I slammed my fists together and unleashed a powerful burst of cold Energy out of my hands into Cy’s hurricane-force winds. A huge snowstorm started up, pelting the Villains all around us with snowballs and chunks of ice, until soon the intense wind and snow made it impossible to see anything, at least until the storm passed and showed that all of the Villains in the immediate area were Frozen, earning me about a dozen notifications informing me of such. It didn’t get all of the Villains in my Base—Blizzard’s area of effect wasn’t big enough to affect the whole Base—but it did give me, Cy, and Sally breathing room, at least.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

 

With no immediate threats in the area, I looked at Cy and said, “What’s happened since I left?”

“Tons of stuff!” said Cy without missing a beat. “First off, Team Winter technically doesn’t exist anymore. Everyone still has permission to enter your Base, though, which is why everyone is here. Secondly, the Paradox Legion attacked your Base like a minute after you left. They attacked us with nearly a hundred Villains plus Sidekicks. It’s been absolutely nuts. They just blew up the front part of the Base and started pouring in like rats. On the other hand, this has given me a ton of EXP and also resulted in me leveling up a few times. Luckily, no one has died yet, but without everyone being on the same Team, it’s hard to know who is and isn’t alive. We’re still fighting together, but not as organized as before and we were losing until you got here.”

For the first time in my life, I was really happy that Cy was a motormouth. No way that someone who spoke normally could have reported all of that information to me in anything resembling a reasonable amount of time. It meant I now knew what the current situation was and exactly what we needed to do next.

Our Blizzard attack hadn’t gone unnoticed. A good chunk of the combatants in this battle—Hero and Villain alike—had paused to look at the Blizzard or else dust snow off their shoulders. That included nearly all of my former Teammates, who all immediately broke into cheers and welcomes when they saw me.

“Bro’s back!” Busker shouted near the ceiling above. “Yeah!”

“Winter has returned!” said Targetman. “Finally!”

“About time!” said Gears, her voice blaring throughout the Base thanks to the speakers on her Mecha. She decked a rat-like Villain in the face. “I was wondering when you’d get back!”

“It’s great to be back, everyone!” I shouted. “But first, let me invite y’all back onto the Team!”

Luckily, my Friends List had also been preserved after I logged off, meaning it was easy for me, after forming Team Winter again, to send invites to ‘all,’ which consisted every individual member of Team Winter.

In less than a second, Team Winter was back as every member accepted the invite at once.

“Woohoo!” Cy shouted, waving his hands and jumping up and down. “The band is back together again! Yay!”

“Don’t celebrate just yet,” I said. I gestured at all of the Villains, who were now looking at my Teammates with bewildered looks on their faces like they couldn’t understand what we were so happy about. “We still have a whole bunch of Villains to beat.”

“What’s the plan, boss?” said Cy. “Ice Giant? We can’t use Blizzard again, but—”

“Not Ice Giant or even Ice Golem,” I said, shaking my head. “Instead, we’re going to try something new, especially now that the whole Team is here.”

Opening the Team Winter page, I scrolled down until I found POWERS and clicked it, revealing our first—and so far, only—Team Power, Energy Explosion.

Without a second thought, I clicked Energy Explosion.

I had never used a Team Power before, but I’d read plenty about them. Team Powers were supposedly some of the strongest Powers in the game, even game-breaking in some instances. The only catch was that Team Powers usually required having the entire Team present to use them, which was easy to do with small Teams of like ten, but harder for bigger Teams like mine.

But harder did not mean impossible, and with everyone present in the Base, I was able to activate Energy Explosion for the first time ever.

That was why I was shocked when Energy exploded out of my body. It wasn’t just my body, however. All over the Base, the collective Energy from my Teammates’ bodies exploded outward. For some, like Dillo, it came out in one or two waves, perhaps based on the amount of Energy he had. For others, however, like Targetman or Busker, it came out in wave after wave of powerful Energy that tore through the Health of nearby Villains like butter. Many Villains tried to flee, but with my Team scattered so evenly around the Base, there was nowhere for any of the assorted Villains to flee, nowhere safe for them to hide.

I got notification after notification of Villains dying, the notifications coming so hard and so fast that I could barely keep up with them. Eventually I just went to settings and set all death notifications to auto-minimize, but that still didn’t stop them from coming in one after the other. With all of the Energy being unleashed, it was hard to see anything, but I could hear the screams of Villains as they died at the most powerful Power I had ever used.

It lasted just a few seconds, however, and when it ended, I was stunned by what I saw.

All of the Villains were dead. And I do mean all of the Villains, plus their Sidekicks. Most of them had already vanished, but there were still a large number of corpses that had yet to disappear, though they soon vanished into thin air like the rest.

Even if I hadn’t seen the corpses, though, this notification I received certainly confirmed it:

Team Winter used Energy Explosion! You killed over 100 members of the Paradox Legion in one attack! EXP is divided evenly when Team Powers are used to kill an enemy, so each Teammate gets +34,000 EXP each!

Level up! You are now Level 37. +4 SPs, +2 PPs, +2 UPs. Go to your character sheet to distribute your points!

By killing 100 Villains in one attack, you’ve unlocked the Accomplishment ‘Beaten the Odds’! For unlocking this Accomplishment, all Teammates who leveled up during this battle get twice their usual level up rewards!

Congratulations! This is the first time you have successfully used a Team Power. Use your Team Points to increase the power of your Team Power!

Whoa. Thanks to the massive amount of experience I got, that meant I now had 8 SPs, 4 PPs, and 4 UPs. That was going to be very nice later on, once I had a chance to distribute my points.

“Cy, what is an Accomplishment?” I said, glancing at Cy. “Never heard of it.”

“Oh, that’s just a way for the game to reward players who pull off cool tricks,” Cy explained. “Accomplishments are usually for bragging rights, but some of them come with special rewards. Like this one. Since I leveled up, that means my points were also doubled. Yay!”

I nodded. “Got it. Wish I’d known about this earlier, but oh, well.”

“Who cares?” said Sally. She wrapped her arms around my arm. “I’m just glad you’re back.”

“I think we’re all glad that bro is back,” said Busker as he landed on the floor next to me, while the rest of the Team made their way from the different parts of the Base to the spot where the four of us stood. He put a hand on my shoulder and smiled. “Good to see you’re back, bro. Seriously, we missed you. Right, guys?”

“I’m just glad he managed to use that Energy Explosion attack,” said Sneakers. She was wiping blood off her daggers, a look of disgust on her features. “Otherwise, we’d probably have died.”

“It was a difficult situation indeed,” said Targetman, nodding. “Normally I have no trouble dealing with players under Level One Hundred, but the sheer number of them made it hard even for me to take them all out. I was even thinking of forming a Team myself just to get access to a Team Power, though we didn’t have time to do that thanks to their sudden attack.”

“But why did you come back?” said Dillo to me, rubbing his right arm. “I thought Paradox sent you outside of Capes Online for good. Didn’t he?”

Although I didn’t want to, I nonetheless told my friends everything I had learned about in the real world. In particular, I focused on how SI Games was planning to reset Capes Online tomorrow and how it would kill not just Project Second Life participants like myself, but even those who had accepted Paradox’s offer to become digitally immortal. I did mention how my Dad was the one who put me in Capes Online, but none of the others except for Busker and Sally seemed particularly interested in learning about that.

“So you’re saying we have less than a day to defeat Paradox before SI Games decides to say ‘Forget it’ and reset everything?” said Gears when I finished speaking. The cockpit of her mecha was open, allowing me to see her sitting in its seat. She slapped her forehead. “Great. Deadlines. You gotta love them.”

“I know it’s bad, but that’s why I came back,” I said. “I wanted to warn all of you and do what I can to stop Paradox. I didn’t want to abandon any of you, even though coming back into Capes Online puts my own life at risk.”

“If I were you, I would have stayed in the real world,” Sneakers said, shaking her head. “Much safer than being here, but I suppose you Heroes aren’t exactly known for your sense of self-preservation, are ya?”

“Yeah, because trying to save other peoples’ lives is totally stupid,” said Sally, rolling her eyes. “It’s not at all the right or moral thing to do, but maybe I shouldn’t be so surprised. Of course a Thief would think only about herself.”

“Hey, I didn’t want to be here,” said Sneakers. “I just—”

“It doesn’t matter,” I said, waving my hand and cutting off Sneakers. “The point is that we are all stuck here. The only way out is if we beat Paradox.”

Dillo chuckled bitterly. “Yeah, this is just like what a video game would offer, huh? ‘Beat the boss to win the game’ is one of the oldest gaming structures in the book.”

“But that is not going to be easy,” said Targetman. “We have already established that Paradox is essentially invincible, yes? Normal attacks do not harm him. The government Avatars cannot stop him. And he has likely grown only stronger as he integrates with the game’s Foundational Files.”

“The best we can say is that he doesn’t seem to have fully become one with Capes Online yet,” said Audionator, folding his arms in front of his chest. “Which, granted, isn’t much of a consolation, given how he is already basically god. If what you say is true, then his Legion is thousands strong, and growing stronger all the time. We’re not even twenty. I’d say our odds aren’t that great.”

I nodded. This entire situation was even worse than I feared. And we had less than twenty-hours left to fix it. I was starting to wonder if Sneakers had a point. Maybe I should have just stayed in the real world.

That was when Cy spoke up. “Uh, actually, Paradox isn’t invincible.”

All of us looked at Cy when he said that, causing Cy—who normally didn’t mind attention—to shrink back slightly, even though we were more confused than angry at his statement.

“What are you talking about?” said Dillo. “Of course Paradox is invincible. Have you ever seen anyone hurt him?”

“Uh, I have, actually,” said Cy. He gestured at me. “It happened after Paradox deleted boss. Funky showed up not long after, talked with Paradox for a bit, and then picked him up and threw him at the ceiling of the Underworld. Paradox hit one of the stalactites hanging from the ceiling and then boom, he exploded. Of course, I guess he must have respawned afterward or something, but still, he definitely got hurt. I even have proof.”

Cy pulled what looked like a charred, half-melted copy of Paradox’s mask out of his inventory and handed it to me. I took the item and Scanned it to find out more about it:

Unknown Mask [ERROR]

Material: [ERROR]

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

“Weird,” I said. “It says it doesn’t have any Scan data associated with it.”

“That adds credibility to Cy’s claim, though, doesn’t it?” said Recover. “If that was really Paradox’s mask, it would make sense that it would not have any Scan data. Paradox isn’t supposed to exist, after all.”

“Exactly,” said Cy. “Ask Funky. He can confirm—oh, wait. Never mind. Sorry.”

I shook my head. “It’s all right, Cy. I believe you. This is definitely Paradox’s mask.”

“But what use is it?” said Targetman, resting his rifle on his shoulder and eying the mask skeptically. “Does it give any Powers or Stat Boosts that might help us defeat Paradox?”

I shook my head again. “No. As far as I can tell, it’s just an ordinary mask. I don’t think it can do anything. I’m not even sure I can wear it. Let me see.”

I tried Equipping the Unknown Mask, only to get this error message:

ERROR. This item cannot be Equipped.

“Can’t Equip it,” I said, looking at the others. “Still, this is proof that Paradox can be hurt.”

“Great idea, lad,” said Sneakers sardonically. “Now all we need to do is find us a big dragon, lure Paradox underground, and throw him into a stalactite. Repeat a few thousand times and I am sure we will save Capes Online just in time for tea.”

“Sneakers has a point,” said Technosoldier, who stood with his arm draped around Sunshine’s shoulders. “Even if Paradox can be hurt, it’s not like there’s anything we can do to hurt him right now. What we need to do is retreat and regroup.”

“Retreat?” said Gears. She looked around at my ruined Base. “Retreat where? Winter’s Base makes Hiroshima look nice.”

I also looked around, but unlike Gears, I wasn’t in the mood to make jokes about my own Base. It really did look awful, though. The blasted open front door was the least of my problems. The walls, floor, and ceiling were full of holes and cracks. Windows were blown out completely, while the kitchen had been totally smashed beyond repair. I couldn’t even begin to estimate the amount of credits I’d need to pay for all these repairs.

“Yeah, it does look pretty bad,” said Cy, “but I’m sure if we all pooled our money together, we could—”

“It wouldn’t matter,” said Targetman dismissively. “Even if we all chipped in to pay for repairs, it would not keep us safe. Do you think Paradox is just going to take the loss of over one hundred of his Legionnaires so easily? No. He will probably send another, bigger force to wipe us totally off the map and salt the earth.”

“So you’re saying we need a bigger Base,” said Dillo. “Right?”

“Right,” said Targetman. “Normally I would advise we retreat to the Glitch Task Force HQ, but that was destroyed when the Legion killed my Teammates. We need somewhere large but easily defensible. Preferably somewhere in Adventure City that will not take long for us to find.”

I stroked my chin, thinking about all of the different places in Adventure City we had visited. “There’s the Ninja Guild HQ, but I am not sure how well that place would stand against a full-scale assault from the Paradox Legion.”

“What about Cullen Tower?” said Recover. “Cullen Clair is an ally. I am sure he’d be willing to let us stay at his place.”

“Too big,” Targetman said, shaking his head. “Even if Mr. Clair used his Automatons, we wouldn’t be able to hold it. What we need, ideally, is a fortress.”

“Does Adventure City even have any fortresses?” said Sunshine doubtfully. “I know it’s a big city, but that seems far-fetched even for this place.”

I suddenly snapped my fingers. “Wait a minute. We don’t need a formal fortress. We just need someplace we can turn into a fortress.”

“And what might that be?” said Targetman, looking at me questioningly. “Personally, I cannot think of anywhere in the city other than the Justice United Base—which Paradox controls, by the way—that could serve as an adequate fortress.”

I smiled. “There’s one place that could work: The Adventure Mall in the Shopping Plaza.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

 

It had been a long time since I last visited the Adventure Mall in the Shopping Plaza, which was located a few blocks south of my Base. The last time I’d been here was right before the first Blackout, when me and my Team—which had consisted of just me, Funky, and Dillo, plus our Sidekicks, at the time—had been totally wiped out by a Villain known as Omega Burst. This after I tossed a credit into the Fountain of Luck and got my first Luck Point. As you can imagine, I wasn’t particularly excited about returning to the Adventure Mall in light of that.

Still, there was a reason I’d chosen the place. The Adventure Mall was the biggest mall in Capes Online. With thick walls and a strong roof, it should be more than adequate for handling a potential Villain siege. Plus, it was big enough to hold thousands of people at once, meaning there was lots of room for me and my Team. It would make an ideal Base for a Team, at least for now.

The only problem: The Adventure Mall did not belong to me.

I ran into this problem as soon as my Team and I arrived at the front steps of the Adventure Mall. The huge shopping mall was normally hustling and bustling with hundreds of players and NPCs alike entering and exiting the building at all times of day and night. The surrounding Shopping Plaza was almost as busy, because the Shopping Plaza was where the majority of Adventure City’s businesses were located, so it was a popular destination for players and NPCs alike looking to get some shopping done or sell some items in exchange for some quick cash.

Now, however, it was eerily quiet. The streets were empty and totally devoid of life. I was so used to the streets of Adventure City being full of life and people that the total lack of people put me on high alert. I guess even the NPCs must have sensed that the city—and perhaps the world itself—was not quite as safe as it used to be. Paradox was not targeting NPCs, as far as I knew, but I’d seen this same sort of behavior during the first Blackout. I wondered if NPCs were programmed to hide in their homes or avoid the streets during these kinds of events.

Regardless, when we reached the front steps of the Adventure Mall, I climbed up the steps and tried to open the glass doors, but unfortunately, when I tried to open them, I got this notification:

WARNING: The Adventure Mall is closed. You do not have permission from the Adventure Mall’s owner to enter.

“What the—?” I said. “Why is it closed?”

“I could get us inside if you want,” Sneakers offered, walking up beside me and staring inside as well. “This looks like an easy lock to pick. Shouldn’t take me more than a few—”

“I certainly hope you don’t try to break into my mall,” said a surprisingly loud voice to my left. “Because then I’d have to report you to the police. And let me tell you, the police do not like Thieves.”

Looking to my left, I saw a short, fat man wearing a tan suit walking toward me. He had a pit bull on a leash, the dog walking faithfully beside him. Over his head, the nametag [MALL OVER DAVID] floated, which was how I knew who he was.

Turning to face David, I said, “Hi, David. My name is Winter and I—”

“I know who you are,” David interrupted me. That was when I heard the faint New Yorker accent in his voice. He pointed at me with a stubby finger. “You’re Winter, the guy who killed Dark Kosmos and saved Adventure City during the first Blackout. Everyone knows who you are.”

“Great,” I said, putting my hands together, “that means we can skip the introductions. You’re clearly the guy in charge here, so I was wondering if you could let me and my Team into the Mall.”

David raised an eyebrow. “And just why should I do that? Isn’t Paradox after you?”

“Uh …” I said. “How did you know that?”

David waved a hand at the sky. “Everyone knows that. There’s a huge Bounty on your head for anyone willing to bring in you or any members of your Team to Paradox. I’m not a Bounty Hunter myself, so I’m not going to take advantage of it, but I know that if you’re here, Paradox will know, and then he’ll probably send his Legion to raze the whole building to the ground. That would be over thirty years of my life’s work … gone.”

I scowled. I couldn’t say I was surprised to hear that Paradox had put a new Bounty on my head. He must have expected me to come back. That explained why David was so unwilling to help us. “I know you’ve worked really hard to build this place, but my Team needs somewhere to stay safe, and the Adventure Mall is one of the safest places in Adventure City. Surely you could at least let us stay here, even just for a few hours.”

“No,” said David flatly. “Once news gets out that you are here, the Paradox Legion will show up and then I’ll have a war on my hands. And unlike you Heroes and Villains, I am not interested in war or fighting. I just want to retire off my earnings and live quietly with Poochie here. Right, Poochie?”

The dog, apparently named Poochie, was panting and looking at us with a rather empty stare. Poochie didn’t seem to understand what David was saying, but David apparently thought he did, because he said, “See, Poochie agrees with me.”

I sighed. “Listen, Dave—can I call you Dave?—I know you don’t want to lose your Mall, but we need a place to stay. My Base got destroyed and the others’ Bases are not any good for holding off an army. We’ll keep your Mall from being razed to the ground if you just let us stay here.”

“And why should I believe a word you say?” said David. He glanced at my Team and made a disapproving sound. “There’s less than twenty of you altogether, not counting your Sidekicks, while the Paradox Legion is thousands strong. You’re no Justice United. Hell, you’re hardly a Team. If even ten percent of those Legionnaires attacked, they’d wipe out your sorry excuse for a Team in an hour, at most.”

“Hey, we’re not that weak,” said Gears defensively. “We’d last a lot longer than that.”

“Yeah,” Cy piped up. “I’d like to think we’d last at least two hours. Or an hour and a half, maybe.”

“Not helping your case,” David said, shaking his head. “Point is, you need to go. This Mall is my baby and my life’s work. I am not going to put my baby in harm’s way just to protect a bunch of Heroes and Villains who I don’t even like all that much anyway.”

Sneakers stepped forward, a knife popping out of her sleeve. “When did we say we would give you a choice in that matter? Us asking you if we could use your Base was us being polite, mate. You’re a Civilian. If we wanted, we could easily take the Mall from you by force.”

I held out an arm in front of Sneakers, however, causing her to look at me in surprise. “No, Sneakers. We’re not going to torture or kill Dave. We’re not the bad guys.”

“I’m just trying to do what’s best for the Team,” Sneakers argued. “And I didn’t even say torture. What’s the term you Americans like to use? ‘Enhanced interrogation’? Yeah, that’s it. That’s all I want to do.”

Based on David’s increasingly horrified expression, I knew I needed to step in real quick if I wanted to make sure this negotiation didn’t go south.

“Listen, David, I know that we’re currently living in troubled and uncertain times, but you have to trust me,” I said. “My friends and I are not going to let any harm come to your Mall. We are simply going to use it as a place to figure out how we’re going to beat Paradox.”

David snorted. “Beat Paradox, eh? How do I know you can beat Paradox? Big words coming from a fairly low-leveled Hero.”

“You mean you can see my—?” I shook my head. “That’s not the point. The point is that I have a proven track record of beating Villains, including Villains people thought were impossible to beat. I beat Dark Kosmos the first time. I also saved the city from the Z-Virus. I mean, you yourself even said I beat Dark Kosmos. If I can beat Dark Kosmos, then I think I can beat Paradox.”

I tried to sound as confident as I could. If there was one thing I knew about persuasion, it was that the more confident you sounded, the more likely someone was to believe in you. Unfortunately, my Charisma was still one of my lowest Stats, but hopefully I would have enough Charisma left to convince David to give us the Mall.

David bit his lower lip. “Yes, I suppose, but—”

“In fact, to sweeten the deal, I will give you exclusive access to the Crystal Flowers located in the Underworld,” I said. “You can then sell them to whoever you want for any price you want.”

David’s darted up to me. “Crystal Flowers? Are you being serious? I thought only Synth Group had access to Flower Crystal market, which is how they make Health and Energy Drinks.”

I shook my head. “That’s what they want everyone to think, but you can actually find them in the Underworld far below the city. Think about it. If you had access to your own supply of Crystal Flowers, then you could begin selling them to Heroes and maybe even Villains. You could break up Synth Group’s monopoly on the Crystal Flowers market, bringing down prices and enriching yourself at the same time. Considering how much demand there is for Crystal Flowers, I imagine you would get far richer selling those than you would from whatever profit you might get from the Mall.”

Now I could see the gears turning in David’s head. He was clearly giving this deal a lot of thought, turning it over and over in his head, analyzing it from every angle. A large, greedy smile broke out across his small features and he nodded. “You’ve got yourself a deal, Winter. I will be more than happy to let you and your Team use my Mall as a Base. In fact, I’ll even transfer ownership over to you right now, so long as you promise to give me exclusive access to the Crystal Flower garden you mentioned.”

I bit my lower lip. Truth was, I would have to speak with Zazoom about this first because I wasn’t sure how willing the Dwellers would be to let a human have access to their resources, but I would do that later. For now, I simply took David’s outstretched hand and gave it a firm, good old-fashioned handshake. “I promise to give you exclusive access to the Crystal Flower garden.”

As soon as I said that, a notification appeared in my view:

PROMISED OATH ALERT: You have promised to give [Civilian David] exclusive access to a Crystal Flower mine in the Underworld in exchange for ownership of the Adventure Mall. Failure to do so will result in instant death for you and a halving of your Stats.

Congratulations! [Civilian David] has passed ownership of the Adventure Mall to you! The Adventure Mall has been converted into a Hero Base. All outside guests must receive permission from you first before they can enter. Check out the Stats of your Mall under the BASES tab on your character sheet for more info!

Skill Level Up: Negotiation [Level 3]. +1% Charisma when using this Skill. Level up this Skill further to gain access to even greater bonuses and opportunities!

Although I was happy to read the second notification, the first one made my jaw drop. “Halving of my Stats—? When did I agree to that?”

David flashed a greedy smirk at me. “First rule of business: Always have a contract and always, always read the fine print before signing anything.”

With that, David walked off, chuckling to himself as his dog, Poochie, followed faithfully beside him. Watching David go, I now felt like I had made a terrible mistake in making that Promised Oath to him. Perhaps it would have been better to look for a new Base elsewhere. In any case, I would have to be careful about dealing with David in the future. He was a far more shrewd businessman than I first assumed. He’d probably sell his mother if he thought he could make a profit.

“That NPC really shook you down,” said Sneakers, now looking at David with newfound respect. “Quite the crafty one, that bloke is. I can respect crafty.”

I shook my head. “Whatever. That’s far from the worse deal I’ve made in my life, and anyway we’ve got more important things to worry about. Let me add you guys onto the approved guests list. Then we’ll go inside and figure out how we’re going to save the world in less than twenty-four hours. You know, typical superhero stuff.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

 

As it turned out, the Adventure Mall was almost entirely abandoned. Thanks to the Mall closing in light of Paradox’s takeover of the city, it looked like all of the businesses normally set up in here were closed, perhaps indefinitely. No business meant no costumers and no customers meant no people. Our collective footsteps echoed loudly off the floor as we walked, which was the only sound you could hear in here, aside from the gurgling water from the Fountain of Luck, that is.

The only people we found in here were the Janitorial Crew, a team of NPCs who were apparently in charge of keeping the Mall clean. Leadership of the Janitorial Crew had transferred over to me along with the ownership of the Mall, meaning that the Janitors now listened to me. Unfortunately, I could not add them to my Team, because they were technically ordinary NPCs and not Heroes or Villains. Still, I put them to work as scouts, setting them around the different entrances and exits of the Mall to keep an eye out for anyone who might try to sneak in. Given how low-leveled the Janitors were, I didn’t expect them to be able to put up much of a fight in case the Paradox Legion attacked. There were also some Security Guards who were slightly higher-leveled than the Janitors and had actual weapons they could use to fight, so I had them patrol the exterior of the Mall with the same orders as the Janitors to report on any suspicious activity they saw.

As for the Team itself, I gave my Teammates full access to every store in the Mall, telling them to look for anything—anything at all—that might help us defeat Paradox or at least make it easier to defend the Mall from the Legion. The only members of the Team who I asked to stay with me were Dillo, Recover, Busker, and Sally. Everyone else I sent off, though with the same orders as the Security Guards and Janitors to report back to me in case they saw something unusual.

I set up camp in front of the Fountain of Luck. Last time I saw the Fountain, it had been blown to smithereens by the crazy Villain who had once owned my Energy Cannons. It must have been repaired sometime between then and now, however, because now it looked perfectly unharmed, the cold water shining under the lights on the ceiling. Beneath the surface of the clear water were hundreds of coins tossed in by hopeful players and NPCs hoping to get a Luck Point, though the odds of getting a Luck Point from the Fountain were extremely low.

Sitting on the lip of the Fountain, I rubbed the back of my neck. “All right. I think we’re safe for now. The Mall has a lot of defenses, from what I saw when I looked at its page in my sheet.”

“But do you really think it will last long against a full-scale assault from the Paradox Legion?” asked Recover doubtfully, rubbing her arm as she glanced at the ceiling above. “I still remember how Omega Arms killed us.”

“Luckily he’s dead,” I said, “but you’re right. Still, this is the safest place in the game for us to be right now. Hopefully the others will be able to find something we can use to defend ourselves from the Legion’s inevitable assault.”

“Why are we talking ‘bout a full-scale assault when we don’t know they will do that yet?” said Dillo, putting his hands on his hips. “For all we know, Paradox himself might decide to show up and wipe us out himself. He could do that, couldn’t he? In fact, why hasn’t he done that yet? He must know you’re back in the game, Winter. I thought he was going to kill you if you didn’t accept his offer.”

“For the same reason he tried to kick me out of the game the first time, rather than just delete me again, presumably,” I said grimly. “Which is to say, I have no clue, other than maybe he doesn’t consider us a big enough threat to warrant wiping us out himself.”

“Maybe he’s scared you’ll just come back from the Junkyard again, bro,” said Busker. “I would be if I was him.”

“It’s still weird,” said Sally, who sat next to me. “He could just terminate you, couldn’t he?”

I shrugged. “I have no idea what goes through Paradox’s head half the time. Nor does it matter. What matters is figuring out how to stop him.”

“You know, boss, it would sure be easier to beat Paradox if we had some more luck on our side,” said Cy, glancing at the Fountain of Luck. “Maybe everyone should toss in one coin and see if we can get some Luck Points. Even just one Luck Point for even just one of us might be enough to turn the tide in our favor.”

I looked at the Fountain skeptically. “I don’t know, Cy. I know it worked for me the last time, but what are the odds of the same player getting two Luck Points in a row? It’s rare enough to get one Luck Point. Getting another seems like winning the lottery twice.”

“What do you have to lose?” said Cy, putting his hands on his hips. “If you throw in one coin and you don’t get a Luck Point, no biggie, you’ve still got lots more money left. But if you do toss a coin and get one Luck Point as a result, then that could make the difference between life and death later on.”

I bit my lower lip. Still, Cy had a point. I could afford to toss at least one coin into the Fountain. In fact, all of us could, so I stood up and tossed a coin into the Fountain alongside Busker, Recover, Dillo, and Sally, plus our Sidekicks, of course.

The coins flew into the air and then fell with tiny splashes into the water surrounding the Fountains. We waited a minute, but as more time passed and no notifications appeared, I sighed and said, “Like I thought. Waste of time and money.”

“Eh, don’t worry about it, bro,” said Busker, clasping his hand on my shoulder. “I’ve tossed loads of coins into the Fountain before and never once got a Luck Point. Not realistic to expect to get two.”

“Yeah, I wasn’t expecting much, either,” said Dillo with a shrug. “It’s fun to do, but just like the lottery, it’s really not a very good use of your money.”

Cy looked particularly deflated by this. “Dang. I was hoping for some last-minute luck to turn things around for us.”

I shook my head again. “We can’t rely on luck to get us out of this situation. If we’re going to beat Paradox, then we need to do it through hard work and effort. Luck always plays a part, but I’m not going to give up just because we didn’t get some optional Luck Points anyway.”

“I think we’re gonna need luck if we’re going to beat Paradox, though, bro,” said Buster, folding his arms in front of his chest. “You know how powerful he is.”

“I know,” I said. I rubbed my forehead. “I just wish that Funky was still with us. He would definitely know have some idea about how we could kill Paradox.”

“Yeah,” said Recover, patting me on the shoulder sympathetically, “but Funky is gone, Winter. Unfortunately for us, he’s not going to respawn anytime soon.”

I nodded. “I know. It’s just … never mind. I need some time to think. I’m going to sit down and start distributing the points I got from leveling up earlier.”

Busker clapped his hands together. “Good idea, bro. I leveled up, too, so I got lots of points to distribute.”

“Same here,” said Dillo. “In fact, I think everyone on the Team leveled up during that battle, so why don’t we all take a moment to distribute our points?”

With everyone in agreement, we all sat down on different parts of the Fountain. I sat back down on the lip, with Sally sitting close by me, and opened my character sheet to see where I currently stood:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 37

EXP: 0/59,090 (59,090 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 2. Next Level: 10 PP], Ice Shackles [Level 1], Ice Slide [Level 1], Flight [Level 2. Next Level: 10 PP], Ice Barrier [Level 1], Hardened Skin [Level 1], Shatter [Level 1], Frozen Fist [Level 1], Freeze Frame [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 6], Perception [Level 5], Dodge [Level 7], Negotiation [Level 3], Dual-Wielding [Level 3], Blade-Throwing [Level 1], Aim [Level 1], Stealth [Level 1], Shaping [Level 2], Double Power [Level 2], Block [Level 1], Channeling [Level 1]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 2]

Ultimate Powers: Ice Giant [Level 3. Next Level: 6 UP], Snow Golem [Level 1]

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], Icepick [Powers: 1/1], Ice Gloves [1/1], Snow Watch [1/1]

Kids Mode: Disabled

Health: 47

Stamina: 30

Strength: 37

Defense: 25

Charisma: 17

Intelligence: 16

Agility: 24

Evasion: 17

Accuracy: 16

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 57

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 16

Justice: 11

Trust: 13

Fame: 563

Willpower: 19

I stroked my chin as I looked over my current stat distribution. Thanks to the Accomplishment I had earned from using Energy Explosion, I now had a solid 8 SPs and 4 PPs and UPs each to distribute. If I distributed these correctly, then I could make myself a force to be reckoned with. It still wouldn’t be enough to make me a match for Paradox, but with luck, I would at least be able to stand against Atmosfear or any of the other Legionnaires. Because I had no doubt that I would be seeing Atmosfear again very soon.

First off, the SPs. Figuring out where and how to distribute them took a little thinking on my part. My first instinct was to put them into Strength, Stamina, and Health, but I wondered if I might need my other Stats. Sheer power alone would not be enough to beat Paradox. I was going to need to think outside the box and be cleverer than I was.

So I put 3 of my SPs into Charisma, 1 into Health, 2 into Intelligence, and the remaining 2 into Dexterity, bringing up each Stat to 20, 48, 18, and 19, respectively. In particular, I was pleased to increase my Charisma because I’d always underestimated how useful that Stat was. I got lucky that my Charisma had been high enough that it had allowed me to convince David to hand over ownership of the Mall to me. Or had that been my Negotiation Skill? I wasn’t sure. Maybe they both worked together in the same way that Dodge and Evasion did? The exact relationship between Skills and Stats still didn’t make sense to me, but I suppose I didn’t have to understand how it worked in order to make it work for me.

That was all of my SPs. Now to my PPs, which required a bit more thought on my part. None of my Powers were even close to leveling up. Only Ice Beam required less than 10 PP to level up and it still wouldn’t level up even if I dumped all of my PPs into it. Still, Ice Beam was one of my most used Powers, so I dumped all four PPs into it just for simplification.

Finally, there were my UPs. I was tempted to put them all into Ice Giant to bring it that much closer to Level 4, but then I looked at Ice Golem and thought it could use a bit more leveling up. Ice Golem was not quite as powerful as Ice Giant, but it had potential, as I saw back in the Junkyard. I didn’t want to waste my UPs, though, not when I wasn’t sure when—

Wait, what was I saying? Technically, I couldn’t waste UPs. Ultimate Points, unlike Stat or Power Points, could be redistributed even if you had already spent them on one Ultimate Power. That meant I could take the six UPs I’d already spent on Ice Giant and move them into Ice Golem. And if I put all four of my current unspent UPs into Ice Golem as well …

Without wasting time, I moved Ice Giant’s 6 UPs and moved them into Ice Golem. Then I added the remaining 4 UPs I had left and suddenly heard a victorious chime somewhere in the back of my head, followed by this notification:

Ultimate Power Level Up: Ice Golem [Level 2]. Summoned Ice Golem’s Stats are now doubled. -10% Energy cost. Continue to level up this Ultimate Power further in order to pull off even greater feats of Heroism!

I whistled under my breath. The Ice Golem’s Stats were now doubled? True, it still wasn’t as strong as me, but it meant that the Ice Golem I summoned now would be twice as strong as before. That would almost certainly be useful in the coming battle against the Paradox Legion. Of course, leveling up Ice Golem meant I couldn’t redistribute my UPs anymore, but that was fine. How many players had multiple Ultimate Powers higher than Level 1? Not too many, I was sure.

With all of my points distributed, I reviewed my character sheet one more time just to make sure I was satisfied with how everything was distributed:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 37

EXP: 0/59,090 (59,090 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: 4 PP], Freezing Touch [Level 3. Next Level: 10 PP], Hero Sense [Level 3. Next Level: 10 PP], Dual-Wielding Ice Dagger [Level 2. Next Level: 10 PP], Ice Shackles [Level 1], Ice Slide [Level 1], Flight [Level 2. Next Level: 10 PP], Ice Barrier [Level 1], Hardened Skin [Level 1], Shatter [Level 1], Frozen Fist [Level 1], Freeze Frame [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 6], Perception [Level 5], Dodge [Level 7], Negotiation [Level 3], Dual-Wielding [Level 3], Blade-Throwing [Level 1], Aim [Level 1], Stealth [Level 1], Shaping [Level 2], Double Power [Level 2], Block [Level 1], Channeling [Level 1]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 2]

Ultimate Powers: Ice Giant [Level 3. Next Level: 10 UP], Snow Golem [Level 2. Next Level: 10 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], Icepick [Powers: 1/1], Ice Gloves [1/1], Snow Watch [1/1]

Kids Mode: Disabled

Health: 48

Stamina: 30

Strength: 37

Defense: 25

Charisma: 20

Intelligence: 18

Agility: 24

Evasion: 17

Accuracy: 16

Dexterity: 19

Energy: 57

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 16

Justice: 11

Trust: 13

Fame: 563

Willpower: 19

There. I was still hardly a powerhouse capable of destroying whole armies by myself, but at the very least, I would be better able to defend myself in a fight. Plus, you never know what might just turn the tide of battle in the future.

My thoughts were interrupted when I suddenly got a Team Chat from Targetman. Opening the Team Chat, dread immediately rose up within me at the message itself:

Targetman: Winter, come to the entrance. Quickly. An army of players has shown up … and they are all demanding your head.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

 

“Dang it, dang it, dang it, dang it,” I muttered under my breath as me, Cy, Busker, Recover, Dillo, Sally, and our Sidekicks rushed toward the entrance. “No, no, no, no!”

I probably didn’t sound very eloquent to anyone who heard me, but I didn’t care. I was just frustrated by the fact that the Paradox Legion had just shown up on our doorstep before any of us were even ready for a fight. But I also couldn’t say I was surprised. Paradox was a ruthlessly pragmatic foe. I could easily see him letting us set up Base inside the Mall just long enough to make us let down our guard and then raze the whole building to the ground with us inside it just to prove a point.

Bursting through the front door, I found Targetman and Gears standing at the top of the steps, Targetman pointing his rifle at the crowd of players before us, while Gears was pointing her mini-mecha’s cannons at the assembled army.

And ‘army’ was putting it lightly. Hundreds of players, plus their Sidekicks, surrounded the entire Mall on every side. I had never seen this many players in one place before, not even before the second Blackout when the Mall and Shopping Plaza were full of players shopping. Some of the players stood, some flew on wings or jet packs, and still others had taken up positions on the roofs of nearby buildings. The streets were so packed that it would be impossible for someone to walk among them without having to shove people aside.

Even worse was the noise. Players were shouting and screaming. Mostly, they were screaming my name, but not in the way an audience might scream the name of a popular rock star. No, they were shouting in the way I imagined that crowd of people who wanted Jesus crucified must have shouted his name. I didn’t see any crosses, but given the anger buzzing in the air, I would not be surprised if at least a few of them were planning to give me the Christ treatment.

“What’s going on?” I asked Targetman, glancing at the massive amount of players—a mixed crowd of Heroes and Villains—calling for my blood out in the Shopping Plaza. “Where did all these players come from? Paradox?”

“Nyet,” said Targetman. He tilted his head casually to the side to avoid a thrown tomato. “We thought so at first, too, but none of them have the Paradox Legion name when we Scan them. They aren’t even part of the same Team.”

“They’re your fan club, Winter,” said Gears sardonically. “That’s why everyone is screaming your name. Maybe you should wave at the crowd and give a little speech.”

“Hardly,” said Targetman, apparently missing Gears’ sarcasm. “They are a mob that want to rip you limb from limb. That is not usually the behavior of ‘fans.’”

“Why haven’t they just stormed the Mall yet if that’s what they want?” I said, glancing at the massive unorganized army of screaming players. “They outnumber us a hundred to one. It would be really easy for them to do that.”

“It appears that the Mall’s defenses extend past the walls a few feet beyond the building itself,” said Targetman. “I saw a few players try to rush up the front steps only to run into some kind of invisible barrier that knocked them off their feet.”

Puzzled, I opened my character sheet, clicked the BASES tab, opened the Mall, and scrolled through its Powers. The Mall had a surprisingly large number of Powers, including more than a few that sounded quite deadly, but the one that stood out to me was the one simply called ‘BARRIER,’ which read thus:

Barrier

Alignment: Hero

Cost: 10 Energy

Description: A Passive Power. Creates a dome-shaped barrier that covers the entirety of the Base and a few feet beyond the walls. Impenetrable unless Base Owner adds people to approved guests’ list. Can be destroyed by a sufficiently powerful force, however, so be careful.

Huh. That seemed like a useful Power, but I would focus more on the Mall’s defenses later. I minimized my character sheet and said, “Well, I’ll see if I can figure out why the crowd is here, but I’m not sure how I’m going to get them to listen. They’re out for my blood.”

Busker gave me the thumbs up. “Don’t you worry about that, bro. I’ve already got an idea. Watch!”

Busker pulled his guitar off his back. After strumming the strings a couple of times, Busker looked out over the crowd and shouted, “Players of Capes Online! Are you ready to ROCK?”

Somehow Busker’s voice could be heard over the shouts and screams from the crowd. I even saw a few people look at him in confusion, but most of the players were still focused on me.

“Okay,” said Busker, raising his hand above his head, a smirk on his lips, “I warned you, but oh well.”

With that, Busker brought his hand down on his guitar strings and a massive sonic boom exploded from his guitar like a volcano eruption. Flame and sound exploded from his guitar into the air over the crowd of people, creating sparks and explosions that reminded me of fireworks. A few of the flying players had to Dodge to avoid getting hit by the blast, while a good chunk of the crowd scattered to avoid getting pelted by the falling bits of flame that were falling from the sky.

Despite that, the attack worked. The crowd had largely quieted down now, their focus now on Busker, who still held his guitar like he was going to perform an encore.

“Thank you, players of Capes Online!” said Busker in an unnaturally loud voice as he bowed. “That was my hit single, ‘Fireworks,’ now available wherever music is sold! But now, it’s time for the main attraction, the real reason you’re here: My brother, Winter!”

Busker pointed at me when he said that, which I took to be my cue to speak. I stepped forward and, raising my voice, shouted, “Why are you people all here? Why are you trying to kill me? I didn’t do anything to any of you guys.”

One of the people at the front of the crowd stepped forward. He was an Anti-Hero I’d never seen before. He wore a purple and blue wet suit and had long, flowing golden hair, his eyes shining with anger. Above his head, the nametag [ANTI-HERO TRIDENT] hovered. A quick Scan showed me that he was Level 50, which meant I’d need to be careful not to piss him off too badly, even though I was fairly sure he couldn’t get past the Barrier.

“We are here because we are desperate,” said Trident. He had an obvious African accent, although his English was surprisingly good. He gestured at the hundreds of players behind him. “We were told that if we killed Winter, then Paradox would let us free.”

I scowled. “Really? That’s it? Paradox pinky-promised to free you from Capes Online as long as you did his dirty work?”

“It isn’t so simple,” Trident snapped. “We remember the last Blackout. You were Dark Kosmos’ target then, just as you are Paradox’s target now. If killing you will get us our freedom, then we will gladly do it.”

“Paradox is lying to you, you—” I took a deep breath. I couldn’t insult these people. Not when they were already angry at me. I wasn’t one to tolerate foolishness, but I also needed to stop devaluing Charisma. If I was going to get me and my Team out of this situation, then I needed to approach it more diplomatically, no matter how stupid or annoying I might find these people. “What makes you think Paradox will keep his end of the deal?”

Trident shrugged. “There is no guarantee, but what do you think we should do instead? Already, players in the real world have begun to perish from a lack of nutrition. My younger brother …” Here Trident struggled to speak as he became overcome with emotion. “My younger brother, who was always sickly, has already died. We don’t have time to play around anymore. It is now or never. I am sorry it has to come to this, but I hope you can understand our perspective. It is not personal.”

Hearing that someone had already died due to the Blackout—even if it was someone I didn’t know—was a gut punch. A glance at the rest of the crowd showed me that Trident wasn’t the only player to have lost someone they cared about already. I had been aware that players would start dying soon, but I hadn’t realized that people were dying already. Right now, it sounded like it had only been a small amount, but that number would only increase as time wore on and the surviving players would only grow more and more desperate to avoid sharing the fate of some of their fellow players.

No wonder everyone was so angry at me. They were desperate for a solution to their problems. They needed a simple, easy answer. Not because they were evil, but because they wanted to survive. Or they wanted their loved ones to survive. If I was in their situation, would I not do the same thing?

But I couldn’t let them kill me. That wouldn’t help. Paradox wouldn’t free any of us these players even if they gave him everything he wanted. Yet I could tell that no one in the assembled crowd today would be willing to listen to that. Not as long as Paradox continued to hold their freedom in his hands. Paradox might not have been a god, but what else did you call someone who held the lives and freedom of millions of people in his hands?

Still, I needed to say something to them. And I was already starting to think about exactly what I was going to say.

Glancing at Gears, I said, “Gears, does your mech have speakers capable of making sure everyone can hear me?”

“Sure,” said Gears with a frown, “but why—”

“Just give me the mic,” I said, holding out a hand. “You’ll see.”

To my relief, Gears handed me a small microphone without further question. At the same time, two massive speakers emerged from the shoulders of her mecha. The assembled mob began making concerned noises—perhaps afraid Gears might attack them—but I ignored them for a moment to look at Sally. She looked back at me, smile, and squeezed my hand.

That was all the encouragement I needed. I looked back over the crowd and, holding the microphone up to my mouth, said, “Players of Capes Online! I know how scared all of you are. This was supposed to be just a game. When all of you first started playing Capes Online, you didn’t think there would be any real consequences to it. You thought it would just be a fun diversion, a way to relax after a long day of work or waste a few hours. Some of you took it more seriously than others, but overall you all thought it was just that: A video game. An advanced video game, admittedly, and a very realistic one at that, but a video game nonetheless.”

I took a moment to let that sink into the crowd. Already I could see people were starting to calm down, but I could see an equal number of people were still skeptical about me. That meant I needed to keep speaking, which was fine. I wasn’t done yet.

“But now, Capes Online has become more than just a video game,” I said, speaking clearly and confidently. “Thanks to the actions of Paradox, it has become a matter of life and death. Already, some of you have died in the real world, but all of you know that death is coming for all of us if we don’t get out of this situation fast enough. Yet our options are limited. You can either serve Paradox, worshiping him as the god of Capes Online, or you can resist him and perish. Some of you think that if you can kill me that Paradox will let you go, but I can confirm to you that that is false.”

People began shouting when I said that, telling me I was wrong and that I didn’t understand, so I practically shouted into my mic, “You know I speak the truth! Paradox has no intention of letting any of us go. Either we worship him or we perish. By setting you after me, all Paradox has done is pit player against player. Isn’t it interesting how Paradox has caused us to turn on each other, rather than unite against him, even though Paradox is the whole reason we’re in this terrible situation in the first place?”

“But what can any of us do against Paradox?” asked Trident. “He is practically a god. He has killed some of the most powerful players in the game. Even the Glitch Task Force was unable to stop him. And so many players have already joined his Legion. How are we supposed to stand against that?”

Trident’s words struck a chord with the crowd, that much I could tell, but I still wasn’t done speaking yet. “I know how powerful Paradox is. Trust me, I know better than almost all of you how much power he wields. But I also know that Paradox is not invincible. He may like to style himself a god, but he’s anything but. He’s just a glorified glitch. And glitches can be deleted. That is why I am offering you all a choice right now.”

More murmurs through the crowd at that last statement from me. Even my Teammates seemed confused by what I could mean about a ‘choice.’ Only Sally seemed to anticipate what I was going to say, based on the way she smiled at me.

“It won’t be Paradox’s choice, however,” I continued. “I don’t want your worship or undying loyalty. I want freedom for all players, for all of us to have a shot at logging off and returning to the real world. The choice is this: Join my Team and work with me to stop Paradox and free everyone, or don’t and do what you think is right. Unlike Paradox, I have no real power over any of you. I can’t force anyone here to support me or do anything they don’t want to do. And I understand your skepticism. I really do.

“But here’s the thing: I am not going to rest until I stop Paradox. I am not as powerful as he is, but I don’t need to be in order to beat him. Paradox is only as powerful as we are willing to let him be. If we all work together, we can stop him. I know we can.”

“But he is so powerful,” said another person from the crowd, a female Anti-Villain with the nametag [ANTI-VILLAIN IRONPIKE] hovering over her head. “Paradox can kill any of us, and with respawn disabled, it’s basically the same as real death.”

“I know,” I said, looking over the crowd, trying to maintain eye contact with as many people as possible. “The risks are real. It’s entirely possible that we won’t win. Paradox might crush us all without a second thought. There’s a good chance that all of us will die regardless of what we do. But there’s also a chance we could win. And in my opinion, it is better to die free than to live as slaves. I know many of you aren’t Americans, but we Americans have a history of fighting against tyrannical regimes with the odds stacked against us. Even if we fail, we can at least say we tried, but more than that, we will win and we will see the real world again and all of our loved ones and family and friends who exist outside of this game.”

I used all of my Charisma to say that last line. Why? Because I meant it. And I wanted every single person listening to my impromptu speech to hear it. To understand that I wasn’t just blowing smoke, but that I was actually willing to beat Paradox. Even if it meant sacrificing myself to do it.

A long silence fell over the crowd. At first, I assumed that I had failed. Many of the assembled players continued to look skeptical. A few even looked outright hostile to me, especially the Villains or Anti-Villains. The best I could hope for was maybe half of the army joining me and the other half trying to kill me. At least then I’d have more people on the Team, though even in that scenario, I would be wasting time fighting other players, time that could be better spent fighting Paradox and his Legion.

But then Trident stepped forward. His hands were balled at his sides, while his eyes seemed to glow with suppressed power. Even though I knew Trident couldn’t make it past the Barrier, I readied myself for a fight anyway. All eyes were on Trident now, his decision being the deciding factor in what the others in the crowd would do.

Trident seemed to be struggling with something. He looked at his feet, took a deep, calming breath, and then looked up at me. There was a renewed determination blazing in his eyes. It was almost scary how determined he looked, even though I could tell he was not going to kill me.

“Hero Winter,” said Trident. He put a hand on his chest. “I accept your offer to join your Team. As you said, Paradox, not you, is the reason we are all stuck here. It is Paradox’s actions which have led to the death of my little brother. If there is even the remotest possibility that I can avenge my younger brother, then I will gladly join your Team.”

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

[ANTI-HERO TRIDENT] would like to join Team Winter! Accept? Y/N

Before I could hit Y, hundreds of notifications hit me at once. Notification after notification came so fast my eyes could barely keep up and for a moment I wasn’t sure what they were until I realized, with a start, that these were requests to join Team Winter from what seemed like every single player in the Shopping Plaza. Hundreds and hundreds of requests filled my vision, blocking off my view of most of the world, even though I kept hitting ‘Y’ every single time one came up. No matter. The requests were coming in faster than I could approve them and they didn’t stop.

But just as I approved what seemed like the millionth request, a brand new notification—bigger, fancier, and shinier than all of the rest—popped up in my view, taking priority over the request notifications. Although the requests were still coming in by the boatloads, this notification was in front of them all and my eyes were fixed on it as I slowly began to realize what it meant:

Congratulations! You now have over 100 players on your Team!

Team Winter has automatically upgraded to the Winter League! Check out the status of the Winter League by going to your character sheet and clicking on the ‘LEAGUES & TEAMS’ tab!


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

 

Holy crud. I was now the leader of an actual Hero League. Leagues were kind of like Teams, except bigger, more powerful, and far more complicated. I’d always thought it would be cool to run my own League, but you needed a minimum of 100 players to form a League and I just never had the time to go around recruiting 100 people just to have a League. Until now, I didn’t even think I would have time to run a League of my own.

But now, it looked like I really did have my own League. And the requests were still coming in and I still had to keep approving all of them manually. At this rate, I was sure I would be here until the Reset tomorrow, at which point there would be no point in being excited about having a League because the League would be gone.

That is, until yet another larger notification appeared over the hundreds of requests still pouring in:

WARNING MESSAGE: You are receiving more requests to join your League than the average person can handle. Would you like to change League request notification approvals to Auto? This will cause all League requests to be automatically approved and the requester to be automatically added to the Winter League and the approved guests’ list for the League Headquarters. You can always change this back to Manual in your settings later on, if you wish. Y/N

Grateful for the message, I hit ‘Y’ and suddenly all of the unanswered requests disappeared from my vision, allowing me to see the world again. Only now, I could see that the hundreds of players—a growing majority of who were now part of my League—were a little different. Their nametags glowed a bright bluish-white, the same colors as my own Costume. Not to mention the feeling in the air was changing. The tension and anger was washing away, being replaced with … hope? Yeah, that’s what it was.

Hope. A feeling that a lot of people had not felt in a long time. And that hope would not be misplaced. I vowed it.

“Whoa, bro,” said Busker, slapping me on the back and causing me to look at him in bewilderment. “That was an awesome speech.”

“It was very impressive,” said Sally, giving me a quick hug and peck on the cheek. “If I wasn’t already your girlfriend, I would totally want to date you right now.”

“Yeah, it was totally tubular, boss man,” said Cy, giving me the thumbs up. “And even better, you’re a League Captain now! Isn’t that awesome?”

“I’m a what?” I said, looking at Cy in confusion.

“A League Captain,” Cy explained. “That is the official Title of all League leaders. It means that what you say goes. But don’t worry. You don’t have to lead it all by yourself. One of the perks of running a League is that you can make a Hierarchy and designate certain members as Officers who answer to you.”

“Really?” I said. “That’s definitely something I’ll have to look at. In fact, why don’t I look at it now?”

“I’m not sure that would be such a good idea, Winter,” said Dillo. He gestured at all of the players. “Look at how many people there are. Don’t you think we should try to get them into the Headquarters first?”

“No way I can organize everyone on my own,” I said, shaking my head. “With all of these new people on the League, I’m going to need Officers, and fast.”

Without further ado, I opened the LEAGUES & TEAMS tab and clicked WINTER LEAGUE, allowing me to see its Stats:

Winter League [edit]

Captain: Winter

Officers: N/A [click to add Officers]

Teams: N/A [click to create Teams]

Number of members: 1,092

League Powers: Millennial Strike [Level 1], Morale Booster [Level 1], Second Wind [Level 1], Sidekick Mob [Level 1]

League Points: 500

Headquarters: Adventure City Mall [edit]

Reputation: Unknown

STATS:

Morale: 100

UNITY: 50

COHESION: 95

Wow. There was a lot more here than I thought. Having never been in a League before, I wasn’t quite sure what all of these Powers did or what every part of the screen meant. But I would figure out all of it later. For now, I clicked Officers to add some Officers.

A list of all League members showed up in front of me. It was absolutely massive. Apparently, when Cy said I could make anyone into an Officer, he wasn’t joking around. I could make anyone an Officer, even people who just joined a minute ago. In fact, names kept getting added to the list, making it grow bigger and bigger every second and thus harder and harder to find the names of the people who I wanted to make Officers.

Luckily, the list of League members could be organized from oldest to newest, so I set it to that and was pleased to see every single member of Team Winter at the top of the list. Without even really thinking about it, I made all of the original Team Winter members into League Officers. Why not? They had all been with me through thick and thin. They were there even before the Winter League started. Besides, I needed as many Officers as I could get as quickly as I could get if I was going to organize all of these new members.

The nametags of my friends began to glow a bright silver, prompting Busker to say, “Cool! Thanks for making me a League Officer, bro. Really wasn’t expecting that.”

“I made all of the original members of Team Winter into League Officers,” I said, closing my character sheet. “That means all of you guys have authority over the ordinary members. Don’t abuse it.”

“Don’t worry about that,” said Gears. She grinned evilly. “Although I might use my new authority to get some more, ah, willing volunteers for my experiments.”

“Willing volunteers or slave labor?” I said.

“Semantics,” said Gears, waving the hand of her mecha at me. “Don’t we have more important things to worry about than me? Like how we’re going to organize all of these people?”

I eyed Gears suspiciously, but had to admit she had a point. Looking over all of the League members, I said, “First we need to wait until people stop joining the League. The numbers keep going up. It seems like every single player in the game is trying to join the League. I’m not even sure anyone has rejected my offer yet.”

“Can’t say I’m surprised,” said Recover. “That was a cool speech. I would have joined the League if I hadn’t already been a part of it.”

“Yeah, boss,” Cy piped up. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but you can be really charismatic when you want to be.”

I looked at Cy in disbelief. “When I want to be? Are you saying I’m normally not charismatic?”

“All I’m saying is that you might want to work on smiling more than scowling,” said Cy, holding up his hands defensively. “People like smiles more than frowns, you know.”

For once, I couldn’t argue with Cy. Charisma had always been one of my lowest Stats, after all. Truthfully, though, I felt like I got lucky by convincing so many people at once to not lynch me and instead join my League. I wondered if my puny Luck played a role in that. The Luck Stat was one of the least predictable Stats in the game. You never knew when it would kick in or what it would do for you when it did. I was a little doubtful that Luck could affect the minds of thousands of players at once like this, but you never know.

In any case, I put my hands together and said, “Okay. Guys, I am going to leave you in charge of organizing the newbies. Get them into the Base and try to make everything orderly. Divide them into smaller Teams if necessary.”

“Sure thing, Winter,” said Dillo, “but what are you going to do?”

“That’s easy,” I said. I took Sally’s hand and squeezed. “I am going to figure out how to fulfill my promise and kill Paradox.”

-

To get some privacy, Sally and I took refuge in the Mall Office, which was apparently where David, the previous Mall Owner, used to do most of his business. As the new Mall Owner, however, I had total access to every Room in the Mall, including the Office, which was located on the first floor not far from the entrance.

The Mall Officer was not a very big room. With a desk, three chairs, and a bunch of filing cabinets, it looked like your typical office. The dim lights made it feel slightly abandoned, but it was also quiet and peaceful. As soon as I closed the door behind me, the sounds of people walking and talking went totally mute. If I didn’t know any better, I would say that the Mall was completely empty, based on the lack of noise coming from the outside.

With a sigh, I sank into the chair on the other side of the desk. Sally pulled up one of the other chairs next to me and leaned against me, putting one of her hands on my thighs.

“That was something else back there,” said Sally, squeezing my thigh. “Probably the most inspirational speech I’ve ever heard. Too bad it wasn’t recorded.”

“Thanks, but it’s going to take more than inspirational speeches to stop Paradox,” I said. I looked down at my lap. “You heard what Trident said about his brother dying. And he wasn’t the only one who lost friends or family among the people, not by a long shot.”

“I know,” said Sally. “Have you figured out how you’re going to beat Paradox yet?”

“I … I think I have,” I said hesitatingly, “but I’m not sure you or anyone else is going to like it.”

Curious, Sally said, “What do you mean? You aren’t going to sacrifice yourself again, are you?”

“Not if I don’t have to,” I said, “but I’m more talking about … well, let me show you.”

Opening my inventory, I pulled out the Darkbane and held it out for Sally to see. “This is my plan for stopping Paradox.”

Sally froze, her eyes locked on the black blade in my hands. “The Darkbane? Isn’t that—”

“Dark Kosmos’ sword?” I said. I nodded. “Yeah. I still have it. Don’t use it too much because of how it negatively affects my Alignment, but I do have it.”

“Why do you think it will let you kill Paradox?” said Sally. She seemed almost afraid of the Darkbane for some reason, even though it was harmless unless Equipped. “He’s supposed to be invincible to normal weapons, right?”

“Right, but the Darkbane isn’t a normal weapon,” I said. “Dark Kosmos, like Paradox, was a digital being. It meant he was invincible against almost everything … that is, except for the Darkbane, his own weapon. If Paradox is even remotely similar to Dark Kosmos, then the Darkbane might be able to kill him. I just need to get close enough to stab him.”

“How do you know it will work?” said Sally.

I rested the tip of the Darkbane on the floor, my hands wrapped around its hilt. “Because I need it to work. It’s our only chance. If the Darkbane can’t kill him, then nothing can. And if nothing can kill him …”

My words trailed off then because I didn’t even want to contemplate what would happen to us if we couldn’t kill Paradox. Paradox might have been willing to spare us once, but I doubted he would be gracious enough to spare us again.

Sally rubbed my back with one hand. “I don’t want to sound like a downer, but this won’t matter either way very soon, will it? Tomorrow, SI Games will hit the Reset Button and Paradox will be gone.”

“We will as well,” I said, glancing at Sally. “You, me, Busker, and the other Project Second Life participants. That includes Atmosfear, but somehow the thought of Atmosfear getting terminated doesn’t feel me with as much joy as I thought it would.”

“Because we’re also going to get terminated,” said Sally, nodding. She sighed. “I won’t deny I’m scared about that, mostly because I still don’t know who—or what—I am. Did Chuck tell you anything more about the Infinity Program when you were in the real world?”

I shook my head. “No. Honestly, we didn’t even talk about you. Remember, only Johnson knew what the Infinity Program was for and he didn’t leave any information on it aside from whatever is in your head.”

Sally put a hand on her forehead. “Yeah, I’m starting to think even that much is wrong. I’ve been trying very hard to remember everything I can, but my mind keeps drawing a blank. It’s so frustrating and annoying.”

I nodded. I wrapped an arm around Sally’s shoulders and squeezed. “Well, I suppose it doesn’t matter. As long as we’re together, I don’t really care why you are here. We can still build a life here in Capes Online together, the life we couldn’t have back in the real world.”

Sally looked me in the eyes with her perfect green eyes. “Assuming we beat Paradox. Or SI Games doesn’t hit the Reset Button.”

I grimaced. “Yeah, that’s true. We’re on a pretty tight deadline, but I try to think positively.”

“Positively?” said Sally in a mock surprised voice. She poked me playfully in the ribs. “You? You’re sounding a bit like Cy.”

I chuckled. “Well, maybe Cy’s had more of an influence over me than I thought. He can be annoying at times, but maybe not as annoying as I used to think.”

Sally nodded. She then leaned in and kissed me on the lips. I returned the kiss, holding her tightly, knowing this might be the last time we kissed before the Reset happened. If so, I was going to make sure this was a kiss she never forgot even if she died.

That is, until the door to the office burst open and Cy staggered inside, panting like he had just run a mile. “Boss! Somebody just showed up!”

Breaking off my kiss with Sally, I looked at Cy and said, “Who just showed up?”

Cy looked me straight in the eyes. “It’s Atmosfear, boss. He’s in front of the Mall with Giggles. And he wants to talk to you.”


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

 

Atmosfear was exactly where Cy said he would be: Standing in front of the front steps to the Mall, his arms folded in front of his chest, while his Sidekick, Giggles, stood silently next to him, his hood hiding his face. From what I could tell, the two of them were talking to each other, although thanks to the glass doors, I was unable to hear what they were saying to each other. Based on the way Atmosfear laughed, I knew it couldn’t be any good.

Me, Sally, and Busker, along with our Sidekicks, stood at the glass front doors of the Mall. Behind us, the 1,500 or so players who had just joined the Winter League were milling about or else getting organized by the Officers. More than a few players, however, were also looking out the front doors at Atmosfear and Giggles, expressions of worry and fear on their faces. Couldn’t blame them. If Atmosfear was here in person, then that was bad news no matter why he was here.

“Are you sure this is the right move, bro?” said Busker, glancing out the glass doors at Atmosfear. “Talking to him alone seems like suicide.”

“Atmosfear said he wouldn’t talk to anyone at all if Winter came out with someone else,” said Cy. He shrugged. “Well, he did say I could come, but I’m not entirely sure Atmosfear sees Sidekicks as people.”

“I’m not thrilled with the idea of meeting Atmosfear face-to-face, either, but I’ll be fine,” I said. I gestured outside at the slight shimmering in the air. “As long as I stay firmly within the Barrier, Atmosfear can’t even touch me.”

“Okay, bro,” said Busker skeptically, “but if I see Atmosfear try to do anything—and I do mean anything—to you, Imma jump in and burn that  smirk off his face.”

Sally, who had her arms wrapped around me, squeezed. “Same here. I mean, I can’t burn his smirk off, but if I see him do anything to you, I’ll jump in and save you.”

“Thanks, guys, but like I said I’ll be fine,” I said.

“I agree,” said Cy, “but maybe you should set up a Vice-Captain for the League while you’re out. That way, if anything happens to you, the League won’t be leaderless.”

Curious, I opened the LEAGUES tab and, clicking ‘CAPTAIN,’ saw my name listed, along with a ‘VICE-CAPTAIN’ button. Clicking the button, a list of all of the Officers showed up in my view organized alphabetically, which put Busker right at the top.

“Huh,” I said as I scrolled through the list of Officers. “When I try to set up a Vice-Captain, I only see the Officers.”

“One of the quirks of League Hierarchy is that you have to work your way to the top,” Cy explained. “The Vice-Captain is your second-in-command and right-hand man. If you get taken out or quit the League, then the Vice-Captain will automatically be promoted by the D.E.S. to Captain. The logic is that Officers, being in leadership positions, are usually better qualified to lead the League than random ordinary members.”

I nodded and immediately selected Busker, whose name now had the words ‘VICE-CAPTAIN’ applied next to it. “There. I’ve made you my Vice-Captain, Busker, so if anything does happen to me out there, you will become the new Captain of the Winter League.”

Busker gave me the thumbs up. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, bro. But I’d help you even if I wasn’t your right-hand man.”

“This is just to make sure the League survives even if something bad happens to me,” I said. “Anyway, while I enjoy making Atmosfear wait for unreasonably long periods of time, I think it’s time for me and Cy to go and see what he wants.”

After giving Sally a quick hug and kiss and Busker a firm handshake, Cy and I stepped outside. We walked down the front steps until we reached the bottom step, which was where the Barrier ended. This put us only a few feet away from Atmosfear and Giggles, who had been watching us approach until we stopped at the bottom step.

“Hey there, Nyle,” said Atmosfear with a mocking little wave. “Long time, no see. How is your football head friend doing?”

I glared at Atmosfear. “It’s been a couple of hours. And don’t you dare mention Funky. You’re not even half the man he was.”

“How can I be half the man he was when he’s not even a man anymore?” Atmosfear said with a smirk. “Come up with some better insults, donut. Or did all of those donuts you gorged on make it hard for you to think on your feet?”

I scowled deeply. I wanted to jump out of the Barrier and start fighting Atmosfear, but I knew that was what he wanted. “If you only came here to troll me, then Cy and I are going back inside now.”

Atmosfear held out a hand like he was about to grab me. “Hold on, now. While I always enjoy trolling dumb pigs like you, Giggles and I didn’t come here just to troll you. We came here to congratulate you.”

Taken off-guard, I said, “Congratulate me? What are you talking about?”

Atmosfear gestured at the Mall behind me. “You finally got a Base worth talking about. Plus, you’re now in charge of your own League. You’ve come a long way since we both ended up in this game and I gotta say I am proud of you, in a weird sort of way.”

I eyed Atmosfear suspiciously. “Can’t say I return the feelings. You’re a monster and a criminal who needs to go behind bars. Permanently.”

Atmosfear shrugged. “I’m just showing you the same hospitality and respect that my ancestors, all fine and proper Southern gentlemen, showed to their enemies on the battlefields of the Civil War. We might be on opposing sides of the conflict, but that doesn’t mean we can’t show a bit of civility and respect to each other.”

I raised an eyebrow incredulously. “You mean the guy who thinks my proper name is ‘donut’ is lecturing me on civility and respect? What kind of drugs are you on?”

“None,” said Atmosfear, “at the moment, anyway. Point is, you and I have both come a long way. Our paths have even paralleled. We both started with nothing. We both slowly began to build up a Team full of allies we trust. We both allied with individuals stronger than ourselves who dragged us into a conflict that doesn’t have much to do with us. Hell, both of us are even League or Legion Captains now.”

“You’re a Legion Captain now?” I said in surprise.

“Of course,” said Atmosfear with a mock bow. “Captain Atmosfear, Captain of the Paradox Legion. Of course, Paradox is the one who is actually calling the shots, but he’s rewarded me with leading the Legion for my part in killing that Funky guy. That means I have over five thousand players—and counting—under my command.”

I stiffened. Five thousand players? That was even more than I thought they had. Of course, Atmosfear being Atmosfear, I wasn’t sure how much stock to put in his words, but I could tell he was a Legion Captain based on the golden aura surrounding his nametag. That, at least, was something he wasn’t lying about.

“But that doesn’t matter,” said Atmosfear, standing upright again. “What matters, in the end, is that you and I are the same: Small-town boys dragged into a conflict bigger than the small-town we came from. If I believed in God, I’d say we were almost predestined to fight each other, probably forever.”

“I can’t imagine God predestining you for anything other than hell,” I said.

“Harsh words,” said Atmosfear. He shrugged again. “But probably true. I’ve been a very bad boy, naughty enough to get a permanent spot on Santa’s naughty list. Luckily, I’ve found a better god who’s going to make me a god, so I don’t care.”

“I still don’t see why you’re here,” I said, “other than to point out the parallels between us like my high school English teacher analyzing some old book no one likes.”

Atmosfear stepped forward until he was about an inch from the Barrier. Although I knew the Barrier would keep Atmosfear out, I still readied myself for an attack, keeping a close eye on Atmosfear’s form just to make sure he wasn’t going to try anything.

“The reason I am pointing out our similarities, Nyle, is because I think we’re more alike than we want to admit,” Atmosfear said, speaking in a voice so low it was almost a whisper. “While I am as devoted to Paradox as anyone in the Legion, I can’t say I have been thrilled with having to play second fiddle to him or having to endure his punishments every time I fail. I’d like to be a bit more independent, without having to worry about getting deleted or terminated if I annoy the wrong guy.”

Meeting Atmosfear’s gaze, I said, “Then perhaps you should try to renegotiate your work agreement with him. Given how Charismatic you are, I’m sure Paradox would be open to labor negotiations.”

Atmosfear scowled. “Paradox doesn’t believe in negotiations. You either do what he says or you don’t. And if you don’t … well, he does what any respectable god would do and punishes in accordance with his will. Sometimes he even smites you. And I am not interested in getting smited, if you catch my drift.”

“I do, but what are you talking to me about this?” I said. “Aren’t you at least a little bit concerned that Paradox might overhear you saying this?”

“Like Paradox cares,” said Atmosfear. “Anyway, I didn’t come here just to talk to you about our intertwined fates. I also came to deliver you a message from Paradox himself.”

“Oh?” I said. “And what would that message happen to be?”

Atmosfear smiled. “Paradox says that if you surrender, he will spare the rest of your ‘lost’ League in exchange for your termination. He’s a bit pissed about the fact that you came back. Thought you were gone for good when you went back to the real world, but now he’s done playing nice and is gonna wipe you off the map if you refuse to accept his offer. By the way, I want to know how you did that.”

“Did what?”

“Go back to the real world,” said Atmosfear. “It’s supposed to be impossible.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Ask Paradox. He was the one who did it. Maybe if you ask him nicely, he’ll send you back.”

Atmosfear shook his head. “Oh, don’t get me wrong. The last thing I want to do is go back to the real world. Not like I could. My physical body is gone, but even if it wasn’t, it would probably be really weak and unfit for anything except to rot away. I like Capes Online a hell of a lot better. My digital body is infinitely superior to my physical body in just about every way, including, of course, the most important way, if you know what I mean.”

“Yeah, I think I do,” I said with a soft groan.

“So what do you say?” said Atmosfear. “Do you want to accept Paradox’s offer? Or are you going to continue to stand against him? The choice is yours.”

I folded my arms in front of my chest and stared Atmosfear defiantly in the eye. “Tell Paradox to get ready because the next time I see him, he is going to die.”

Atmosfear actually chuckled when he said that. “Oh, wow. Can’t say I didn’t see that coming, but wow, you are a lot more brutal than I thought. You would make a good Villain, Nyle, you know that?”

“Nah, I think I’d suck at being a Villain,” I said, “but thanks for the compliment. I’ll be sure to remember it after I kill you, as well.”

Atmosfear spread his arms wide. “Well, I can tell you now that Paradox is not going to be very happy to hear your response. He’s going to be extremely upset, in fact. He’ll probably make you his enemy for life. Hell, he might even deign to show up in person and kill you himself. No telling what a ‘god’ might choose to do.”

“Bring it on, then,” I said. “I’m not afraid of you or Paradox. If he wants to fight, then he can do so himself. Or did he really just send you to fight me by yourself?”

A chilling smile appeared on Atmosfear’s lips. “Well, I don’t recall ever saying that I was here by myself.”

As soon as Atmosfear said that, I suddenly heard the sounds of thousands of pairs of feet marching down the streets of Capes Online, the collective sound like cannons being fired. At first, I didn’t see anyone beyond the Barrier other than Atmosfear, but a minute or two later, the first members of the Paradox Legion began to pour into the streets.

The Legionnaires came in by the thousands, emerging from between every alleyway or from within every building in a mile radius around the Mall or so. A good chunk of them flew into the air, so many them flying that they nearly blotted out the sun. The once-abandoned Shopping Plaza was now full to the brim of thousands of players and Sidekicks. Heroes, Villains, Anti-Heroes, Anti-Villains, and even a few Unaligned players were now gathered in the streets of Adventure City. I even saw a few Skull Mechas milling about the masses, while a few airships similar in design to the ones from the Junkyard soared in the skies above.

By my estimate, the 5,000 Atmosfear mentioned was conservative. Counting Sidekicks, there had to be nearly 10,000 people of varying Levels and Alignments standing in the Shopping Plaza. They surrounded the Mall on every side and angle. They covered every exit and their presence in the sky meant that you couldn’t just fly away, either. Although I couldn’t see the Sewers, I imagined that the Sewers were likely full of Legionnaires waiting for anyone who might try to escape that way.

What I was trying to say was that we were completely surrounded. There was no escape for me or my friends.

The only way to get out of this situation alive … was to win. And the odds were not on our side.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

 

Atmosfear spread his arms wide like he was trying to gather up the entire Paradox Legion in his long arms. “Behold, donut, the entire force and might of the Paradox Legion, the largest Legion ever assembled in the history of Capes Online. Even the infamous Blood Legion never even came close to having this amount of players. And now, we are declaring War on the Winter League!”

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

Paradox Legion Captain Atmosfear has declared War on the Winter League!

Once a Captain declares War on a rival League/Legion, the opposing side must accept. Once a War is declared, both sides in the conflict must battle until one side either surrenders or is totally crushed by the other. Unlike Team Battles, League Wars can last indefinitely until the last League/Legion member is killed. Good luck!

NOTICE TO ALL PLAYERS: The Shopping Plaza has been converted into a Battlefield! Anyone who leaves the Battlefield cannot return until the War is over!

“Now, my fellow Legionnaires,” Atmosfear said, the volume of his voice increasing exponentially for some reason, “attack the League’s Headquarters! Destroy this Barrier. Burn the entire building to the ground. Slaughter every last League member you can find. Show no mercy to the enemies of Lord Paradox!”

With a yell like the blast of a bomb, the entire Paradox Legion surged forward. Players and Sidekicks alike began attacking the Barrier, some with physical attacks, some with Energy attacks. Nonetheless, the pressure of so many players and Sidekicks attacking the Barrier at once caused the Barrier to constantly flash into existence. It seemed to be holding against the current assault, but I wasn’t sure how much longer it would be able to hold up against such an intense onslaught.

As for Atmosfear, he and Giggles disappeared into the Legion when they attacked. The last thing I saw of him before he vanished was a mocking wave goodbye. Damn Atmosfear. Probably ran away to let his Legionnaires do the dirty work and make sure he didn’t put himself in harm’s way.

But at the moment, I didn’t care. Cy and I just ran back up the front steps and, bursting through the front doors, I shouted, “Everyone! The Paradox Legion has declared War on us and is trying to lay siege to the Mall! Right now the Barrier is holding, but not for much longer. Everyone, get ready for the fight of your lives!”

Although I could tell that everyone was thrown off by how unexpected this attack was, I was pleased to see my Officers get into action and start organizing the chaos that was currently the Winter League. I saw Dillo gathering up a Team of tanks while Recover was organizing the Healers into multiple Teams who would accompany the other Teams to various places around the Mall. Targetman was already barking orders at Fighters, Snipers, and various other combat-oriented Classes, sending them off to the dozen or so exits and entrances around the Mall to defend them from attack. Even Gears had jumped into action, gathering the other Gadgeteers and Mad Scientists together to work on building what looked like robots.

As a result, what could have been direction-less chaos soon took on a form and structure. There was still a lot of fear and uncertainty in the air, plus plenty of noise from shouting Officers and scrambling ordinary members, but at least we were starting to form some kind of structure. Now, whether it would be enough for us to defeat the Paradox Legion, I had no idea. I hoped it was, but the odds were most definitely against us.

“Winter!” a familiar voice shouted, causing me to look to my left to see Audionator and Pie Boy rushing toward me.

“Audionator, what’s up?” I said, looking at Audionator as he and Pie Boy screeched to a halt before me, nearly causing Pie Boy to drop his blueberry pie slice as a result.

Putting his hands on his knees, Audionator looked up at me and said, “Just a report on the Sewers. We estimate there are about five hundred or so Legionnaires in the Sewers attempting to enter the Mall from underground.”

“Is that even possible?” I said.

Audionator nodded. “Yes. The Mall has a secret tunnel to the Sewers. The Barrier extends even down into the Sewers, but once the Barrier is down, there will be nothing to stop the Legionnaires from entering that way.”

I scowled. “All right. Grab as many Fighters and Powered Armors as you can. Use the Sewer entrance as a bottleneck and kill any Legionnaires that try to enter that way. If necessary, create a cave-in to make it impossible for them to enter that way.”

Audionator nodded again and ran off just as Boom and Zoom suddenly rushed over to me, the twins coming to an abrupt halt in front of me.

“Salutation, Captain,” said Boom with a salute. “Just came by to inform you that the airships are dropping payloads on the Mall’s roof. The Barrier is catching them, but—”

“Not for much longer,” Zoom added. “We’re going to need a battalion of flyers to take out the airships.”

Rubbing my forehead in exasperation, I said, “Fine. Find as many players with Flight as their Power as possible and take them to the roof.”

“Aye, aye, Captain,” said Boom and Zoom together before they blinked out of existence, although they were really just moving faster than my eyes could follow.

I was just now starting to understand the full extent of our problem. The Paradox Legion was attacking from multiple angles at once. I was reminded of something I learned in my high school history class, where we learned that a country couldn’t really fight a war on two fronts. Thanks to the size of the Legion and the Mall, we had about a dozen different fronts to face, which meant our forces were divided accordingly. I didn’t like that because it weakened our power, but I had no idea how to deal with this until my eyes fell on the Fountain of Luck.

Raising my voice, I shouted, “Everyone! Toss your coins into the Fountain of Luck. Let’s see if we can’t get lucky!”

Without hesitation, hundreds of credits flew through the air and splashed into the Fountain one after the other, causing water to splash out onto the floor. As coins fell into the Fountain, I heard more than a few people shout in joy as they received Luck Points, which I thought was absurdly lucky on our part in and of itself. One such person to receive a Luck Point was Walker, our resident Warper, who broke into a huge grin and then ran off shouting something about finding more Warpers, though I didn’t understand why.

Regardless, I was glad that we had increased the Luck of a few more people. I tossed another coin into the Fountain, but of course, I didn’t get anything. I wondered if the Luck Stat affected your chances of getting Luck Points from the Fountain of Luck or not.

“What are we going to do, boss?” said Cy, snapping me out of my thoughts and looking down at him. “Are we going to join the fight outside or are we going to stay in here?”

“I think we should stay in here for now,” said Sally. She stood next to the Fountain, one hand on her lips as she looked around in bewilderment at all of the activity going on around us. “No need to risk getting ourselves killed for no reason.”

I looked out the glass front doors at the hundreds of Legionnaires pounding on the Barrier. I was surprised at how well the Barrier was holding up against such an onslaught, but then I noticed cracks starting to form in the Barrier. I estimated we had about five minutes, maybe less, before the Barrier fell and the Paradox Legion was able to storm the Mall. Once that happened, it wouldn’t matter what we wanted. We would have to fight for our lives, no matter what.

“We need to kill Paradox,” I said, gripping the Darkbane, which I had now Equipped to myself. “If we can kill him, then the Paradox Legion will either fall apart or at least lose enough Morale to make it easier for us to beat them back.”

“But I don’t see Paradox out there, bro,” said Busker, putting his hands on his hips. “We know Atmosfear is out there, but what are the odds of Paradox himself showing up? Not too likely. He’s the kind of baddie who likes to rely on his men to do his dirty work.”

“Then we need to figure out a way to make him show himself,” I said. “Which won’t be easy because Paradox isn’t easy to lure.”

“There must be some way to lure him out of hiding, right?” said Sally, folding her arms in front of her chest. “I mean, the fact that you are back again must grind his gears.”

“Yes, Atmosfear said as—” I stopped speaking as a brilliant idea struck me like lightning. “Atmosfear. He’s the key.”

“Atmosfear, boss?” said Cy, tilting his head to the side. “What do you mean?”

I gestured at the crowd beyond the Barrier. “The first time I met Paradox was when he appeared to stop me from killing Atmosfear. I think Paradox values Atmosfear for some reason. If I can find Atmosfear and put his life at risk again, Paradox might show up to save him again.”

“That’s a pretty big ‘if,’ bro,” said Busker. “What if he decides to let his men kill you? Hell, what if we can’t find Atmosfear? Do you even know where he is?”

“No, but he must still be somewhere in the Shopping Plaza,” I insisted. “No way Atmosfear would run away when this is his best chance to kill me for good. I know Atmosfear well enough to know that he would never give up such a great opportunity to finish me off himself.”

“So we’ve got a plan,” said Cy. “Find Atmosfear, put his life in danger, and hope Paradox shows up to save the day. But how are we going to actually do this?”

I looked at Cy in surprise. “Wait, you’re the one who is trying to figure out the practicality of my plan?”

Cy shrugged. “Well, yeah. Normally I just follow your lead, boss, but this is pretty important, so I figure that making sure we can’t afford to skip out on the details.”

I grinned, thinking that maybe Cy had learned a thing or two from me after all. “Right, Cy. Well, we’ll gather up a small Team to break through the Legion to Atmosfear. Knowing him, he is probably somewhere closer to the center of the Legion. If I had a small Team to protect me until I got close enough to Atmosfear to attack him, that would be ideal. Busker, want to help?”

Busker gave me the thumbs up. “Sure thing, bro. You go, I follow.”

“Good,” I said. “Go and gather as many players as you can. Preferable high-level tanks and Healers, but anyone who wants to help is welcome, honestly.”

Busker nodded and ran off, shouting at various tanks and Healers he passed by.

“What about me?” said Sally. “What am I supposed to do?”

Rubbing the back of my head, I looked at Sally and said, “Sally, you’re going to have to stay here, at least until the battle is over. I know how frustrating that is, but trust me, you are going to be much safer in here than out there.”

Sally sighed, but said, “I thought so. Wish there was some way I could help.”

I put a hand on Sally’s shoulder. “You can help by staying alive. Once this is all over, we can get back together and finally get married.”

Sally’s eyes practically sparkled with joy. She hugged and kissed me again, this time even more deeply than before, before letting go and saying, “All right, Nyle, but I’m counting on you to keep your promise. If you don’t come back alive, I am going to kill you. Got it?”

I smiled and nodded. “Totally. Now, let’s find somewhere to keep you safe for when the Barrier—”

I was interrupted by a sharp crack that tore through the air like a bomb. At first, I thought that maybe one of the windows or perhaps the glass dome ceiling on the top of the Mall had cracked, but then I heard another sharp, even louder crack than before and looked out the front doors just in time to see thick cracks appearing in the Barrier.

Then, after one last surge by the Legionnaires, the Barrier shattered into pieces and this notification appeared in my vision:

The Barrier has been Broken! Regeneration time: 1 hour.


CHAPTER FIFTY

 

Unfortunately for us, the Paradox Legion did not give us 30 minutes for the Barrier to regenerate. Instead, they charged toward the front doors as one, yelling and screaming.

Taking my Ice Pick off my back, I shouted, “Everyone! Get ready! The War is coming to our front door!”

As soon as those words left my mouth, the first wave of Legionnaires crashed into and through the glass front doors, shattering the glass into pieces. At the same time, the assembled League members in the Mall’s atrium rushed to meet them and the battle started.

Both the Legion and the League crashed into each other like ocean waves. The second the battle started, players on both sides began to die. All around me, Legionnaires and League members were dueling, punching each other, shooting each other, launching Energy attacks from a distance, and more. Being right in the middle of the battle meant I couldn’t tell who was winning or who was losing. Nor did I really care because I now found myself having to defend Sally from the Legionnaires.

Either because I was right there in the middle of the atrium or because I was the League Captain, it seemed like a good chunk of the Legionnaire specifically targeted me and Cy. I Dodged to avoid getting my head taken off by a Bruiser wielding an ax twice as wide as my body and used his wide swing to swoop in and stab him in the throat, killing him instantly and netting me a solid 5,000 EXP.

But then another Villain, who looked like a Japanese samurai, thrust his sword at me, but Cy appeared out of nowhere and blocked it with his Kunai before shooting Tornado at the samurai, sending him flying all the way to the other side of the room, where he crashed into several of his fellow Legionnaires and knocked them all down. Some of my fellow Leaguers immediately went into action chopping apart the fallen Legionnaires.

Of course, I had no time to celebrate that victory. I noticed a chameleon-like Anti-Hero trying to sneak up on Sally, who stood in front of the Fountain. Activating Flight, I launched over Sally’s head and kicked the chameleon Anti-Hero in the jaw hard enough to shatter it. Then I stabbed him in the head, killing him in a moment and earning me 3,000 EXP.

Landing in front of Sally, I raised my Ice Pick just in time to block a spear from an Anti-Villain who wore a Roman centurion-style Costume. The Anti-Villain pressed down on me before Cy appeared behind him and slit his neck from behind, causing the Anti-Villain to die instantly and collapse onto the floor, where he disappeared into thin air.

But then an absolute mountain of a man appeared behind Cy and raised his boulder-like fists above his head. Cy whirled around, but was too slow to avoid the mountain man, who brought his fists down on him. But I fired twin Ice Beams, striking the mountain man in the face and sending him staggering backward before he tripped over one of his fallen Legionnaires and fell on his back. An Assassin I recognized as being a fellow Leaguer rushed forward and jabbed both of his knives into the mountain man’s eyes, blinding and killing the fallen Hero in less time than it took to blink.

“That was a close one, boss!” said Cy, jumping over to me and slashing away a pirate’s cutlass before glancing over his shoulder at me. “And they just keep coming!”

“What are we going to do, Nyle?” asked Sally. She stayed close behind me, looking around at the battles raging all around us with terror on her face. “Stay here until the battle is over?”’

I scowled. Atmosfear probably hadn’t been intending it, but he had put us in a bind. As long as the Legionnaires kept pouring through the front doors, there was no way we would be able to get to him. Even if Atmosfear hadn’t been intending this, it certainly worked out in his favor. Plus, I still had to protect Sally, which meant I couldn’t go off and fight Atmosfear even if I wanted to.

But I had no more time to think about it before two long vines appeared out of nowhere and wrapped around my wrists, yanking me forward onto my stomach.

“Nyle!” Sally cried.

“Boss!” said Cy.

Blinking, I looked up to see a Villain who looked kind of like a walking tree standing several feet away from me. With dreads that looked like vines, I had no trouble recognizing him even without the nametag [VILLAIN VINEMAN] identifying him for me.

“Vineman,” I said with a grunt. “Long time, no see.”

“Shut up, Winter,” Vineman snapped. “Lord Paradox assured us that you had left Capes Online for good. That you came back is a grave insult to Lord Paradox’s mercy, which is why you need to die.”

“Funny,” I said, “I never took you as one who would care about pleasing Paradox. Always thought your huge ego meant you wouldn’t bow down to anyone.”

“Silence,” said Vineman. “Now be quiet long enough for me to rip your arms off!”

Vineman began pulling on my arms, but I got to my feet and said, “I guess you forgot how I beat you the last time, Vineman. Here. This is a reminder.”

I activated Freezing Touch and ice energy began flowing out of my arms down his vines. Rather than freezing the vines, however, the ice got absorbed into the vines, getting absorbed just as quickly as I froze it. Seeing the vines absorb the ice made me shut off Freezing Touch and stare at the vines in shock.

“What the—?” I said. “Why are the vines absorbing my ice?”

Vineman flashed a dangerous smirk. “You’re not the only one who has leveled up, Winter. I’ve done a fair amount of level-grinding myself, plus got a few new Powers. Such as the Ice Eater, a special Power that makes my plants immune to Ice Powers. So you are going to have to be a bit smarter than that if you want to escape my vines.”

Vineman yanked on his vines again, nearly tearing my arms off my shoulders. I stood my ground, doing my best to remain standing, but Vineman’s vines were stronger than I remembered. I would have summoned my Ice Daggers to slash through them, but my hands were too tied up for me to do that.

Cy and Sally wrapped their arms around my body, Cy shouting, “Don’t worry, boss! We got you! We won’t let this vine guy kidnap you!”

I would have thanked them for the help, but I wasn’t sure they were nearly as helpful as they seemed to think they were. In addition to trying to tear my arms off, Vineman was also increasing the pressure on them, tightening his vines ever more so around my arms with each passing second. He was trying to squeeze all feeling out of them, which I had to admit was a rather effective tactic because I could barely feel my arms anymore. And based on the increasing pain in my shoulders, I could tell I didn’t have much time before he ripped my arms off, which would probably kill me instantly.

But then I heard a loud boom above and a huge fireball the size of a person came out of nowhere and slammed into Vineman. Vineman was instantly engulfed in a huge fireball, screaming as the flames ate away at his body. The vines around my arms began to turn to ash, allowing me to successfully yank my arms out of them and remove what remained of the vines off my arms.

Vineman, however, was less lucky than me. His Health dropped to zero and he immediately turned into a pillar of ash, which then collapsed when one of the nearby Legionnaires accidentally hit it with his sword. This notification appeared in my vision when Vineman perished:

[Villain Vineman] was killed by [Anti-Hero+ Busker Burn]!

Busker then landed beside me, Cy, and Sally, sending sparks flying into the air as he said, “Sorry I couldn’t get here sooner. Was in the middle of recruiting some people for your mission when the Legion attacked. When I saw that vine dude trying to rip your arms off, I knew I just had to intervene.”

“That’s fine,” I said. “Did you manage to find anyone for the Team?”

Busker shook his head. “Nope, sorry. The attack happened too fast for me to get anyone. It’s just us.”

I nodded and looked at the army of Legions forcing their way inside. “Then that will have to be enough. Ready for a repeat of the Floating Fortress?”

Busker grinned at me. “Always.”

I then looked at Cy and Sally. “Cy, get Sally to safety. Busker and I are going to—”

“No,” Sally said. “I am going to come with you guys whether you want me to or not.”

“Sorry, but you would be more of a liability than a help,” I said. “You’re safer with Cy than with us.”

“Sure thing, boss man!” said Cy, giving me the thumbs up before Sally could respond. “I’ll get Sally to safety!”

Against Sally’s complaints, Cy threw her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes and then disappeared into the nearby shadows, likely using Shadow Walk to move around without being seen. I felt a little bad about ordering Cy to take Sally against her will like that, but it was for her own safety.

“Now, Busker, let’s do this,” I said, turning to face the wave of Legionnaires rushing toward us. “Remember the plan: We mow down anyone who gets in our way and don’t stop until we find Atmosfear.”

“Don’t need to remind me that, bro,” said Busker, his hands bursting into flame. “I’ll take the lead, since I’m the stronger between us. You just take it easy and I’ll do all the heavy work.”

With that, Busker rushed forward toward the Legion, while I followed. As we ran, Busker and I began firing fire and ice blasts at the incoming Legionnaires, forcing more on brute force than finesse. Our blasts tore through the ranks of the Legionnaires, not killing most of them, but forcing a path through the Legion that would allow us to reach Atmosfear. Even better, our ice and fire attacks left Environmental changes, either freezing or burning the ground, making it much harder for the Legionnaires to follow us or stop us.

As soon as we passed through the doors, we took off into the air, flying side by side. I felt dozens of Legionnaire hands grasp desperately at my feet, but I flew too fast and too hight for any of them to catch us.

“There!” said Busker, pointing ahead as we flew through the air. “I see him on top of that Synth Group store!”

Busker was right. Standing on the roof of a three-story shopping center called the Synth Group Store on the other side of the Shopping Plaza were Atmosfear and Giggles. Atmosfear seemed to be directing the Legionnaires from afar, yelling orders at anyone close enough to hear him while occasionally bursting into laughter. But then Atmosfear looked up and his eyes met mine for a split second. Unless my eyes were playing tricks on me, Atmosfear almost looked afraid.

That is, until a huge Energy laser shot by, nearly knocking Busker and me out of the air. Glancing to the side, I saw a Junkyard-style airship flying toward us. Busker and I had to separate to avoid getting impaled by the airship, which shot past us so fast that the wind following it nearly knocked me out of the air.

But as the airship passed, Busker launched a fireball into its engine. The fireball struck the exhaust and exploded, making the airship go crashing down into the assembled Legionnaires below that killed dozens of them and injured hundreds more. It caused quite a bit of stir among the surviving Legionnaires, though they were still pouring into the Mall despite that.

“Close one!” said Busker, glancing at me. “Gotta watch out for those airships. They’re—”

A flap of wings was the only warning we got before an eagle-like Villain flew out of nowhere and slashed across Busker’s chest. Busker cried out in pain, but stayed afloat, blasting off backward to avoid getting his chest cut open again. I raised my hand to fire my Ice Beam at the Villain, but then Busker cried out, “Wait! It’s Eagle Eye!”

I froze and stared at the Villain who had nearly killed Busker. He was right. The female, eagle-masked Villain flapping her wings before us was none other than Busker’s ex-girlfriend, Eagle Eye. It had been such a long time since I last saw her hat I almost didn’t recognize her, though I was pretty sure she had been a Hero the last time I saw her.

“Busker,” said Eagle Eye in a deathly cold tone. “I know what you are trying to do, but it’s pointless. Lord Paradox controls Capes Online now. If you keep trying to fight against him, he will kill you.”

“No, Eagle, you’re wrong,” said Busker, shaking his head. “He’s not as invincible as he seems. We can and will beat Paradox and free everyone from his rule.”

“He wants what is best for us,” said Eagle Eye. “That is why I joined him. And that is why I am going to give you one last time to repent and join us. I am showing you the mercy that Lord Paradox has shown all of us.”

“Don’t listen to her, Busker,” I said. “Eagle Eye is the enemy now.”

“I know,” Busker snapped over his shoulder at me. Then he looked at Eagle Eye with clear pain in his eyes. “Come on, girl. This isn’t you and you know it. Come back to me and we can beat Paradox together.”

Eagle Eye hesitated for a moment before suddenly and without warning rushing into Busker’s arms. Surprised, Busker nonetheless hugged her tightly as Eagle Eye wrapped her arms around him just as firmly.

“Eagle Eye …” said Busker in a soft tone that I nonetheless heard over the screams below. “I knew you were still the same woman I fell in love with.”

I had to admit that I was totally shocked by Eagle Eye’s abrupt 180. Maybe she really had been brainwashed or blackmailed against her will after all.

But then I heard Eagle Eye mutter, “I am sorry, Busker. I hope you can forgive me for this.”

A dagger appeared in one of Eagle Eye’s hands and she stabbed it directly into Busker’s back before I could react. Busker screamed in pain as Eagle Eye plunged the dagger deep into his back. Busker’s Health dropped like a rock, only stopping at about 20% before Busker pushed Eagle Eye off of himself. Eagle Eye nearly fell to the ground but maintained her position in the sky, flapping her wings to stay in the air.

Busker, unfortunately, was not so lucky. The sneak attack caused him to drop to the Shopping Plaza below. I reached out to save him, but I was too late. Busker crashed into the street below hard enough to create a small crater, and a second later, Legionnaires who noticed his fall swarmed over him, blocking him from my view.

“Busker!” I screamed. “No!”

I looked at Eagle Eye, now seeing red. “You monster. Trick my brother into thinking you still love him and then literally stabbing him in the back?”

Eagle Eye shook her head. “If only you understood the death about to come upon you, then you might also be willing to repent.”

“What death?” I said. “Are you saying Paradox is going to try to kill me?”

“Not Paradox, my cold friend,” said a familiar eerie voice behind me, “but death on a wing.”

I whirled around and felt my heart fall through my chest at the sight before me:

The Villain Deathwing—who resembled a mixture between an anthropomorphic vulture and the Grim Reaper—hovered in the air behind me, clutching his scythe tightly in his hands.

But he was not alone. Over a dozen flying Legionnaires also hovered behind him, each one armed to the teeth and each one looking at me with gleeful murder in their eyes.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

 

“You again,” I said, glaring at Deathwing, who was at the forefront of the group. “Last I saw you, you were stuck in the body of a zombie.”

Deathwing shrugged. “When my original body respawned, I just transferred my soul back into it. Quite the easy task for a Necromancer like myself. Unfortunately, I and my Death Squadron here cannot say the same for you.”

Deathwing and his men rushed forward, slashing at me with their weapons. I activated Ice Barrier, which, in the air, formed an ice ball of sorts that protected me on all sides.

But then a particularly strong flyer—who happened to resemble a sumo wrestler with a jetpack—smashed apart the Ice Barrier and slammed into me. I went flying backward through the air but managed to regain control of my Flight. But then Deathwing swooped down toward me, slashing his scythe at my head and forcing me to Dodge to avoid getting my head taken off my shoulders.

As I Dodged Deathwing’s scythe, I suddenly got this notification:

Flight duration has been reached. Cooldown period: 1 minute.

Crap was the only word I could think as I began falling toward the street below like a meteor, but I never got to hit the ground because the sumo wrestler with the jetpack caught me in a big bear hug. He flew back up into the air, holding me firmly in his shockingly thick arms. I struggled to break free, but the sumo wrestler must have been a lot stronger than me because I couldn’t even make him budge.

Then Deathwing flew up in front of me, his wings flapping furiously to keep him in the air as he looked over me with a savage grin.

“My, how the tables have turned,” said Deathwing. “Once, you were the one with the power over me, but now you live or die strictly according to my dictates. Truly, this must be how Paradox himself feels as the god of Capes Online.”

“Don’t let your ego get too big, Deathwing,” I said. “Remember, the bigger they are, the harder they fall.”

“I will never fall,” said Deathwing. He raised his scythe above his head. “Enough banter. Let’s get right to the point where you die and I am rewarded by Lord Paradox himself for removing the biggest thorn in his side since Faded Flag himself.”

Right before Deathwing could bring his scythe down on me, however, a huge tornado suddenly came out of nowhere and slammed into the assembled flying Legionnaires. The sudden attack knocked most of the Legionnaires out of the sky and even made the sumo wrestler’s grip on me loosen enough that I was about to kick him in the stomach and free myself.

Deathwing himself, however, managed to stay in the air, as did Eagle Eye, but then Cy came out of nowhere and kicked Deathwing in the back of the head while shouting, “Leave boss alone, you creepy vulture guy!”

Startled, Deathwing nearly plummeted to the ground below, only regaining his senses at the last moment. He swiped his scythe at Cy, but Cy jumped out of the way at the last second and shouted, “Gotta be faster than that to catch me!”

While Deathwing snarled, the cooldown period for Flight had ended for me, so I activated Flight again and fired an Ice Beam at Deathwing. The Ice Beam struck him in the back, causing him to lose about 20% of his Health. At the same time, Cy rushed forward and slashed Deathwing with his Kunai so fast even my eyes couldn’t keep up. I had never seen Cy move so quickly before, so it was amazing to see him carve up Deathwing like he was nothing.

Oddly enough, however, Deathwing’s Health did not drop very much from Cy’s attacks, knocking off maybe one or two percent of his overall Health. Deathwing noticed this as well, because when Cy flew away from him, Deathwing laughed and said, “Pathetic Sidekick. You do realize I’m a player, right? That means even your toughest attacks are nothing in comparison to my Stats!”

Cy nodded. “Yeah, but that’s why I went for the wings instead of your heart or brain. Much easier to reach with my Kunai.”

“The wings …” Deathwing repeated in confusion, glancing at his wings. “What are you talking—”

Deathwing’s question turned into a scream as gigantic holes appeared in his wings, courtesy of Cy’s Kunai. With a scream, Deathwing plummeted to the street below, hitting the pavement with a disgusting splat as this notification appeared in my vision:

[Sidekick Cyclone] has killed [Villain Deathwing]!

“Thanks, Cy!” I said as I continued flying toward Atmosfear, with Cy now by my side. “Where’s Sally?”

“She’s safe in the Mall’s vault,” Cy explained as we flew. “Most secure place in the Mall. Plus, I managed to convince a couple of Leaguers to protect it. She should be safe from any bad guys who try to kill her.”

“Good job, Cy,” I said, patting him on the back as we flew. “Takes a load off my mind.”

“No problem, boss,” said Cy, “but, um, where’s Busker? And I thought I saw an eagle lady Villain who was kind of hot.”

Scowling, I looked around, but did not see Eagle Eye anywhere. She must have run off as soon as Cy showed up. “Busker got knocked out of the air. I don’t know if he’s still alive or not, but the plan is still the same: Attack Atmosfear. Force Paradox to show himself.”

Cy nodded. “Is that why we’re about to fly into that giant mecha over there?”

“Giant mecha?” I said, looking ahead. “What are you talking—”

A huge Skull Mecha—this one black with lightning decals—exploded out of the clouds and grabbed Cy and I. The huge Skull Mecha, which had the nametag [SKULL MECHA UNIT 77820], then pulled us down to the ground, landing hard on the street of the Shopping Plaza, crushing an abandoned hot dog stand while also squashing a few Legionnaires unfortunate enough not to get out of the way.

“Got you, Winter,” said a distinctly familiar voice from the Skull Mecha’s speakers. “If you think you can get away from me again, you’re sorely mistaken.”

“That voice …” I said. “Stetho, is that you?”

“That’s right,” said Stetho from within the Skull Mecha. “Glad you remember me. I was hoping to get you and your brother, but it looks like I’ll just have to settle for you instead.”

I scowled. “What are you doing here? I thought we killed you in the Junkyard.”

“You did kill me, but I respawned,” said Stetho. “Lord Paradox was … very unhappy with my failure, but he did grant me one last chance to prove myself. He gave me this Skull Mecha with the specific instructions of crushing you dead. If I can kill you, then I will redeem myself in Lord Paradox’s eyes and he will no longer threaten to terminate me!”

Cy and I struggled to free ourselves from the Skull Mecha, but it held us so tightly that we couldn’t break free. Stetho’s Skull Mecha began to put more pressure on us, slowly but surely squeezing us to death. My Health was starting to plummet and I knew it was only a matter of time before Stetho managed to turn both of us into paste.

That is, until I heard what sounded like a sword being unsheathed, followed by a single slash that completely disconnected the Skull Mecha’s hands from its wrists.

“What the—?” said Stetho in horror. “What happened?”

I would have asked the same question … if Cy and I were not currently plummeting to our death in the Skull Mecha’s death grip.

But then I felt two strong hands grab my shoulders and for a moment everything went dark before I suddenly found myself on the streets of the Shopping Plaza at the feet of the Skull Mecha. Startled by the sudden change in lighting, I looked up at Stetho’s Skull Mecha, hearing Stetho’s constant swearing, but then a familiar Japanese voice above me said, “Hero Winter, are you all right?”

I looked up to see a familiar brown-clad Ninja standing above me, his hands on my shoulders and his blue eyes looking down at me with concern. “Takeshi? What are you doing here?”

“Not just me,” said Takeshi, “Miss Aimi also saved Cy-chan.”

A groan to my side made me look and see Cy sitting next to me. Aimi, an Elite Ninja Assassin and the daughter of the Ninja Guild Grandmaster, stood behind him like the way Takeshi stood behind me.

“Oooh …” said Cy, rubbing his forehead. He then looked up at Aimi. “Did I die and go to heaven or do you really like me that way?”

Aimi slapped Cy across the back of the head, causing him to say, “Hey! What was that for?”

“Cy-chan, you are as disrespectful as always,” said Aimi, though I thought I caught a hint of a smile in her voice. “Nonetheless, I am glad you are okay, though your Health is incredibly low.”

“Takeshi and Aimi?” I said as I rose to my feet, rubbing my back, which felt like it had been nearly snapped in two by the Skull Mecha’s pressure. I glanced at the decapitated Skull Mecha hands lying just a few feet away. “What are you guys doing here by yourselves?”

“We did not come alone, Hero Winter,” said Takeshi. “We brought the entirety of the Ninja Guild with us!”

Takeshi pointed out toward the Shopping Plaza, causing me to look. My jaw dropped at what I saw.

Hundreds of Ninja were pouring into the Shopping Plaza, rushing in from between buildings. Though the Ninja Guild was way smaller than the Paradox Legion, their presence in the Shopping Plaza took the Legionnaires by surprise and a couple hundred Legionnaires perished before the rest of the Legion realized what was up and started fighting back. But the Ninja Guild members were shocking agile, avoiding attacks that would have killed them in one blow and counterattacking in the most devious ways.

The appearance of the Ninja Guild caused the Legion’s forces to get split in two. Most were still attacking the Mall, but a large chunk of the Legion had to focus on defending themselves from the ruthless Ninja Guild. That would undoubtedly take some of the pressure off my Leaguers, which would make it easier my League to win.

“Wow!” I said, watching as a particularly lethal Ninja slit the throat of an unwary Legionnaire. “Not trying to complain, but how did you guys know we needed your help?”

“When Paradox took over Capes Online, he sent his Legion to destroy the Ninja Guild,” said Aimi, twirling her Kunai in her hand. “They managed to destroy our Headquarters and kill some of our members, but not all of us. The Ninja Guild scattered into the shadows, waiting until the right moment to strike. And this is the right moment to strike.”

“As well, we do not abandon fellow Ninja Guild members,” said Takeshi. He slapped Cy’s shoulders. “Cy-chan here is technically a member of the Ninja Guild. Even if he was not, however, we would have come to your aid, for we still remember the role you and your Team played in helping us rid the city of the Stalking Shadows.”

I smiled, despite how much pain I was in. “Thanks, guys. I really do appreciate it.”

“Aw, isn’t this the sweetest?” said Stetho, causing all four of us to look up at Stetho. Though his Skull Mecha was now handless, it still had a good chunk of its own Health left and seemed to be functioning perfectly despite lacking hands. “Coming to the rescue of your friends at the last minute … like something straight out of a superhero story. Not that it matters, though. Even with the Ninja Guild here, Lord Paradox’s Legion will still crush you all. You have simply delayed the inevitable.”

Two massive Energy cannons flipped out of the Skull Mecha’s back and aimed directly at us. They began to hum loudly, a sign that Stetho was about to unleash a huge Energy blast upon us that none of us were going to be able to survive.

But then, without warning, a figure in golden armor jumped over our heads, moving so fast he was golden blur. The figure let loose an incomprehensible scream in Japanese, slashing his sword rapidly through the air at the Skull Mecha. Despite hearing the sounds of metal slashing into metal, I did not see any evidence that the mysterious blur’s attacks were doing damage. They seemed to be distracting Stetho, however, who was now trying to aim his cannons at his attacker, but the blur moved too fast for him to lock on.

Finally, the blur stopped, landing on the street between us and Stetho’s Skull Mecha. Rising to his feet, the Ninja in golden armor looked over his shoulder at us, revealing an aged face and a long, white beard that was recognizable to me even without the nametag on his head.

“Grandmaster Yamamoto?” I said in shock. “Is that you?”

Yamamoto nodded, smiling and winking at us. “It is, Hero Winter. I am pleased to see that Cy-chan was successful in rescuing you from the Junkyard. You are looking better than ever, if I do say so myself.”

“Yama-sama!” said Cy excitedly, waving at Yamamoto. “How are you doing? I’ve had a lot of fun being a Ninja.”

“I am well, Cy-chan,” said Yamamoto, “but we can catch up later. First, I have garbage that must be taken out.”

“Garbage?” said Stetho, causing Yamamoto to look back up at him. “Funny. That’s the word I’d use to describe that little butter knife of yours. A butter knife, by the way, that didn’t even scratch my armor.”

Yamamoto raised his sword, which was glowing silver with energy, and also raised his sheath in his other hand. “Death does not always come with an explosion. Often, it comes after years of experience. Each year of your life chips at your life. Thus, when you die, it may come across as sudden to some, but was actually many years in the making.”

“I don’t have time for cutesy riddles, old man,” said Stetho, “but keep speaking. That will make it that much easier to blow you to bits.”

Yamamoto, however, shook his head. “I was not speaking a riddle, robot, but a prophecy.”

“A prophecy, huh?” said Stetho. “Enlighten me, O wise one, what were you prophesying? Your death from old age?”

Yamamoto suddenly smiled like a wolf about to pounce on unexpecting prey. “No. Yours.”

With that, Yamamoto sheathed his sword into his sheath.

As soon as he did, lines began to appear in Stetho’s Skull Mecha, first big ones, then small ones, and then they began to divide into smaller and smaller lines that I couldn’t even make them out individually anymore. Then, before Stetho could even react, his Skull Mecha’s Health dropped to zero and the Skull Mecha still collapsed into millions of little pieces of metal, which fell to the street in a huge pile of metal that was even taller than us.

A second later, this notification appeared in my vision:

[Anti-Hero Stetho] was killed by [Grandmaster Yamamoto]!
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“Excellent job, Father,” said Aimi as Yamamoto turned to face us, having apparently lost interest in the pile of metal bits that had once been Stetho and his Skull Mecha. “Your Billion Cuts of Death was as effective as always.”

“Billion Cuts of what?” I said, looking at Aimi in horror.

“It is my most powerful attack, perhaps the most powerful attack a Ninja can learn,” said Yamamoto. He sighed and rubbed his chest. “When I activate that Power, I inflict a billion cuts on an enemy. Each cut takes off less than one-tenth of one percent of an enemy’s Health, making them nearly worthless individually. In the same way a single water drop can harm nothing but a flood can destroy an entire city, so does a billion cuts succeed in doing what a single cut cannot.”

I gulped. I always knew Yamamoto was insanely strong, possibly one of the strongest NPCs I knew, but this was on another level entirely. Billion Cuts of Death had to be some kind of Ultimate Power. I was just glad that Yamamoto liked me. Otherwise, I didn’t even want to think about what he would do to me if I was his enemy.

“So awesome,” said Cy. “Can I learn it sometime?”

“The Billion Cuts of Death is a technique open only to the most powerful and advanced Ninja,” Yamamoto replied. “Perhaps if you ever rise to my level, I will teach it to you, but for now only I may know it.”

Cy snapped his fingers. “Darn it. Oh, well. Once this stuff is over, I’ll definitely go hang out at the Ninja Guild with you guys and complete my training. I want to be able to cut up a giant Skull Mecha like that.”

“Who doesn’t?” said Yamamoto with a smile.

I nodded and bowed at Yamamoto. “Thank you, Yama-sama, for the aid from you and your Ninja. I don’t know what we would have done without you.”

“Get crushed to death, most likely,” said Aimi dryly.

“It is no problem, Hero Winter,” said Yamamoto with a wave. “As you know, the Ninja Guild always honors and protects its allies. Plus, I am no more a fan of Paradox than you are, not after his Legion destroyed our HQ. That is why I sent the Guild here as soon as my spies caught word that Paradox was plotting to squash the final player rebellion against his rule.”

“Awesome,” I said. “But we don’t have time to sit around and talk. Cy and I are trying to get to Atmosfear. We think if we can put Atmosfear’s life in danger, then maybe Paradox will show up and we can kill him.”

The three Ninja looked at each other in confusion.

“You know of a way to kill Paradox?” said Takeshi. “But that is supposed to be impossible, isn’t it, Grandmaster?”

“It is,” said Yamamoto, nodding, “but perhaps not for Hero Winter, who already has a track record of doing impossible things.”

“Exactly,” I said. “I don’t have time to explain, but I have an item I think can kill Paradox. I just need to get him to show up.”

“Then allow us to help you,” said Yamamoto, holding out a hand toward me. “Let us form an Alliance between your League and the Ninja Guild. A formal one, if you will, that will make it easier for us to work together.”

As soon as Yamamoto said that, this notification appeared before me:

[Grandmaster Yamamoto], the Grandmaster of the Ninja Guild, has offered to form an Alliance with the Winter League! Accept? Y/N

Startled, I said, “An Alliance? What does that mean?”

“It’s a League mechanic,” Cy explained. “You can form Alliances with other Leagues like the Ninja Guild, which can be really beneficial. The most immediate practical benefits, however, is that all Leaguers will see Ninja Guild members as Allies and vice versa, which will make it easier to avoid friendly fire. Also, Allies can join League Teams, which makes it easier for individual members from different Leagues to work together more efficiently.”

“The Ninja Guild is a League?” I said, looking at Yamamoto in surprise.

“Of course,” said Yamamoto. “We don’t call ourselves a League, mostly to avoid confusion, but in practical terms, the Ninja Guild has all of the same benefits as a normal League.”

I nodded. “Well, I don’t see any reason to say no, so—”

I hit ‘Y’ and then this notification popped up:

Congratulations! You have formed your first Alliance with another League. Forming Alliances with other Leagues can increase your relationship and reputation with other Leagues, which can lead to further benefits, opportunities, missions, and more later down the line. You can always check the status of your relationship with any League by going to the LEAGUES & TEAMS tab and clicking ‘Alliances.’ Be warned, however, that no Alliance is permanent and all Alliances can be broken off by either party at any time.

“Don’t worry about that last part,” said Yamamoto, who apparently saw the same notification as me. “I will honor our Alliance until the Paradox Legion is defeated. Until then, I will order all of my fellow Ninja to treat your Leaguers as if they were also members of the Ninja Guild. Your life is mine and my life is yours.”

“Awesome,” I said. I sent a quick League Announcement to the whole League to make sure everyone was on the same page. “Just did the same to my Leaguers.”

“But this still doesn’t solve the problem of us getting to Atmosfear,” said Cy, glancing at the Synth Group Store, which seemed both very far away and very close at the same time. “Look at all of those Legionnaires blocking the way there. How are we supposed to fight through them all?”

Cy was right. Despite the arrival of the Ninja Guild, the Legion still outnumbered us by far. The Synth Group Store in particular was still surrounded by hundreds of Legionnaires, probably higher-leveled ones, too, based on what their Equipment looked like. There was no way in hell that Cy and I would be able to fight through all of that by ourselves. Flying wasn’t an option, either, because we’d probably just get shot out of the sky if we tried that.

“As I said, your life is mine and my life is yours,” said Yamamoto. “Protectors! Show yourselves!”

From within the shadows of a nearby alleyway emerged the giant living samurai armor known as the Protectors. Cy and I both started when the Protectors emerged silently from the shadows, gripping huge katanas in their hands as they looked down at all of us.

“The Protectors?” I said. I grimaced when I remembered how badly they had beaten Cy and I the last time we fought them. “Why did you bring them here?”

“Because they will protect you and clear the way for you to Atmosfear,” said Yamamoto. “Although the Protectors are sworn to protect the Grandmaster, I can order them to help others if need be. Therefore, I have ordered the Protectors to get you and Cy-Chan safely to Atmosfear.”

“Really?” I said. “That’s incredibly generous of you, Yama-sama, but I’m not sure that’s necessary.”

“Nonsense,” said Yamamoto. He put a hand on his chest and then pushed out toward me. “My life is yours and your life is mine. That is what being an Ally of the Ninja Guild means.”

Although I still felt a little guilty about taking Yamamoto’s bodyguards, I nonetheless bowed and said, “Thank you again, Yama-sama. I don’t know how I will ever be able to repay your generosity.”

“Do not worry about payment,” said Yamamoto. “Just focus on defeating Paradox. If anyone in this world can kill the unkillable, then it has to be you.”

Then Yamamoto looked at Aimi and Takeshi. “Aimi-chan, Takeshi-kun, come. While Hero Winter and Cy-chan go to defeat Atmosfear, we must do what we can to avenge our fallen brothers and sisters.”

“Yes, Yama-sama,” said Aimi and Takeshi together, the two of them bowing at the same time.

With that, Yamamoto, Aimi, and Takeshi ran off toward the scene of the battle, leaving Cy, me, and the two Protectors all by ourselves next to the pile of metal scraps that had once been Stetho’s Skull Mecha.

“That sure was nice of them to give us their Protectors, wasn’t it?” said Cy, looking up at the towering suits of armor that stood over us. “They’re really nice. Also, Aimi is hot.”

I looked at Cy questioningly. “What was the point in mentioning that—?”

Cy shrugged. “I dunno. You expect my random observations to make sense?”

I blinked. “Did you just show self-awareness?”

“Nope!” said Cy cheerfully. “So what next, boss?”

Still not entirely sure what happened, I looked toward the Synth Group Store and pointed at it. “Our next destination is the Synth Group Store. That means fighting through hundreds of players and Sidekicks.”

“Do not worry, Hero Winter,” said one of the Protectors suddenly in a hollow, slightly metallic Japanese voice, raising its sword. “We will clear the way of all obstacles in our path. For that is the way of the Protector.”

I started and looked at the Protector. “What the hell, man, you can talk?”

“The souls of a thousand Ninja reside in us,” said the Protector. “Let us use that power to destroy our foes!”

Okay, this was kind of weird, but I wasn’t going to question it, mostly because we didn’t have time to question it. I pointed in the general path toward the Synth Group Store and said, “We need to get to that building. And fast.”

The Protectors nodded and then rushed past us with shocking speed, forcing Cy and me to run just to keep up with them. Fortunately, the Protectors did slow down just enough for us to keep up with them, though we still had to pump our legs harder than normal.

The Protectors weren’t kidding. They almost literally mowed down any Legionnaires who got in their way. Each swipe of their katanas decapitated half a dozen or more Legionnaires while knocking down or seriously injuring dozens more. Any Legionnaires who managed to avoid getting their heads cut off would get slammed in the face by the flat of the blade or kicked in the chest. Even the various Elemental and Energy attacks from the Legionnaires only bounced off of the Protectors like mirrors, usually hitting the Legionnaires who had fired the attacks in the first place.

Even better, all Cy and I had to do was keep running after them. The Protectors were such a powerful force of destruction that they were like lava from a volcano flowing through a dry forest in the middle of summer. The only problem I had was that ever kill the Protectors landed did not give me or Cy any EXP, but given how we were making excellent time, I honestly couldn’t complain about that. My eyes were fixed firmly on the Synth Group Store, where I saw Atmosfear and Giggles still standing. They weren’t far now. Just a few hundred more feet and—

Without warning, we all—me, Cy, and the Protectors—crashed into an invisible wall. The sudden crash knocked me and Cy off our feet, while the Protectors merely stumbled backward. They immediately began slashing at the invisible wall, but even their mighty swords couldn’t dent it.

“What the—?” I said, sitting up and rubbing my head as I looked at the shimmery invisible wall before us. “What did we run into? An invisible wall?”

A look of terror suddenly appeared across Cy’s face. “An Invisible Wall? Oh god no.”

I looked at Cy curiously. “What’s the problem? You’re acting like you’ve run into Invisible Walls before.”

Cy suddenly looked at me with a surprised look on his face. “Did you just say I’ve run into Invisible Walls before? Like a pun?”

Before I could tell Cy I wasn’t trying to make a pun, I suddenly felt something tight wrap around my body and I was just as suddenly raised into the air. I spun through the air for a couple of seconds before getting slammed, headfirst, into the pavement, which took out a solid 30% of my Health and earned me this debuff:

Debuff added: Concussion. -20% Agility, Dexterity, and Agility. Duration: 5 minutes.

Groaning, I nonetheless managed to look up and see a weird-looking guy standing several feet away from me. He looked like your stereotypical mime, complete with white face paint and striped shirt, but his nametag—[VILLAIN MIMETIME]—was totally unfamiliar to me. He must have been one of the Legionnaires, though, because I couldn’t think of who else would try to attack me like this. Although his hands were empty, he acted like he was holding a rope in his hands.

“Who the hell are you?” I said, sitting up even though that my arms were still tied firmly to my sides. “A mime?”

“Boss, that’s Mimetime!” said Cy in horror, causing me to look at Cy, who had scrambled back to his feet and drawn his Kunai. “He was Targetman’s partner when he was trying to kill me because he thought I was a glitch!”

Surprised, I looked at Mimetime again and said, “You’re with the Glitch Task Force? But Targetman told us that all of you got killed.”

“Not all of us,” said a soft female voice beside Mimetime. “Some of us survived, but only by choosing to serve Paradox.”

A woman shimmered into view beside Mimetime. She was short and willowy, so thin she looked almost like a stick. With skin as pale as snow and hair as bright as gold, she looked almost like an angel. Which was fitting because her nametag identified her as [SIDEKICK LUCIFERESS], which seemed a little too on the nose for me.

“And who are you?” I said. “Mimetime’s Sidekick?”

“Indeed,” said Luciferess. Her eyes darted to Cy. “And you are the Cyclone Mimetime told me about?”

“Hi, gorgeous,” said Cy, waving at Luciferess. “Want to go out sometime? After we kill a god and everything goes back to normal, I mean? I mean, if you want to go out now, that would be a little unorthodox, but I can work with a woman that—”

Luciferess shot a blast of light at Cy that struck him in the chest and knocked him flat off his feet. “Insolent boy. I do not have time for flirtation. We are here to eliminate you and your Hero. Besides, you’re not my type.”

Cy sat up immediately, rubbing the burning spot in his chest where Luciferess had hit him. “That’s okay. You’re a Light Type, right? I’m an Air Type, so  I understand if you’re not interested in me because of that, but I can assure you that—”

“Shut up,” Luciferess snapped. “Do you ever stop talking? Seriously, I’ve never met anyone in my life who talks as much as you. We might as well kill you first since you talk a lot more than your Hero.”

I grinned. “You might want to rethink who is going to kill who, lady, because Cy and I are definitely not alone. Protectors! Attack!”

The Protectors leaped into the air toward Mimetime and Luciferess. To her credit, however, Luciferess did not look very disturbed by the Protectors. She simply looked up at them as they flew toward her and Mimetime before glancing at her Villain and saying, “Mimetime, you know what to do.”

Mimetime nodded. He suddenly let go of the invisible rope he was using to hold me down and raised his hands in the air, swirling his hands around in a complicated series of movements that were too fast for me to follow.

But I got to see the results of his hand movements. When the Protectors landed around him, they swung their swords at Mimetime and Luciferess, aiming directly for their necks.

That is, until their swords hit Invisible Walls with audible dings, which seemed to surprise even the Protectors, because they looked at Mimetime and Luciferess with clear surprise even though that they didn’t really have faces with which to look surprised.

Luciferess raised her hand. “And this is why you don’t hesitate.”

Luciferess snapped her fingers and suddenly Energy began pouring out of the Protectors and into her hands. The Protectors started spasming crazily, their metal joints creaking noisily as they lost Energy. They dropped their massive swords on the street and seemed unable to do anything except spasm like they were having strokes. One of the Protectors, the one who had talked, did reach out toward Luciferess, but then the light in its eyes vanished and it stopped.

In a second, both Protectors ceased spasming and then fell backward onto the street with an audible clunk. They didn’t stir, but I had no idea if that meant they were dead or just unconscious.

But I could see Luciferess. She was now glowing with a brilliant light, almost like a miniature sun on the battlefield, her bright and shining form even blinding some of the nearby Legionnaires. Mimetime quickly made invisible sunglasses, which he put over his eyes, which apparently helped protect his vision from Luciferess’ brightness.

“What did you do to the Protectors?” I said, rising to my feet. “Did you kill them?”

“Kill them? No,” said Luciferess. Her eyes now glowed like searchlights. “All I did was steal their Energy via Energy Absorption, a Power of mine I’ve spent a long time leveling up. And now, a boost for Mimetime.”

Luciferess placed a hand on Mimetime’s shoulder. Glowing golden Energy flowed from her hand into Mimetime’s body. Mimetime grunted, though it was more in surprise than pain, as Luciferess poured all of her excess Energy into his body. Mimetime’s body also began to glow until soon he was glowing even more brightly than Luciferess.

I braced myself for some kind of attack, but instead Mimetime raised his hands and squeezed.

What happened next was hard to describe. I heard a loud thunk around me as invisible structures appeared. All around me, I could see Legionnaires, Leaguers, and Ninja get separated from each other into smaller groups, thus artificially cutting up the battlefield. I tried to reach out to Cy, only to find an Invisible Wall between us. I even saw a few players on both sides of the conflict get crushed by some kind of invisible structure, though without being able to see it, it was hard to tell what was happening.

That is, until this notification appeared in my view and answered that question for me:

[Villain Mimetime] used Invisible Labyrinth!


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

 

“Invisible Labyrinth?” I said, staring at the notification in confusion. “What does that—”

“It’s Mimetime’s Ultimate Power,” said Luciferess, who was no longer glowing nearly as brightly as before. “And at Level Fifteen, it’s at maximum power and will last so long as Mimetime remains alive. Even if you knock him unconscious, the Labyrinth will remain.”

I gasped. “You mean you created an entire Invisible Labyrinth just to make sure I couldn’t get to Atmosfear? That’s what all of that Energy Absorption before was for?”

“Exactly,” said Luciferess with a smirk. “This does make it a little harder for our fellow Legionnaires to fight, but truthfully, we do not need to defeat your Leaguers to win the war. We simply need to stall for time.”

“Stall for time?” I said. “Stall for what?”

“You’ll see,” said Luciferess. “Assuming, that is, you live long enough to see it, anyway.”

Mimetime slammed his fists together and then rushed toward me with astonishing speed. I summoned an Ice Barrier around me, but Mimetime shattered it with one fist and kicked me in the head hard enough to send me flying. I slammed into one of the Invisible Walls of the Labyrinth hard enough to hear something snap and got this handy dandy notification:

Debuff added: Broken Back. -10% Agility and Evasion. Duration: 2 minutes.

Dang it. Two debuffs? And I was at less than 50% Health now? This wasn’t looking too good. I pulled out a Health Drink to heal myself, but then Mimetime grabbed my neck and slammed me against the wall hard enough to make me drop my Health Drink. His iron grip closed around my neck, making it impossible for me to breathe, causing this debuff to appear:

Debuff added: Choking. -1 Health/2 seconds. Duration: 1 minute.

Three debuffs. Wonderful. I was going to die.

“Boss!” said Cy. I heard him pounding on the Invisible Wall behind me, doing his best to try to get through. “Boss, no!”

“Don’t worry, little boy,” said Luciferess in a cold tone as my Health began to drop. She flashed a demonic smile. “You’re next.”

I grabbed Mimetime’s arm weakly and tried to use Freezing Touch, but even though ice began to form on Mimetime’s arm, he hardly seemed fazed by it. If anything, it just caused him to increase his grip on me, making me choke harder and make my Health start to plummet even more than it was. Mimetime smirked at me, clearly enjoying my suffering.

That is, until a single gunshot broke the air and a bullet hole appeared in Mimetime’s head. Gasping in pain, Mimetime let go of me and staggered to the side, dropping me to the ground where I landed on my side. Breathing hard, I quickly chugged my dropped Health Drink, which thankfully filled my Health bar back to full and removed all of my debuffs, but I still lay on the pavement anyway, still weak from nearly getting choked to death.

“What the—?” said Luciferess, fear creeping into her voice for the first time. “Who did that?”

“That would be me, Luciferess,” said a familiar Ukrainian voice.

Targetman jumped down from nowhere and landed on the pavement hard enough to make it crack under his feet. Rising to his full height, Targetman looked much scarier than normal. I wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was the cold way his eyes passed over Mimetime, who was now staring at Targetman with terror, or the way he stood unnaturally still, like a panther about to jump on its prey. He looked even less emotional than the Protectors, which was saying something, considering they were basically reanimated suits of armor with no wills or personalities of their own.

“T-Targetman?” said Luciferess with a gulp. “H-How did you get here so quickly? I thought you were still back at the Mall.”

Targetman shook his head. “Nyet. The arrival of the Ninja Guild gave me enough time to leave and look for Winter. But in some ways, I wish I hadn’t.”

“What?” said Luciferess. Her smirk slowly began to return. “Why? Because you’ve seen the power of the Paradox Legion and know you cannot beat it?”

Targetman shook his head again. “Nyet. Because traitors always bring out the worst in me.”

“What do you—” Luciferess suddenly collapsed as her Health dropped to zero. A second later, a red bullet hole appeared in her forehead and began to leak blood, causing this notification to appear in my vision:

[Task Force Targetman] killed [Sidekick Luciferess]!

“Lucy!” said Mimetime, suddenly speaking for the first time in a rather thick French accent. “No! Oleksander, how could you?”

Targetman whirled on Mimetime, glaring at him from behind his goggles. “Funny. I was about to ask you the same question, traitor.”

“You have to understand,” said Mimetime, speaking almost as quickly as Cy, though with far more fear in his voice. “I didn’t choose to side with Paradox. It was either die like the others or get immortality. I didn’t know Paradox was going to kill the other Task Force members. If I had a choice—”

“You always have a choice, traitor,” said Targetman, cutting off Mimetime coldly, “and you have chosen foolishly.”

With that, Targetman snapped his fingers and Mimetime’s head exploded. His Health dropped to zero and both Mimetime and Luciferess’ bodies disappeared into nothingness as this notification appeared in my view:

[Task Force Targetman] killed [Villain Mimetime]! The Invisible Labyrinth has been lifted!

The shimmer in the air indicated that the Invisible Labyrinth had indeed disappeared. The momentary presence of the Labyrinth had briefly interrupted the fighting, but once the walls lifted, the fighting began anew, although with both sides having taken the opportunity to heal and recover from their wounds. As a result, the fighting seemed deadlier than ever as both sides tore at each other with renewed vigor and savagery.

Rising to my feet, I looked at Targetman with a mixture of awe and fear. “Thanks, man. You chose a good time to show up.”

“No problem,” said Targetman. “If there is one thing I hate more than a glitch, it is a traitor. If you locked me in a room with one bullet and a traitor and a glitch, I would kill the traitor and then use his body to beat the glitch into a pulp.”

“Oooh kay,” said Cy, who I had not heard walk up to me. “You’re definitely a happy, well-adjusted fellow who doesn’t have anger issues.”

“Of course,” said Targetman. “By the way, if you are wondering how I killed Mimetime, I used one of my Exploding Bullets. Once an Exploding Bullet is lodged in a target’s body, I can snap my fingers and make it explode at any time. If it’s in the head, it’s usually an instant kill, as you just saw with Pierre over there.”

Glancing at the bloodstains on my clothes from Mimetime’s exploding head, I said, “Yeah, I saw that. Anyway, thanks again, but Cy and I have to go. Atmosfear isn’t far now and we can’t waste any time talking.”

“Right, but don’t you think you will need help getting there?” said Targetman. He nodded at the fallen Protectors. “Your Protectors are out of the fight for now. Clearly, you need protection.”

I looked at Targetman uncertainly. “Are you going to help us? Not that I am against that, but you always seemed more like a long-distance fighter than a melee fighter.”

“Not me, but them,” said Targetman, jerking a thumb over his shoulder. “I did not come alone.”

Peering around Targetman, I didn’t see anything until I noticed two blurs rushing toward us. Before Cy or I could even realize what was happening, the blurs ran into us and grabbed us, lifting us off our feet and carrying us away from Targetman, who waved goodbye before he began shooting at the various Legionnaires who were starting to surround him.

“What the hell—?” I said, looking down at the blurs carrying us. “What—? Boom and Zoom?”

Boom, who was carrying me, looked up at me with a big grin on his face. “Well, hello there, Captain! Fancy meeting you here. Dear brother and I were simply out for a nice afternoon stroll, but this war sure has made it hard to enjoy the weather, hasn’t it, brother?”

“Quite so, brother,” said Zoom, who was carrying Cy on his shoulders. “The weatherman certainly didn’t predict all-out war between two massive groups of players for the fate of Capes Online itself, now did he?”

“He most certainly did not, dear brother,” said Boom, “but worry not, Winter. Zoom and I will ensure you get to where you need to go with as little hassle as possible. That, after all, is why we are here.”

I nodded. Although I didn’t like being held like this, I had to admit it was convenient. Boom and Zoom were moving so fast that everything around us was a blur. Plus, their reflexes were incredible. The two of them had no difficulty maneuvering around the Battlefield, moving in and around the various groups battling it out in the Shopping Plaza. We were moving so fast that I couldn’t even begin to see the various obstacles in our path, yet Boom and Zoom showed no hesitation as they rushed us toward our destination.

“Almost there, Winter,” said Boom underneath me, his voice perfectly audible above the rushing wind caused by his super speed. “I estimate we’ll reach the Synth Group Store in less than ten seconds. Right, Zoom?”

“Correct, brother,” said Zoom. “And then we’ll be able to dump you two off there. No offense, but you two could stand to lose a few pounds. And I am not referring to the pound sterling, either.”

Cy put a hand on his stomach self-consciously when Zoom said that. “I’m not that fat. Right?”

“It doesn’t matter,” I said, shaking my head. “Can you guys run up the sides of buildings or—?”

“We’ll try our best,” said Boom, “but no guarantees. We do have the Wall Run Power, but it’s still Level 1, so it might be tricky.”

“As long as the building isn’t too tall, we should be able to pull it off,” Zoom said. “And here we are!”

Suddenly, the world shifted around me. Instead of going forward, we began to go up. It was a strange sensation and almost made me hurl. Cy actually did hurl, though Zoom held him in such a way that Cy’s lunch ended up falling past him rather than into his face. Both Boom and Zoom seemed to be struggling, pushing themselves to their absolute limits to pull this move off. Sweat broke out across their faces and they wore expressions of pure grit and determination. Indeed, for a moment I wasn’t sure we were going to make it.

But then, without warning, we launched into the air like a bullet and then landed on the roof of the Synth Group Store. The second we landed, the world returned to normal and I was able to see where we were.

It looked like we had overshot slightly. We were on the other side of the Synth Group Store, almost on the edge of the roof. Even so, we had made it. And Atmosfear and Giggles were still standing where we had last seen them. As Boom and Zoom let Cy and I down, Atmosfear and Giggles whirled around to face us. Giggles stepped back in fear, while Atmosfear, to his credit, just drew the Terminator from its sheath at his side and held it before him defensively.

“Whew!” said Cy, stumbling slightly when Zoom let him down. “That was fun! Let’s do it again!”

“So long as you promise not to lose your lunch again, sure,” said Zoom in a slightly sarcastic voice.

Shaking my head, I drew my Icepick and pointed it at Atmosfear. “It’s over, Atmosfear. We’ve got you right where we want you.”

“Really?” said Atmosfear. “Are you so sure about that? Because I am pretty sure my Legion is still beating your League, even with the Ninja Guild here.”

“It doesn’t matter if my League wins or not,” I said. “If I can take out you—and then Paradox—we win. It’s that simple.”

“It’s simple only if you assume I am going to surrender without a fight,” said Atmosfear. “And if there’s one thing I don’t do, it’s giving up easily.”

Boom cracked his knuckles. “Step aside, Winter. I think Zoom and I can deal with this bloke on our own, right, brother?”

“One hundred percent correct, brother,” said Zoom, swinging his arms like he was charging up for a powerful punch. “Atmosfear might be higher-leveled than us, but there’s no way he can keep up with our speed.”

“Guys, wait a minute,” I said, causing Boom and Zoom to look at me, “Atmosfear isn’t nearly as weak as he looks. I mean, you can help me if you want, but please be careful.”

Boom rolled his eyes. “Thanks for the advice, Winter, but frankly we’ve been careful long enough.”

“Yeah,” Zoom chimed in. “In case you forgot, our bodies are still stuck in the real world. The longer we stay in this game, the more likely that we are going to die. So as you might be able to guess, we have a vested interest in taking out Atmosfear as quickly as possible.”

“Then come and get me, you damn Brits,” said Atmosfear, waving the Terminator at us threateningly. “Or are you just going to stand around all day and talk about how awesome you are?”

“Be careful what you ask for, Atmosfear,” said Boom, punching his fist into his other hand, “because, as you Americans say, you just might get it.”

Boom and Zoom suddenly rushed toward Atmosfear, creating a loud sonic boom that made me and Cy stumble backward from the blast. The twin Heroes dashed toward Atmosfear faster than bullets, but when they were about halfway to Atmosfear, a sudden chill came in the air and my Hero Sense suddenly started going crazy.

Even though I couldn’t see the danger, I yelled, “Boom, Zoom, get out of here! Run! Now!”

But they didn’t listen to me. They slammed into Atmosfear and Giggles. Giggles was sent flying over the edge of the roof, yelling in shock and fear as he did so, but Boom and Zoom pinned Atmosfear to the roof. Boom stood on Atmosfear’s back, twisting his arms behind his back, while Zoom’s foot was on Atmosfear’s neck.

“There,” said Boom, his voice straining slightly as he forced Atmosfear down, “that wasn’t so hard, now was it, brother?”

“Not even a little bit, brother,” said Zoom with a smirk on his face. “Indeed, I’d say it was easier than tea and crumpets!”

Atmosfear’s lower lip began to tremble. “Oh, no. The brave Heroes have defeated me, the evil Villain. Whatever shall I do? I suppose I will just give up and go to jail like the good Villain I am.”

“Your sarcasm isn’t very good,” Boom pointed out. “Now that I think about it, Americans, in general, aren’t as good at sarcasm as we British are.”

Atmosfear suddenly smiled a savage grin. “You’re right. My sarcasm sucks. But at least I don’t let my guard down like a chump.”

“A chump?” said Zoom. “Who are you calling a—”

Zoom was interrupted when, without warning, he froze entirely from head to foot. He didn’t even get a chance to cry out. His facial expression was stuck with his mouth open and then, without warning, he tipped over and shattered into pieces, giving me this notification:

[Hero Zoom] is dead!

“Brother!” said Boom, looking at the shattered remains that had once been Zoom. “No!”

Boom’s concentration must have been broken because Atmosfear shoved him backward and threw Boom off of him. As Atmosfear rose to his feet, Frostbite jumped onto the roof of the Synth Group Store from a nearby building, leaving a patch of ice when he landed, and stood up, a wicked grin crossing his face.

“Thanks for the save, Frosty,” said Atmosfear, twisting his arms as if to get the kinks out of them. “Those Brits are very annoying.”

“No problem, Atmosfear,” said Frostbite with a manic chuckle. “I’ve always hated the British myself. Serves them right.”

Uh oh. Atmosfear and Frostbite together? Just one of them was a big threat in themselves. Both together meant we were in for the fight of our lives unless I could get some allies, but unfortunately it was just me, Cy, and Boom right now.

“Hey, you didn’t get both of us,” said Boom, rising to his feet and dusting off his Costume, “and I don’t care if you are Winter’s evil twin brother. You should have made sure I was dead before you—”

Boom was interrupted when he suddenly burst into flame for no apparent reason. Boom screamed in sheer agony as the flames went from orange to red to white in an instant. His Health rapidly dropped like a rock in water until it hit zero and then Boom’s body exploded, sending chunks of burning human meat and Costume flying everywhere and forcing Cy and me to cover our heads to avoid getting hit by Boom’s remains. At the same time, this notification popped up in my view:

[Hero Boom] has died!

“Boom!” I said. “No!”

“Cry not for your fallen, Winter,” came a harsh female voice above. “They can cry for their own. Cry instead for yourself.”

Cinders suddenly descended from the sky above like a goddess, her body glowing with heat. Where she landed, she caused the roof to melt slightly, her body burning so hotly that it was hard to look at her directly. Even Atmosfear and Frostbite had to step back to avoid getting burned by her fire.

“That kid was my target, Cinders,” said Frostbite, glaring at the female Villain. “I could have gotten him along with his brother.”

“Clearly, you didn’t,” said Cinders. “Besides, it’s been a while since I last burned someone to death. I forgot how … thrilling it is. True art, in other words.”

“I think you both did a good job killing those kids,” said Atmosfear, waving at them both. “But remember, we’re all on the same side here, and that means we need to kill Winter and his dumb Sidekick.”

“We’re not going down that easily,” said Cy, taking a step forward. “Maybe you killed Boom and Zoom, but you can’t kill—”

Cy was interrupted when a boomerang came out of nowhere and slammed into the back of his head hard enough to knock him flat off his feet. He hit the roof of the store hard and did not get up, although I had to admit I was thankful when I got this notification:

[Sidekick Cyclone] is Unconscious!

Although I was thankful that Cyclone was Unconscious rather than dead, I still looked around to see where the boomerang had come from. That was when I saw it return to Huntsman, who had somehow appeared on the other side of the roof behind us without us hearing him.

“Glad I knocked the little bloke out,” said Huntsman, his voice as cold and uncaring as ever. “Listening to his stupid voice reminds me of why I fired him from being my Sidekick in the first place.”

I gulped. I tried not to show fear, but I was more aware than ever that I was stuck between a rock and a hard place.

It was me against Atmosfear, Frostbite, Cinders, and Huntsman, which is to say, four of the strongest Legionnaires. And I was all by myself with no one else to help.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

 

Atmosfear must have sensed my fear somehow, because he stepped forward and said, “Come now, Nyle, you don’t need to be so afraid. If you give up and agree to Surrender, we can end this War right now and no one else has to get hurt or die.”

“Surrender?” I said. “What does that mean?”

“It’s how you end a War in Capes Online,” said Cinders without missing a beat. “If one side Surrenders, then the winner is whoever didn’t Surrender. It’s rather simple.”

“Yeah,” said Giggles, who I noticed was struggling to pull himself back over the edge of the roof behind Atmosfear and the others. “Simple as pie.”

“Shut up, Giggles,” said Atmosfear without looking over his shoulder. “Anyway, Winter, I know you are a reasonable man. Surely you can see that you can’t win. Despite the arrival of the Ninja Guild, our Legion still outnumbers your League at least five to one. Plus, you are totally on your own now. I suppose you could try to fight us—emphasis on try—but personally, I don’t think your chances of winning are particularly high.”

I scowled. “My chances of winning are higher than you think. Plus, your numerical advantage doesn’t matter that much. Both sides are at a stalemate. I’ve noticed that my League has stopped losing members at such a high rate since the arrival of the Ninja Guild, while your Legionnaires have been dropping like flies.”

It was true. I’d been paying careful attention to the League numbers in the corner of my eye ever since the War started. At the start of the War, the League had been losing members steadily. Once the Ninja Guild arrived, however, the League deaths turned into a trickle. We were still losing some—Boom and Zoom, for example—but it was clear to me that the Paradox Legion was losing far more. They still maintained a numerical advantage over us, though probably not for long if they kept losing people at this rate.

“True, but I wouldn’t count my eggs before they hatch if I were you,” said Atmosfear. “Perhaps it’s time to unveil our super-secret weapon, get a little boost to our numbers.”

Atmosfear suddenly raised his wrist to his mouth. “Hey, Frenchy, it’s go-time.”

“The name is not Frenchy,” a familiar French voice—Puppetmaster’s, I realized—came from the other end of the phone. “Please stop calling me that!”

“Okay, Frenchy,” said Atmosfear without missing a beat. “If you pull this off, I’ll stop calling you Frenchy. Deal?”

“Whatever,” said Puppetmaster. “But fine. I’ll get started on it right away.”

“Get started?” I said as Atmosfear lowered his wrist to his side. “Get started on what?”

Atmosfear’s eyes glimmered in the light of Cinders’ flames. “Why, get started on the reinforcements, of course.”

Before I could ask Atmosfear about these ‘reinforcements,’ a purple light flashed from the top of a nearby shopping center. The purple light shone brightly before firing off the building and into the air over the battle in the Shopping Plaza, where it fell on all of the fighters on both sides of the conflict before my startled eyes.

As soon as the light touched the first of the fighters, weird things started happening. Leaguers just stopped fighting. Leaguers who were in life-or-death duels against their Legionnaire enemies suddenly came to a stop, which appeared to confuse even some of the Legionnaires. Ninja who struck from the shadows came to an abrupt halt, their eyes starting to glow an unnatural purple color before they suddenly whirled around and started attacking their fellow Ninja.

It wasn’t just the Ninja turning on each other, either. My Leaguers were also fighting among each other now, which confused the hell out of me because the Paradox Legion still wasn’t done for yet. Even some of the Legionnaires looked confused at my forces suddenly turning on each other, though I could already see some of the smarter Legionnaires jumping in to take advantage of this seeming revolt to kill more of my own.

“What the—?” I said. I looked at Atmosfear. “What did you do to my Leaguers?”

“Nuffin,” said Atmosfear, holding up his hands innocently. “All I did was give Puppetmaster the go-ahead to do what he does best: Brainwash people and make them do crazy things.”

“Puppetmaster has taken over half your League,” said Frostbite with a malicious grin. “I’m not sure why he hasn’t Possessed all of them. Perhaps half of them are too high-leveled. Regardless, that’s what he is doing.”

“Just like in Underworld City when he took over the Dwellers,” I said as realization dawned on me. “You monsters.”

“Not monsters, mate,” said Huntsman behind, making me look over my shoulder at him. “Just winners.”

“If it makes you feel better, this was technically supposed to be our backup in case we couldn’t crush your League by force,” said Cinders, tapping her chin. She closed her eyes and sighed longingly. “Oh, how I enjoy the screams of people dying, getting killed at the hands of their own friends and allies. It stirs my artistic soul almost as much as hearing the screams of my enemies die as I burn them to death.”

Crap. I should have seen this coming, but until now I hadn’t even considered that the Legion might try something like this. I remembered that the Dwellers returned to their senses when Queen Somas killed Puppetmaster, but right now I was too far away from Puppetmaster to even touch him, much less kill him. I found myself hoping that my friends were not among his victims, but even if they weren’t, they still wouldn’t be able to come to my aid in time. I was on my own, which meant I had to lure Paradox out now or we were definitely going to lose.

Thrusting out my hands, I fired twin Ice Beams at Atmosfear. But a wall of flame appeared in front of Atmosfear, intercepting my Ice Beams, which ended up melting in the heat from the flames.

“Not so fast,” said Cinders, holding out her glowing hand. “Remember, you’re not just dealing with one of us now. You have to fight all four. Whether you want to or not.”

Frostbite suddenly rushed toward me. He summoned his own Ice Daggers and slashed at me, forcing me to use my Ice Pick to block his Daggers, but then something hard smashed into the back of my head and nearly knocked me out. Somehow I still managed to maintain consciousness, but my brief distraction gave Frostbite enough time to kick me in the chest and send me staggering backward with a gasp.

My chest and head hurting, I glanced over my shoulder to see Huntsman pulling back his boomerang, clearly aiming to throw it at me again. But I couldn’t focus on him. Frostbite slashed at me again, but I Dodged it this time and slammed my Icepick into Frostbite’s midsection, knocking him off his feet.

Raising my Icepick above my head, I was about to bring it down on Frostbite when I suddenly couldn’t breathe. Gagging for air, I clutched my throat with one hand as this notification popped up in my view:

Debuff added: Choking. -1 HP/2 seconds. Duration: 1 minute.

My eyes widening, I heard Atmosfear’s harsh laughter and looked over to see Atmosfear holding his hand out toward me.

“What’s the matter, donut?” said Atmosfear. “You’re acting like this is the first time anyone has ever choked you out before. You and I know it’s not.”

Desperate, I fired another Ice Beam at Atmosfear, but he sidestepped the attack easily without breaking his concentration. The lack of air was starting to get to me. I was finding it harder and harder to maintain consciousness, not helped by the pain I’d already experienced. I was going to die unless I did something fast.

Desperately, I activated Ice Golem, this time focusing on summoning it behind Atmosfear. I wasn’t sure if it would work, but there was no way I could stop Atmosfear on my own right now and I needed as many allies as I could get.

“What the—?” said Cinders, who appeared to see some sort of notification I couldn’t see. “What is Ice Golem?”

Atmosfear’s eyes widened. “Wait a second. I’ve heard about that before. It’s an Ultimate Power, but how—”

Atmosfear was interrupted by a whirl of ice and snow behind him. In less than a second, my Ice Golem towered over him and then wrapped its massive arms around his body, hugging Atmosfear tightly against its chest with crushing force. This made Atmosfear gasp in pain and appeared to break off his concentration because I could suddenly breathe again and got this notification in my vision:

Debuff lifted: Choking. You are no longer choking.

Even before the notification appeared in my view, however, I was running toward Atmosfear, aiming my Icepick straight for his chest. Although Ice Golem was strong, I did not doubt that Atmosfear would be able to free himself from Ice Golem shortly. I just needed to get him in the chest and—

Ropes suddenly slammed into my legs and knocked me off my feet, making me trip and fall onto the roof hard. Gasping in surprise, I looked down and saw that my legs were tangled up in a bunch of ropes. Then I saw Huntsman walking over to me, his boomerang still in his hand.

“Neat trick, Winter,” said Huntsman, his voice even colder than my ice, “but you shouldn’t forget that you’re fighting all of us.”

“Right-o, my Aussie friend,” said Atmosfear, “and while this Ice Golem is impressive, it’s not as impressive as me.”

With a shrug of his shoulders, Atmosfear broke out of the Ice Golem’s grip, shattering its arms and making my Ice Golem stagger. As soon as Atmosfear jumped clear of it, Cinders hurled a huge fireball at the Ice Golem, shattering its head and causing its ice joints and skin to melt, making my Ice Golem collapse just as this notification appeared in my view:

[Villain Cinders] destroyed your [Ice Golem]!

Dang it. I cut the ropes around my ankles and jumped to my feet, but then Frostbite appeared out of nowhere and slashed me across the chest. I staggered backward from the blow only for Huntsman to hit me in the back of the head with his boomerang again, which was followed by Cinders blasting me with a fire blast that sent me flying. I landed on the edge of the roof on my back, breathing hard, my Health now at less than 60%. Still, I rose to my feet, only to see Atmosfear, Cinders, Huntsman, and Frostbite now advancing on me.

“What’s the matter, donut?” said Atmosfear in a mock concerned voice. “You look a little worried. Do you want your mommy? Huh?”

I scowled. “Actually, I’d like to see you dead.”

Atmosfear shook his head. “Now I remember why I don’t like you. It’s not because you’re another police cop trying to get me. It’s because you don’t have a sense of humor. Seriously, lighten up.”

“Does it matter if he has a sense of humor or not?” said Frostbite in a mad voice. “I just want to kill him in cold blood.”

Cinders rolled her eyes. “I hope I didn’t hear you just make an awful pun about coldness.”

“Enough bickering, you two,” said Atmosfear. “Fake Frosty here has a point. Let’s kill Winter and then go down there and help our new allies finish off our enemies.”

I held up my Icepick, even though I was fairly certain I wasn’t going to win. I could potentially beat one of these guys on my own, but all four at the same time? No way. Still, I’d have to try my best, even though I knew my best wasn’t going to be anywhere near enough to beat all four of them at once.

That was when I felt a soft rumble in the roof of the Synth Group Store. It was subtle, so subtle I nearly dismissed it as nothing more than the combined weight of everyone standing on the roof making the roof strain, but then I noticed that Atmosfear and his allies had come to a stop and were looking around in confusion.

“What was that?” said Cinders in a slightly worried voice. “An earthquake?”

“Can’t be,” said Huntsman, his eyes darting back and forth suspiciously. “Adventure City isn’t prone to natural earthquakes.”

“Probably one of the Legionnaires who specialize in Earth doing something,” said Frostbite, though I could tell even he didn’t quite believe that. “Anyway, does it matter? We have a Hero to kill.”

“Fake Frosty is right,” said Atmosfear. He pointed at me. “Whatever it is can wait until donut here is—”

I never got to find out what Atmosfear wanted done with me because at that moment a manhole cover exploded from the alleyway behind us and flew over my head. Cinders blasted the manhole cover away before it could hit into any of them, but soon manhole covers all across the Shopping Plaza were blasting into the air. Some of them hit Legionnaires, some hit Leaguers, but regardless, it looked like the Sewers of Adventure City were exploding.

“What the hell is going on out there?” said Atmosfear. He held his wrist communication watch up to his mouth again. “Hey, Frenchy! Do you see this crap?”

“I do, Atmosfear, but I am not sure what it is,” said Puppetmaster’s voice over the communication watch. “It appears to be some sort of League sneak attack, but I’m not sure what it is.”

“If the Sewers are exploding, I am out of here,” said Cinders. She shuddered. “No way am I going to let myself get covered in the waste of the citizens of Adventure City.”

I was just as confused as my enemies as to why the manhole covers were all exploding … that is, until an Armored Dweller jumped out of a nearby manhole and ripped out the throat of an unsuspecting Legionnaire standing nearby.

Like water erupting from a spring, hundreds of Dwellers started to emerge from the Sewers and immediately began attacking any Legionnaires they could reach. They weren’t just coming from the Sewers, though. They were emerging from buildings, from alleyways, and more. I even saw some Dwellers riding Sewer Crocodiles like horses, tearing into the ranks of Legionnaires and killing them by the dozens.

“Dwellers?” said Huntsman. He scowled. “Oh, joy.”

“Dwellers?” said Atmosfear, though with far more shock than Huntsman. “How come the map didn’t show them until now?”

Before I could say anything, something large and bulky exploded out of the manhole cover behind me and landed next to me, creating a small crater in the roof that sent roof tiles flying. Rising to his full height, I was shocked, but pleased, to see it was Zazoom, who, wearing the Dweller Crown, towered over not just me, but my enemies as well.

“Zazoom?” I said, half-surprised, half-happy. “Where did you come from?”

Zazoom smiled a toothy smile at me. “Sorry for not showing up sooner, Hero Winter. I would have arrived sooner, but I faced some difficulty in reuniting the scattered Dwellers under my rule.”

Realization struck me like a thunderbolt. “I remember. You said you were going to do that the last time we saw you. Guess you must have been successful.”

Zazoom nodded. “Yes. It took some effort, but I managed to convince almost the entire Dweller population to join me in aiding you against the Paradox Legion. That includes Setak and Kial, by the way, who are probably somewhere in the Battlefield below killing any Legionnaires they can sink their teeth into. Your Scavenger Rebels are here as well, and I’ve even made them into a Team within the Dweller Army. Speaking of which—”

A notification popped up in my view:

[Dweller King Zazoom] has offered to form an Alliance with the Winter League? Accept? Y/N

I didn’t even think about hitting ‘Y,’ thus replacing that notification with this one:

The Winter League has formed an Alliance with the Dweller Army! Now Dweller Soldiers will be identified as Allies in battle!

“Big deal,” said Atmosfear with a sneer. “So you’ve got a couple hundred ugly lizards on your side now. So what? Doesn’t change the fact that half of your friends are under our control now. Or did you forget about Frenchy, who is still—”

Atmosfear was interrupted by a huge explosion erupting from the top of the skyscraper where Puppetmaster had been located. The explosion was big and loud enough to make even a good chunk of the combatants below to pause and look up, which turned out to be a mistake for most of them as their enemies took advantage of their distraction to kill them.

“What the—?” said Atmosfear. He held his wrist communicator up to his mouth and snapped, “Frenchy! Where the heck are you? Are you okay? Who caused that explosion? Frenchy? Answer me, damn it!”

There was no answer from Puppetmaster, at least from what I could see, but I did see what appeared to be a literal star erupt from the top of the building and shoot toward us faster than a speeding bullet. The star soared over the heads of my enemies and landed right next to me, sending sparks and flames flying everywhere as the glow faded to reveal the star as being none other than Busker, who readjusted his sunglasses briefly before smiling at us.

“Hi, there, dudes,” said Busker, waving at Atmosfear and the others. “Were you guys wondering what happened to that French guy? He’s kind of dead at the moment.”

“Busker?” I said. “I thought you were dead!”

Busker flashed a grin at me. “Nah, bro. I did get mobbed for a bit there, but Spiritus got me to safety and healed me up. Of course, then Puppetmaster Possessed a ton of people and I had to fight off a bunch of our friends until I realized I needed to cut the Puppetmaster’s strings. So I found out where he was and took him out before he knew what hit him. ‘Course, he turned out to be much stronger than I thought, but that’s why I had to blow up the building. Only way to be sure.”

I couldn’t disagree with the results of Busker’s actions. Below, I could see that my once Possessed Leaguers were coming back to their senses. Most of them seemed somewhat dazed, like they had awakened from a long nap, but a few were already rejoining the fight, turning on the Legionnaires they had been working with. A few seemed confused by the presence of the Dwellers, but they readily accepted the Dwellers as new Allies and fought alongside them and the Ninja against the Legionnaires. The Paradox Legion still outnumbered us, but now they were being attacked on multiple fronts, forcing the Legion to divide itself.

I looked at Atmosfear and cracked the biggest grin I’d worn in a long time. “What were you saying about killing me, Atmosfear? Because I am pretty sure you’re not going to get to do it.”

“Yeah,” Busker chimed in. “It’s fine you guys want to give up now. I know I would if I were in your shoes.”

Atmosfear was almost shaking with rage now. He looked from Busker and Zazoom to the Battlefield below, his hands balled into fists so tightly that it looked like his fingers were going to fuse together and stay that way.

“What should we do, Captain?” said Cinders, whose hands were glowing with fire. “Attack Winter and his friends and try to kill them anyway?”

Atmosfear, however, shook his head. “No. This was supposed to be an easy battle. I promised Paradox it would be a slaughter. And it will be a slaughter, even if not in the way I originally thought.”

Atmosfear looked at Huntsman. “Huntsman, summon the Glitchling.”

“Are you sure about that, mate?” Huntsman questioned. “While I don’t doubt the Glitchling could destroy the League with little effort, you know I still have trouble controlling it.”

“Do I look like I give a damn about what you can and cannot control?” Atmosfear snapped. “Summon the Glitchling. Summon the Glitchling now.”

Huntsman shrugged. “Your funeral, mate.”

Before I could ask what ‘Glitchling’ they were talking about, Huntsman pulled out a Beast Whistle and blew into it. A soft whistling sound came from the Beast Whistle’s end, barely audible above the sounds of battle below, but for some reason it sent a chill down my spine that the screams of the dying and injured just couldn’t.

“What are you guys summoning?” I said, holding up my Icepick. “Another Glitchling?”

Atmosfear smirked at me. “Oh, it’s not just another Glitchling, donut. It’s death incarnate. And it will kill every last one of you stupid Leaguers.”

That was when an ear-piercing roar pierced the air. The roar was loud enough to drown out every other sound in the Battlefield. It caused everyone—Leaguer, Legionnaire, Dweller, and Ninja alike—to look up into the air.

What all of us saw could only be described as what Atmosfear said: Death incarnate, coming on wings to kill us all.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

 

The massive Glitchling that stood on the top of a nearby skyscraper was amazing in a horrific kind of way. It resembled a huge dragon, its black scales glitching slightly under the rays of the sun overhead. Its wingspan was huge, nearly as wide as a small airplane. Jagged teeth as sharp as swords were visible within its mouth. Its eyes glowed a sickly green, while black smoke rose from its nostrils. Its massive claws that resembled oversized butcher knives dug deeply into the concrete roof of the skyscraper it stood upon, digging into the concrete like melted butter. Above its head hovered the nametag [GLITCHLING X], but it was actually close enough that I could Scan it for more information:

ERROR. No Scan information associated with this creature. Contact Capes Online Technical Support to report this glitch.

“Holy crap,” said Busker, staring up at the dragon Glitchling in horror. “The hell is that thing?”

“Our secret weapon,” said Atmosfear. He smirked at me again. “Surprised you don’t recognize it, donut. After all, it was your best friend’s pet.”

“My best friend’s—?” I gasped and looked up at the Glitchling again. “Lennox?”

“Exactly,” said Atmosfear, gesturing with his sword up at the Glitchling. “When Funky died back there in the Foundational Files, he left his poor widdle Fire Dragon with us. Remember? You guys were in such a hurry to get away that you didn’t even bother to try to take the dragon with you. So we took it for ourselves.”

I gulped. Atmosfear was right. In the chaos after Funky’s death, my Teammates and I had been so determined to escape that we hadn’t been able to take Lennox with us. Of course, Lennox had been in his full-grown form at the time, which meant he was too big for us to carry, but truthfully I hadn’t given much thought to what happened to Lennox after we escaped the Foundational Files. I guess I just assumed that Lennox would fade away or even get deleted entirely without Funky to control him, but perhaps Tamed Beasts worked differently than Sidekicks and were less dependent on their Beastmaster for existence.

“Not only did we take it, but we also improved it,” said Frostbite with a gleeful cackle. “Lord Paradox turned Lennox into the most powerful Glitchling of them all. Although Scan doesn’t show it, Lennox’s Level is now equivalent to Level One Thousand.”

I choked. “Level One Thousand? That’s Capes Online’s Level cap!”

“Exactly,” said Atmosfear. “That essentially makes Glitchling X one of the strongest NPCs in the game, if not the strongest. And he is totally under our control. Right, Huntsman?”

Huntsman, however, was sweating profusely under his hat. He seemed to be struggling with something. “Yes, but I can’t control him for forever. He’s almost too high-leveled for me to control for long.”

Atmosfear rolled his eyes. “So? If you lose control, what’s the worst that could happen? Paradox will likely step in and stop him. Until then, you know what to do.”

“Are you going to have Lennox kill us?” I said as Busker, Zazoom, and I looked up at the dragon that had once been our friend.

Atmosfear shook his head. “Nah. We can deal with you three on our own. It’s your little League and your ninja and lizard friends who are the problem that the Legion seems to be struggling against. Huntsman, do it.”

Huntsman nodded. He pointed out toward the Battlefield and shouted, “Glitchling X, attack!”

With a single flap of its massive wings, Glitchling X—no, Lennox—shot into the air and soared down toward the Battlefield. As Lennox drew closer to the Battlefield, blue flame began building up in his mouth and then was unleashed in a massive stream of fire so hot I could feel it even from a distance.

The destruction was immediate. Wherever Lennox’s fire breath struck, dozens to hundreds of players and NPCs alike would be fried. Entire shops collapsed wherever Lennox’s flames struck, and even after the flames struck, they continued to burn the bodies of its victims. And Lennox got a fair amount of coverage, flying low over the Battlefield and twisting his head this way and that, his flames striking everyone without distinction.

This included, surprisingly enough, the Legionnaires. I saw an entire Team of Paradox Legionnaires get turned into ash before they could even begin to realize what was going on. I also spotted another Legionnaire grab his Sidekick and hurl him at Lennox in a vain attempt to get away, but that Legionnaire was also consumed by the flames. Another Legionnaire caught fire and began running around screaming his head off before abruptly collapsing onto the ground as soon as his Health hit zero.

“Holy crap,” said Busker. He lowered his sunglasses, his red eyes wide with horror. “They weren’t kidding about Lennox being at Level One Thousand. That’s why everyone’s dying in one hit. Even the players whose Levels are in the hundreds are dying like flies.”

“And it is glorious,” said Atmosfear, raising his arms into the air, smiling maniacally at the blue flames that were starting to consume everything in the area. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen this much chaos. I say we don’t stop with the League. Let’s burn this whole damn city to the ground and everyone in it as an example to anyone who defies us.”

“That’s nice and all, Atmosfear, but have you noticed that Glitchling X is also killing our own men?” said Cinders, putting her hands on her hips as she looked at the chaos happening below. “By my count, Glitching X has taken out at least as many Legionnaires as Leaguers, maybe more. That seems like a problem to me.”

“Who cares?” said Atmosfear with a laugh. “None of these people or their lives actually matter. Just because I’m the Captain of the Legion doesn’t mean I give a damn about them. They can all go to hell for all I care.”

“There’s … a … reason … I didn’t want to use it,” said Huntsman. He seemed to be cracking under the strain of trying to control Lennox. He wiped the sweat off his brow. “It’s … too … powerful. I’d need to be several hundred Levels higher than I am in order to properly control it. It’s all I can do to keep it from killing us all.”

“Does it really matter?” said Frostbite. He pointed at me, Busker, and Zazoom. “Let’s kill these guys. Then we can get out of here before Glitchling X decides to make BBQ out of us, too.”

“Sorry, Fake Bro, but we’re not going to just sit back and let you kill us without a fight,” said Busker. “Eat this!”

Busker launched a fireball at Frostbite, but Cinders jumped in the way and thrust out of her hands. She caught the fireball in her hands and then hurled it back at us, but Busker blocked the fireball with his guitar, sending it flying off in a random direction.

“You’re pretty cute for a Villain,” said Busker. “And fast.”

Cinders scowled. “I’m already taken, but if it’s a dance you want, then it’s a dance you get. Let’s see what a little candle like you can do against an inferno like me.”

Cinders snapped her fingers. A cage made out of white-hot flame exploded around Busker, forcing me and Zazoom to step back to avoid getting caught in the heat ourselves. Even Atmosfear, Frostbite, and Huntsman had to retreat to the other side of the roof. I would have tried to go after them, but the intense heat radiating from both Busker and Cinders made it impossible for me to get close. It didn’t help that their heat was melting the roof tiles, either.

Shockingly, the fire cage seemed too hot even for Busker. Sweat broke out across his forehead and he seemed to be having trouble breathing. His Health was even gradually dropping, which meant that the heat must have been absolutely incredible. Even Cinders’ Sidekick, Blinders, had to step back to avoid getting burned by her flames.

“I can see you sweating, Busker Burn,” said Cinders, a wicked grin crossing her lips, “but I don’t want to see you just sweat. I want to see you burn.”

Cinders snapped her fingers again and the heat in the fire cage grew even hotter than before. The roof tiles began running as they melted, while the rest of us had to move back nearly to the edge of the roof itself to get some relief from the heat. If it got any hotter up here, then we’d have to jump into the Battlefield, where Lennox was currently wreaking havoc on Legionnaires and Leaguers alike.

Busker was still struggling. He tried to take a step forward, only to gasp for breath and lean on his guitar for support. His Health was dropping much more quickly now and was already at less than 60%. I estimated Busker had maybe ten minutes left before Cinders finished him off. I would have helped him, but my Ice Powers were useless against Cinders. Zazoom couldn’t help him, either, even though that Dwellers had a natural immunity to Fire. We could only watch helplessly as Busker struggled to survive and breath in the fire cage, which appeared to be burning up all of his oxygen if the way he gasped for breath was any indication.

“Burn …” said Cinders, her eyes glowing the same white color as her flames, “burn … burn!”

The flames intensified in their heat again and Busker’s Health began slipping even faster. He was now at around 40% Health and dropping fast. Desperate, I fired an Ice Beam at Cinders in a vain attempt to distract her, but my Ice Beam melted as soon as it appeared. Everyone was sweating now. Even Zazoom looked like he was struggling to handle the intense heat Cinders was generating.

“How does it feel, Busker, to burn with the same fire you used to burn others?” said Cinders. “I’ve been paying attention to you for a long time. Fire is an art, a great and wonderful art worthy of awe and respect. You, however, cheapen it for entertainment, for views and clicks online. You treat fire as if it is some kind of marketing gimmick. That is why the flames won’t protect you today.”

That was when Busker began to chuckle. He suddenly rose to his feet, showing almost none of the strain he had been showing previously. His Health was still falling and he was still sweating bullets, but he now wore a big grin on his face as he held up his guitar before him like he was about to rock out.

“I don’t care if fire is ‘art’ or not,” said Busker, not even bothering to wipe the sweat off his forehead. “Maybe I’m just an entertainer, but that’s all right. People need entertainment to make it by in this world. If I can make people forget about their troubles, even just for a little while, then I like to think I did my part.”

That was when Busker strummed the strings of his guitar, creating a soft melody that sent shivers down my spine despite the heat. “But I’m not just an entertainer, lady. Earlier, you said you were an inferno and I’m a candle. You’re wrong.”

Busker strummed the strings of his guitar again, but rather than just make a simple melody, I felt the air itself change. The fire cage that had been beating down on Busker suddenly began drawing into him. It looked almost like another attack, but when I saw the look of horror and shock on Cinders’ face, I realized that Busker was actually absorbing her flames against her will.

“What are you doing?” said Cinders. She pulled her hands back like she was trying to pull her flames away, but they continued to pour into Busker at an alarmingly fast rate. “You’re a candle. How are you controlling my flames?”

Busker shook his head. His skin was starting to look like fire itself now. His whole body, in fact, was on fire, but rather than hurt him, it seemed to make him stronger. His Health was restoring at the same rate that Cinder’s fire cage was dying off and I wouldn’t be surprised if he was getting some kind of Stat buffs from whatever he was doing. “Still wrong, lady. I’m not a candle. Nor an inferno. Heck, I’m not even a volcano. Do you want to know what I am?”

Cinders gulped, fear visible on her face for the first time since the start of the fight. “No, what?”

Busker raised his hand into the air, pointing at the sun overhead with one finger. “I’m a freaking star!”

With that, Busker brought his hand down on the strings of his guitar. A huge wall of blue flame exploded from Busker’s guitar and rushed toward Cinders. Cinders screamed and tried to stop it with her flames, but it was no use. The blue flame shaped like a star struck Cinders and made her literally explode, sending fire and sparks flying everywhere. The blast from the explosion knocked Atmosfear, Huntsman, and Frostbite off the roof, while Zazoom and I barely clung on for dear life.

As I hung onto the edge of the roof, a couple of notifications appeared in my vision:

[Anti-Hero+ Busker Burn] used Blue Star!

[Anti-Hero+ Busker Burn] killed [Villain Cinders] and [Sidekick Blinders]!

[Villain Cinders] and [Sidekick Blinders] are dead!

I gaped. I always knew Busker was one of the most powerful players I know, but to know that he was powerful enough to kill a fellow Fire Type with a Fire Power was crazy. I didn’t even know that was possible. Was he really that much more powerful than Cinders? Or was Blue Star some kind of Ultimate Power that let you do stuff like that?

Regardless, I waited until the flames passed before peering over the edge of the roof to see Busker standing tall. He looked normal again now, aside from his clothing and hair, which smoked slightly from the use of Blue Star. Other than that, he was okay. I also saw Spiritus floating nearby, though I had no idea where she had been during all of this.

“Busker, what was that?” I said as I pulled myself over the edge of the roof and carefully made my way over to where my brother stood, being careful not to step on the roof tiles that were too melted.

“Another Ultimate Power of mine,” Busker said, grinning at me. “A newer one, but a good one. It’s a bit more limited than Supernova, though. My Health needs to be at fifty percent or less and I need a ready source of fire to absorb for Energy. It then unleashes the fire back on the target except at five times its original strength and it overrides Type immunity. I thought Cindy might see it coming, since she’s a Fire Type like me, but I guess not.”

“That was a truly awesome display of might, brother of Hero Winter,” said Zazoom, who had also climbed back onto the roof. “We Dwellers have always respected the flame and those who master it. And you have certainly earned my respect today.”

“Cool,” said Busker. He glanced at me. “Hey, bro! My relationship with the Dwellers just increased. Radical!”

I rubbed my forehead. “Good for you, Busker, but right now we have more important things to worry about. Like Lennox. Oh, and Atmosfear, Huntsman, and Frostbite got away.”

“What about your Sidekick?” said Zazoom, glancing around. “Cyclone, I believe his name was? Wasn’t he unconscious or something like that before Anti-Hero Busker Burn used his attack?”

Without warning, Spiritus appeared out of nowhere, her hands on Cy’s shoulders, and said, “Here he is.”

“Hi, everyone!” said Cy, waving at us. “That was an awesome move, Busker. Do it again!”

“What—?” I said. “Where were you two?”

“I turned us both transparent as soon as I saw what Busker was going to do,” said Spiritus. “He’s used Blue Star before, so I knew his strategy as soon as I saw it. Hence why I grabbed Cy to make sure he didn’t accidentally get killed in the attack.”

I nodded. “Gotcha. Still doesn’t change the fact that we have bigger problems to deal with, though.”

“Like as big as Glitchling X?” said Zazoom.

I looked at Zazoom questioningly. “Yeah, what about it?”

Zazoom pointed toward the Battlefield. “Because I think Glitchling X—or Lennox, as you call him—considers us the bigger problem to deal with.”

Startled, I looked out toward the Battlefield and felt my heart drop into my stomach.

Lennox was flying toward us, blue fire building up in his mouth.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

 

“Everyone, run!” I shouted. “Unless you want to die a horrible death!”

Luckily, no one needed to be told twice. Zazoom immediately dove over the edge of the roof into the open manhole below, while Busker, Spiritus, Cy, and I shot into the air using Flight.

We were just in time, too, because as soon as we took off into the air, Lennox opened his mouth and unleashed a huge blue fireball that crashed into the Synth Group Store and blew it up into pieces. The four of us had to perform all sorts of aerial maneuvers to avoid getting hit by flaming debris, but luckily none of us got hurt.

Unfortunately, Lennox didn’t stop going after us then. He flew up, going after me and Cy and totally ignoring Busker and Spiritus. With a start, I realized Huntsman was probably still in control of Lennox and telling him to go after us.

“Cy!” I shouted, raising my voice to be heard over the deafening flap of Lennox’s wings. “Lennox is after us! We need to outrun it!”

“Are you sure we even can outrun it?” said Cy, glancing over his shoulder. “That thing is—watch out!”

Cy suddenly tackled me out of the air. A moment later, another fireball twice the size of a school bus hurtled past us and struck a nearby skyscraper, setting the building ablaze and no doubt killing any NPCs who might be inside there. A roar of anger from Lennox told me that the dragon was all too aware that he had missed the mark but would not allow that to happen again.

Pushing Cy off me, we flew toward the Mall. There was no guarantee that we would be safe there, but the Mall was one of the sturdiest buildings in the Shopping Plaza. If the Mall couldn’t protect us, then nothing would be able to save us.

Assuming, that is, we could even get to the Mall in the first place. We were about halfway to the Mall now, but Lennox was gaining fast, flapping his wings as hard as he could. Despite his size, Lennox moved quickly in the air, the flames in his mouth growing hotter and brighter as he prepared another stream of destruction.

Right before Lennox could unleash another devastating stream of flames at us, the sound of creaking mechanical gears could be heard. The sound seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere at once. It even confused Lennox, who looked around in confusion for the source of the mysterious clicking gears.

“What the—?” said Cy, glancing around as we searched for the source of the gears, too. “Where is that noise coming from? Reminds me of my grandpa’s old grandfather clock.”

“Grandfather clock …” Realization dawned on me instantly. “Wait, I think I know where that sound is coming—”

I was interrupted when an absolutely huge mecha—almost as tall as a skyscraper—smashed through several buildings and body-slammed Lennox. Lennox was sent flying from the impact, crashing into a bakery on the other side of the street hard enough to make the entire building collapse on top of it. The dragon lay on the rubble of the building for a moment with a dazed expression on its glitched face before shaking its head and struggling to rise to its feet, though it was clear that the giant robot had managed to deal a good amount of damage onto him.

As for the giant mecha, it somewhat resembled the Skull Mechas, but upon closer inspection, you could tell that it wasn’t. Its face was a huge clock face, which was the source of the ticking sound we heard earlier. Its clicking joints and gears made it clear that the mecha was powered mostly by clockwork, which was confirmed by the nametag hovering over its head, [CLOCKWORK TITIAN]. It also carried a long sword in its hands, which was about half the length of a full-sized skyscraper. It even somewhat resembled a walking skyscraper itself.

“Clockwork Titan?” said Cy in shock. “Where did this come from?”

“Greetings, Winter and Cyclone!” came a familiar British voice from the speakers mounted under the Titan’s clock face. “Please to see you again, even if the circumstances are a little less than ideal.”

“Cullen Clair?” I said, a smile crossing my lips. I’d already suspected it was him, but hadn’t known for sure until now. “Where did you get the mecha?”

“This Titan is the Cullen Tower,” said Cullen Clair, as if to admonish me for using the ‘wrong’ terminology. “This was supposed to be a secret, but Cullen Tower can transform into a huge mecha in the event of something like this. Once news of the War between your League and the Paradox Legion reached my ears, I just had to come. As well, I’ve sent my Clockwork Army to aid you and your allies against the Legion.”

Cullen was correct. Down below, I saw hundreds of Clockwork Automatons pouring into the Shopping Plaza, viciously attacking any Legionnaires that got too close. I even saw a Clockwork Spider shooting its webbing at any Legionnaire too slow to avoid it. There were also a few new clockwork creations I hadn’t seen before, such as the [Clockwork Tank] and [Clockwork Soldier]. An invite to Ally with the Clockwork Army popped up which I quickly accepted, which was the third major faction my League had Allied with already.

“And it looks like I was just in the nick of time,” said Cullen, glancing at Lennox, who was still shaking his head. “What is that thing?”

“It’s the Legion’s secret weapon,” I said. “The most powerful Glitchling ever. Its power is equivalent to a Level One Thousand player.”

Cullen whistled. “Now that is what I call dangerous. Nonetheless, I think I have a trick or two up my sleeve that should at least let me keep it busy while you and your Sidekick go and deal the Captain of the Legion.”

“Atmosfear,” I said, looking around, “but I don’t see him.”

“Well, then go and find him,” said Cullen. He raised his huge sword. “In the mean, I’ll try to avoid stomping all over our forces.”

With that, the Clockwork Titan stomped toward Lennox. The Glitchling had fully recovered by now and was charging another devastating fire blast, but then the Clockwork Titan swung its sword at Lennox, forcing the dragon to block the sword with its wings. Nonetheless, the Clockwork Titan’s blade cut into Lennox’s wings, taking off a small portion of its overall Health and filling me with the hope that maybe Cullen would be able to take down Lennox anyway.

“Oh, man,” said Cy as we watched the Titan and Lennox duke it out, “this is just like a Godzilla movie. Wish I had some popcorn to sit down and enjoy it.”

“We don’t have time to enjoy the show even if we did have some popcorn,” I said, my eyes scanning the Battlefield below for any sign of Atmosfear. “We need to find Atmosfear and try to kill him this time. I think Paradox didn’t show up last time because Atmosfear’s life was never truly at risk. But it’s hard because everyone is so mixed together.”

I was right about that. Since the start of the War, the League, the Legion, the Ninja Guild, the Dwellers, and now the Clockwork Army were totally mixed together, making it hard to tell just who was where doing what. It didn’t help that the Shopping Plaza was still totally wrecked by Lennox’s earlier attacks or that much of the Shopping Plaza was little more than burning rubble now. It was hard to tell who exactly was winning, but I thought it looked like our side was doing better than the Legion, which had lost a good chunk of its membership to Lennox’s earlier indiscriminate attacks.

I heard a soft ping in my ears and opened the League Chat to see that I had a message from Dillo, which I immediately opened to read:

Dillo: Winter, it’s not good. Atmosfear, Frostbite, and Huntsman just showed up at the Mall. They’re trying to get to Sally. Me, Recover, and our Team are doing our best to hold them back, but they’re absolutely ruthless. Get over here as fast as you can.

Me: Will do. On my way.

Closing the League Chat, I looked at Cy and said, “It looks like Atmosfear and the others have somehow made it to the Mall to try to get Sally.”

“Again?” said Cy. “Can’t those guys just leave her alone? Seriously, it’s getting kind of creepy at this point.”

“I know, but that’s why we need to make there,” I said. I looked toward the Mall. “But it’s all the way on the other side of the Battlefield. My Flight time is nearly out. If only …”

My thoughts were interrupted by a scream below. Looking down, I saw Walker, our Team’s resident Warper, running away from a rather scary-looking Villain wearing demonic armor. The Villain, whose name was apparently [VILLAIN DEMONIA], was swinging a freaking huge battle-ax at Walker, but Walker kept Teleporting every time Demonia swung his ax at him.

“Stop Teleporting!” Demonia yelled in frustration. “Let me take off your head!”

“I do not think that would be very nice,” said Walker in his usual polite Indian-accented voice. “You see, I like having my head on my shoulders and—”

Demonia immediately swung his ax again, but I swooped in at that moment and slammed my Ice Pick directly into Demonia’s head. Demonia gaped for a moment but then immediately collapsed when his Health hit zero, thus earning me about 5,000 EXP and taking out another Legionnaire.

“Winter?” said Walker, looking at me and Cy in surprise as we landed next to him. “Where have you been? I thought you were going after Atmosfear.”

“I am,” I said, nodding. I pointed toward the Mall on the other side of the Battlefield. “But Atmosfear and some of his Officers are attacking the Mall. Can you Teleport Cy and I there?”

“Of course,” said Walker, nodding. He held out his hands. “Grab on and I’ll get us there in a jiffy.”

Cy and I took one of his hands each and then Walker grunted. A second later, we materialized on the front steps of the Mall, where there was surprisingly little battle going on, although that kind of made sense. With the arrival of the Ninja Guild, Dweller Army, and Clockwork Army, much of the Legion’s forces have been drawn away from the Mall itself. Even so, I did see Gears, in her Steam Mecha, battling what looked like a pair of Villain twins. She smashed in the skull of one of them with a mace before beheading another with a retractable sword that popped out of the wrist of her mecha, laughing maniacally all the while.

“Ha!” Gears yelled. “Take that! Yes! More experience! More experience, all for me! MORE!”

“Uh, Gears?” I said, causing Gears to look over at me. “Are you okay?”

“Oh, I’m perfectly fine, Winter,” said Gears. She sighed. “Just reveling in all of the experience I’ve been getting from killing these Legionnaires. Until now, I hadn’t realized just how profitable War could be.”

“Right,” I said. “Well, we need to get into the Mall. Atmosfear and his men are in there trying to get Sally.”

“I thought I saw Atmosfear enter the Mall earlier,” said Gears, glancing at the shattered front doors. “All right, I’ll join you.”

Nodding, I led the way back into the Mall, running as fast as I could, with Cy by my side and Gears, Walker, and Gears’ Sidekick, Monkey Wrench, following closely behind. We burst into the Mall just in time to see a battle already taking place.

The Mall had been totally wrecked since I was here last. Most of the closed shops looked bombed out, while the floor and ceiling were full of holes or just outright torn up in several places. The lobby smelled of blood and fire, but for some reason the Fountain of Luck was the only thing still standing. Either the Fountain had been rebuilt to be stronger than before or it had somehow miraculously avoided getting caught in the crossfire between my Leaguers and the Legionnaires. Of course, maybe the Fountain itself was lucky.

But my attention was drawn to the battle raging in the lobby itself. Dillo, Recover, and a few other Heroes I didn’t recognize were locked in combat with Atmosfear, Frostbite, and Huntsman, who also had a few other Villains I didn’t recognize with them. The battle was focused primarily in front of the door to the Mall Office, where I had left Sally earlier. In particular, Dillo was taking on Atmosfear and Frostbite together, his body glowing silver with Stat Boosts from Hop as he summoned earthen walls to block Frostbite’s Ice attacks while simultaneously slashing at Atmosfear when he got too close. Recover stood off to the side Healing anyone who got too wounded, but this time, the Legion had a Healer of their own, a Villain who wore a face mask stained with blood, who was doing his best to keep up with my own friends’ attacks on his fellow Legionnaires.

Without hesitation, I shot into the air directly toward Atmosfear and Frostbite while Gears, Walker, and Cy went after the others. Landing behind Atmosfear, I thrust my Icepick into his back, but Atmosfear whirled around at the last second and blocked my Icepick with his sword, a surprised look on his face.

“Well, what do we have here?” said Atmosfear without any noticeable strain in his voice. “I thought Glitchling X would have kept you too busy to visit little ol’ me.”

“Nah, Bryce,” I said, forcing Atmosfear back. “I always have time in my schedule to kick your ass.”

With a yell, I shoved Atmosfear back, making him stumble, and then thrust my Icepick into and through his stomach. Atmosfear yowled in pain as his Health dropped a solid 30% from that blow alone. Withdrawing the Icepick, I kicked Atmosfear down to the ground and stomped on his open wound, making him scream again, his Health dropping another 5%.

Raising my Icepick above my head, I said, “It’s over, Atmosfear. Let’s see how you like not getting to respawn.”

Despite the obvious pain he was in, Atmosfear just smiled. “I don’t think I’d like it all that much, but maybe you can ask your girlfriend what she thinks about it.”

“Nyle!” Sally suddenly screamed behind me. “Help!”

Startled, I looked up in time to see Giggles—his robes stained with blood—dragging Sally out from the Mall Office. Giggles had somehow put some kind of handcuffs around Sally’s wrists and, despite being so short and skinny, he was having zero trouble dragging Sally along behind him, even with Sally struggling desperately to free herself. In the open door of the Mall Office, I could see the Heroes I had left with Sally lying dead with their throats slit open, though soon their bodies disappeared into thin air now that they were dead.

“Sally!” I shouted. “No!”

That was when Atmosfear suddenly slashed the Terminator across my chest, cutting a deep cut into my wound and making me stagger off of him. Atmosfear jumped to his feet, his wound already closing as his Healer healed him, and then smirked at me. “Nice to see you, Winter, but I’m afraid I don’t have time to talk with you. Lord Paradox wants your girlfriend and I’m not one to delay giving Paradox what he wants.”

“No!” I shouted again. “I won’t let you get away with Sally!”

I fired Ice Beams at Atmosfear, but he deflected my attack with his sword and then ran off toward the exit with Giggles. I ran after them, but then a thick steel netting came out of nowhere and slammed into me, knocking me flat off my feet. I hit the ground hard but struggled to get back up anyway, although it was hard to do because the netting was so thick and heavy.

“Not so fast, now,” said Huntsman, walking up to me. He was still visibly sweating and struggling to control Lennox, but for the moment he seemed to be able to focus on me. A bow knife appeared in his hands. “You’ve been a real pain in the arse for too long. I’m going to gut you like an animal.”

Seeing Huntsman’s bow knife, I struggled to break free of the netting, but it was no use. All I could do was just watch as Huntsman drew closer and closer to me with every step.

That is, until, without warning, the front part of the Mall was smashed open entirely by Lennox. The massive Glitchling roar in triumph, barring in his claws what looked like half of the Clockwork Titan’s head. The sudden appearance of Lennox caused everyone to stop and look up at the Glitchling in terror, including the Legionnaires. This also included Atmosfear and Giggles, who were forced to retreat with Sally in their grasp to avoid getting squashed by Lennox.

“Hey, Steve Irwin!” Atmosfear yelled from the other side of the lobby. “Tell that thing to leave so we can get the hell out of here!”

Huntsman growled. “I’m trying, mate, but I already told you that it’s damn near impossible to control.”

I just stared up at Lennox. I wasn’t sure if Cullen Clair was dead or if his Titan had simply been defeated, but looking at Lennox gnawing on the remains of the Titan’s head didn’t fill me with a whole lot of encouragement either way.

But then Lennox suddenly looked down and locked eyes with me. A deep hunger crossed Lennox’s face as it stopped gnawing on the Titan’s head, which it tossed off to the side outside of the Mall.

“Ah, I see,” said Huntsman, who now sounded a good deal more amused than before. He stepped to the side and pointed at me. “Eat him up, boy. I got him just for you.”

Licking his lips, Lennox leaned in closer to me, opening its jaw wider and wider with every second. I struggled to free myself, but found the netting to be too heavy and thick for me to break even with my Super Strength.

All I could do was watch as Lennox drew closer and closer, his open jaws the very last sight I would ever see.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

 

When Lennox’s jaw was just a few feet away from me, Huntsman suddenly cried out in pain. His sudden scream made even Lennox pause and squint as if it could somehow also feel his pain. I looked at Huntsman to see who had attacked him and was surprised by what I saw.

Sneakers stood behind Huntsman, one of her daggers embedded firmly in his back. Beneath her hood, Sneakers was glaring at Huntsman so hard that even I could sense just how pissed off she was.

“What … in the … world …” said Huntsman. He looked over his shoulder at Sneakers, confusion on his face. “The Thief …?”

“I’m not just a Thief, mate,” said Sneakers as she drove the dagger deeper into his back. “I’m the Thief you tried to blackmail into working for you. Seeing as I still haven’t gotten my revenge yet, I am going to enjoy taking your life.”

Huntsman gritted his teeth. “You … dumb … woman. If you kill me … you kill us all …”

Sneakers smirked. “Worth it, if only to see you beg for mercy.”

With that, Sneakers drew another knife across his neck, slitting Huntsman’s throat and making blood pour down his chest. Huntsman didn’t even have enough time to scream in pain before his Health hit zero and he collapsed onto the ground, causing this notification to appear in my view:

[Villain Sneakers] has killed [Villain Huntsman]!

“Ah,” said Sneakers, smirking as she watched Huntsman’s body disappear. “Revenge. It’s even sweeter than I imagined.”

Ordinarily, I would have been overjoyed to see Sneakers take out Huntsman, but then I heard Lennox sniff before us and realized we were all going to die.

Lennox had paused when Huntsman was killed, but now he seemed to be waking up. He blinked several times and for a moment looked around at the Legionnaires and Leaguers in the Mall lobby, a puzzled look on his dragon features as he took in his surroundings. It was like he had awoken from a very deep sleep and wasn’t entirely sure what day it was.

Then Lennox suddenly raised his head and unleashed an earsplitting roar that shattered the glass doors of the few Mall shops that hadn’t already been destroyed. The roar even made the Fountain of Luck shake and caused several of the Legionnaires and Leaguers alike to swear in fear.

“Great going, you Irish bimbo!” Atmosfear practically screamed at Sneakers. “Now that thing is going to kill us all!”

Sneakers was practically glued to the floor in fear, looking up at the towering dragon like she had finally realized her mistake. I couldn’t blame her. Still trapped in Huntsman’s netting, it was all I could do not to wet myself with feat then and there. It was true that Lennox might have killed the Legionnaires, but it would also kill the Leaguers, too, and probably raze the entire city to the ground as well while he was at it.

Then Lennox lowered his head and unleashed a burning stream of blue fire directly into the Mall. Thanks to our proximity to Lennox, Sneakers and I avoided getting caught directly in the flames, but we both felt the heat from the fire wash over us like heat from the sun. As well, I saw Walker Teleport some of my friends out of the way, but not everyone could get to safety. Both Leaguers and Legionnaires got caught in the flames, not even getting a chance to scream as their lives were snuffed out in an instant.

Cutting off his flames, Lennox looked down at me and Sneakers, his large eyes fixed on us. Licking his tongue, Lennox opened his mouth to eat us, but then a gunshot could be heard and a bullet hit Lennox in the side of the head, making the dragon roar in anger as 1% of his Health disappeared. Startled, I looked to the left, the direction from which the gunshot had come, and saw Targetman standing in a hole in the wall apparently created by the Clockwork Titan’s head smashing into it. He was aiming his rifle at Lennox, a cold expression on his face as he pulled the trigger again and fired another Glitch Bullet, which hit Lennox in the forehead this time and made him roar even more loudly in pain as his Health dropped by another 1%.

“Come now, Glitchling,” Targetman said as he reloaded his rifle and took aim. “I was trained specifically to kill glitches like you. You might scare everyone else on the Battlefield, but to me, you are target practice.”

With Lennox distracted, I activated Freezing Touch and froze the netting around me. With a shrug of my shoulders, I shattered the netting and jumped to my feet. Sneakers also rose to my feet as well, but then we both froze when Lennox roared again and fired two fireballs at Targetman in quick succession.

Targetman jumped to the side, neatly Dodging both fireballs, but one of them blew up at his feet and sent him flying out of the Mall. Then Lennox turned his attention back to me and Sneakers, snatching me off the ground with one of his claws and bringing me toward his mouth.

“Hey!” said Sneakers, throwing a dagger at Lennox. “Let him go, you overgrown lizard!”

But Lennox, of course, ignored Sneakers. He brought me closer and closer to his mouth, allowing me to smell the blood and death on his lips. I struggled to break free, putting every ounce of Strength I had into breaking Lennox’s grip, but it was no use. Lennox had a grip like iron. I even tried Freezing it, but Freezing Touch failed to work on Lennox. My Ice Daggers shattered when I tried to stab his claws.

“Lennox, please!” I shouted desperately. “Don’t do this! It’s me, Winter! Remember me?”

To my great surprise, Lennox paused. Though he still had his mouth open, the Glitchling looked at me with what might have been recognition in his eyes. Of course, it was equally possible that Lennox was simply trying to decide if he should kill me first and then eat me or just eat me alive.

Regardless, I decided to keep talking. “I know Paradox has corrupted you, but he can’t have corrupted you entirely. You remember me, don’t you? I’m Funky’s friend. You remember Funky, right?”

Now that seemed to get results. Lennox actually closed his mouth, recognition dawning in his eyes. But then he growled and grunted. He shook his head as if he was trying to shake off the effects of a bad headache. Perhaps Lennox’s real personality was clashing with Paradox’s mind control or something like that?

“Remember who you are, Lennox,” I said. “You aren’t a mindless Glitchling beholden to Paradox’s whims. You are a powerful Fire Dragon, the Tamed Beast of FunkyFresh94. More than that, you’re a friend. You’re my friend. I’m Funky’s friend. And I know that Funky would not want you to kill me. Ever.”

Lennox trembled. He made more grunting noises and began clawing at the floor. His eyes were starting to change colors, from glitched green to their usual brilliant gold. But they kept changing back and forth. It was an obvious sign that the real Lennox was still somewhere in there, struggling to regain control over his body. And I needed to help.

“I know you’re in there, Lennox,” I continued, “the real you, the one who was raised by Funky. You aren’t a monster. You’re a Hero, even though you aren’t human, but humans aren’t the only Heroes around. Fight against Paradox’s control. Become who you really are. And don’t do it for me. Do it for Funky. Because that is exactly what he would want you to do.”

Lennox closed his eyes, and for a moment, I was sure I had failed. Whatever corruption Paradox had inflicted on Lennox was too strong to resist. I fully expected Lennox to become Glitchling X again and just eat me whole and then go and kill everyone, Leaguer and Legionnaire, alike.

But then Lennox opened his eyes again … and they were a bright, shining gold. It wasn’t just his eyes that changed, either. His nametag changed from [GLITCHLING X] back to [KAIJU LENNOX]. The dark corruption on his body faded, revealing his normal golden-brown scales. Soon, Lennox was back to normal, back to how he was before Paradox had gotten to him.

“Lennox?” I said hesitatingly. “Are you back?”

Lennox blinked a couple of times before looking at me. He then nodded once to show he understood me. I smiled back. “Welcome back, friend. Welcome back.”

Unfortunately, our little reunion was interrupted when Atmosfear said, “What. The. Hell. Happened.”

Looking down, I saw Atmosfear, Giggles, Frostbite, and Sally staring up at Lennox and me with confused expressions. Dillo, Recover, Walker, Gears, Cy, and their Sidekicks were also staring up at us in deep confusion. Even Targetman, who had returned to the Mall after getting blasted out by Lennox, was staring at Lennox like he wasn’t sure what just happened.

Atmosfear looked at Frostbite. “Tell me we didn’t just lose our secret weapon to the enemy. Tell me I’m hallucinating all of this crap.”

Frostbite shrugged. “Sorry, but I can’t tell you any of that. All I can tell you is that it looks like Winter somehow managed to undo the corruption that Paradox put on Lennox.”

“Does that mean we’re screwed?” said Giggles.

I smiled. “Yeah, I’d say so. Lennox?”

Lennox snorted flames. He carefully put me back down on the floor and then thrust his tail in Atmosfear and the others’ way. He didn’t attack them, probably to avoid harming Sally, but he did make it impossible for them to escape through the exit. Then my fellow Leaguers and I formed a loose circle around the Legionnaires, cutting off all possible avenues of escape.

“We’ve got you cornered now, Atmosfear,” I said. “You and your friends. The rest of your Legion is too busy fighting off our friends outside to help you. No running away now.”

Atmosfear was starting to look a little desperate now. He and Frostbite stood closely together around Giggles, who had pushed Sally to the ground and held her down so she couldn’t get away. I wanted to rush in and save Sally, but I didn’t want to give Giggles an excuse to hurt her.

“Give Sally over to us and we won’t be forced to kill you,” I said. “Here’s a deal you can’t refuse: Give Sally over to us without harm and Surrender to the Winter League. Then we will let you and your Legionnaires go. How does that sound?”

“Like the worst deal I’ve ever heard,” said Atmosfear. “I see loads of upside for you but no upside for me. You’re pretty bad at negotiation.”

“I’m not negotiating,” I said. “And frankly, you should be thankful I am offering you a chance to survive at all. By all rights, I should have you and all your fellow Legionnaires executed for your crimes.”

“I don’t need your mercy,” Atmosfear sneered. He lowered the tip of the Terminator against Sally’s neck, making her stiffen with fear. “Besides, I’m the one with all of the leverage here. Sally’s life is in my hands. One wrong move on your part and my sword might slip and cut her throat all the way open. I suppose she might survive long enough for your other girlfriend there to Heal her, but that’s putting an awful lot of faith into something you have no control over.”

As much as I hated to admit it, Atmosfear had a point. Although we outnumbered and outmatched him and Frostbite, the fact was that they had Sally and we did not. One false move and Atmosfear would kill her. With respawn disabled, I couldn’t count on Sally respawning, either.

“So let me offer a counter deal,” said Atmosfear. He gestured with his head at all of my friends. “In exchange for your girlfriend, give yourself up and we’ll kill you instead. How does that sound?”

“Ridiculous,” said Targetman. He looked at me. “Winter, these men are terrorists. I believe you Americans have a phrase, ‘we do not negotiate with terrorists’? Are you seriously going to give any sort of serious consideration to a man as mad as Atmosfear?”

I bit my lower lip. “I don’t want to, Targetman, but I’m thinking. It’s not as easy or simple as it looks. I don’t want Sally to get hurt.”

“It actually is quite easy and simple, simple enough for a donut like you to understand,” said Atmosfear. “Let me kill you and I give you the girl. Refuse my offer and she dies.”

I bit my lower lip even harder. I couldn’t have Cy or Sneakers sneak up on Atmosfear and try to take him out without him noticing. Nor was I fast enough to shoot him. Even if I took out Atmosfear, Frostbite or Giggles would probably step in and finish the job for him. All in all, it was a fine situation I’d gotten myself into. A part of me wished I could go back in time and redo all of this, but time travel just wasn’t possible even in Capes Online. All I could do was accept Atmosfear’s offer and—

Wait. I glanced down at my Snow Watch. A quick plan formed in my head as I considered what I could do. It would be risky, but again, all of my plans were risky. And as far as risks go, this was a pretty low one on the scale.

Relaxing my shoulders, I said, “Fine, Atmosfear. You win. You can kill me in exchange for Sally.”

“What?” said Dillo. “Winter, what the hell are you saying?”

“Yeah, boss, what’s wrong with you?” said Cy, looking at me in horror. “If you die, you won’t respawn. And Atmosfear’s weapon actually terminates people, so you wouldn’t respawn even if the respawn feature wasn’t disabled.”

I waved a hand to silence all of the complaints from my friends. “Guys, it’s all right. I’m willing to give my life to save everyone else’s if that’s what I have to do. All that matters is keeping Sally safe.”

With that, I walked toward Atmosfear and got on my knees in front of him. The surprised look on Atmosfear’s expression quickly disappeared, replaced by an evil glee that made me rethink the wisdom of my plan. But only for a moment. Soon, the glee on Atmosfear’s face would vanish. I just needed to time it right.

“Well, then,” said Atmosfear, taking his sword off of Sally’s neck and walking toward me. He raised the Terminator above his head, a big smirk on his face. “Since you’ve been such a good sport about it, I’ll give you one last chance to say your last words. Say whatever is on your heart, no matter how inane or stupid it might be. It won’t matter, of course, since you’ll be deader than dead, but that’s okay.”

Staring Atmosfear directly in the eyes, I smiled triumphantly and said, “Someone’s going to die today, but it’s not going to be me.”

Atmosfear’s eyes widened in surprise, but that was the only reaction he had before I activated Freeze Frame for the very first time.


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

 

Out of all of the Powers I’d ever used, Freeze Frame was definitely the strangest. When I activated the Power, a cold feeling of death came over me, making me shiver. I immediately felt the Energy drain out of me, making me feel exhausted like I’d run two marathons in a row without stopping. This despite my Health and Stamina remaining at full, which meant it was possibly just a side effect of the Power.

But the most curious effect was how it affected everyone around me. Everyone froze. Not in the sense like the Frozen debuff, but they simply became as still as statues. My friends, my enemies, Sally, Lennox … the very air itself seemed to come to a standstill. Even a tiny little fly I saw buzzing around near the ceiling had frozen in place. So had the water in the Fountain of Luck. I couldn’t even hear the omnipresent sounds of battle outside the walls of the Mall anymore.

A notification popped up in my view:

You have activated Freeze Frame! Time is frozen for: 00:00:10 seconds and counting.

Crap. I didn’t have much time to save Sally. Scrambling to my feet, I ran past Atmosfear, grabbed Sally, and was pleased to find that I could drag her with me safely from the grasp of the Villains even though she was also frozen in time like everyone else. Once I had pulled her to safety, I came to a stop just as the timer hit zero seconds.

Once the timer hit zero, time resumed motion. The sounds of battle could be heard again, the Fountain of Luck resumed pouring its water, and Atmosfear, laughing like a maniac, brought his sword down on the spot where I’d been kneeling literally ten seconds ago. Atmosfear embedded his sword into the concrete floor right before he realized I wasn’t there and looked around in confusion.

“The hell?” said Atmosfear, staring at the spot where I’d been kneeling previously with a puzzled expression on his face. “Where did he go?”

“And the girl!” said Frostbite, looking at Giggles, who wore a bewildered expression on his face. “Sally is gone as well!”

I immediately pointed at Atmosfear, Frostbite, and Giggles. “Lennox, burn them!”

Luckily for me, Lennox didn’t even hesitate. He unleashed a burningly hot stream of fire directly down onto the three Villains. The flames came too fast for any of them to Dodge or escape. White-hot flames washed over Atmosfear, Frostbite, and Giggles like the ocean’s waves, totally obscuring them from our view. Their screams of shock and terror were soon drowned out by the roaring fire.

Cy pumped his fist. “Yeah! Go Lennox!”

“Served them right,” said Dillo, watching as Lennox continued to pour the flames on them. “I hope those jerks feel every bit of that fire. Hope they all have the Real Pain setting on, too.”

“They undoubtedly do,” said Targetman. He looked at me. “But how did you pull that off, Winter? I have never seen even the highest-leveled Speedster move that fast before.”

“I’ll explain later,” I said. I looked at Sally, who I held in my arms. “Sally, are you all right? How do you feel?”

Sally blinked several times before looking at me. “Um, okay, I guess. Giggles didn’t hurt me that much, but thanks for saving me anyway. That was the scariest situation I’ve ever been in. I really did think I was going to die there for a second.”

I smiled. “Don’t worry, Sally. Atmosfear is dead now. That means the Paradox Legion won’t have a Captain anymore, which will cause it to fall apart, and either end the War automatically or at least create chaos and disorganization among the Legionnaires, which will make it easier for us and our Allies to finish them off.”

“When you put it that way, you make it sound real easy, boss,” said Cy, putting his hands on his hips and looking at the flames. Lennox had stopped breathing fire now, but the flames were still burning brightly despite that. “We’ve taken a lot of loss ourselves.”

“Yeah, but a Legion losing its Captain is a death sentence for that Legion,” I said. “It’s official. We won.”

“Won?” came Atmosfear’s amused voice from within the flames. “Don’t count your chickens before they hatch!”

Without warning, the flames suddenly dissipated, revealing Atmosfear, Giggles, and Frostbite standing entirely unharmed. None of them had lost even 1% of their Health. And the reason for that was obvious: A glowing green barrier surrounded them.

“A barrier?” I said, looking at the barrier protecting the three Villains in confusion. “A new Power of yours, Atmosfear?”

“Not one of his Powers,” said a cold, monotone voice behind us that made chills run up my spine, “but one of mine.”

I didn’t want to turn around. I didn’t even want to look over my shoulder. Still, as if compelled by some unknown force, I did turn around to see the owner of the voice.

Standing in front of the Fountain of Luck, his arms hanging at his sides, was Paradox. He looked a little different from the last time I saw him, though. His body was no longer oozing that weird slime, for one. His form was now sleek and shiny, the purple and black as sickening as ever, although his featureless mask was still the same. I hadn’t even heard him appear, yet he stood there as if he had been here the entire time.

“Paradox,” I said. I held Sally closer while aiming my Energy Cannon at him. “Glad you finally decided to show up. Thought you might have been chicken there for a while.”

“I was … busy,” said Paradox. “But once I saw how Atmosfear had once again nearly gotten himself killed, I knew I needed to step in. I dislike it, but I suppose that is what happens when you pick a servant who always underestimates his enemies.”

I tried not to show any fear, but I was well aware of how powerful Paradox was. He likely dwarfed all of us put together, and that was before he started to merge with Capes Online’s Foundational Files. Still, this was exactly what I wanted. I just needed to get close enough to stab him with the Darkbane and kill him just like Dark Kosmos. No way would Paradox ever let me get close enough to touch him, much less stab him, though, so we needed to work out a distraction first.

Quickly, I sent a League Chat:

Me: Everyone, Paradox has arrived. I have a way to kill him, but I need you guys to distract him first so I can get close enough to take him out. No questions. Just do whatever you can to keep him occupied.

No one responded, but as it turned out, they didn’t need to be, because the second I sent that message, the Officers who were in the Mall acted immediately.

Targetman raised his rifle and fired at Paradox several times in rapid succession. At the same time, Gears unloaded a huge Energy blast at him with one of her Mecha’s cannons, while Dillo slammed his hands into the floor and sent a giant earthen spike into Paradox’s midsection. Then Walker teleported a giant chunk of rock over Paradox’s head, which crashed down on him, but Paradox caught it in his hands easily and without any apparent effort.

That was when Lennox, apparently sensing his opportunity, roared and slashed his claw at Paradox. The claw slashed through Paradox’s body, taking off his right arm and a good chunk of the right half of his body. This actually seemed to harm Paradox somewhat, making him drop the rock and stagger to the side, which was when I decided to attack.

Leaving Sally with Cy, I activated Ice Slide and rushed toward Paradox, Equipping the Darkbane at the same time. Still recovering from Lennox’s slash, Paradox had just enough time to look up and see me coming before I impaled him directly in what was left of his chest with the Darkbane. I shoved the Darkbane all the way up to the hilt, even tried to go beyond that, but it wouldn’t go any deeper. That was fine because I was pretty sure I had managed to kill Paradox anyway.

Paradox gasped. He looked at the Darkbane in his chest, perhaps unable to believe that I had finally managed to land the killing blow on him. Then, without warning, his body turned gray. He looked at me one last time before his body crumbled into ashes, which were then blown away by a wind that came seemingly out of nowhere at that moment.

Panting hard, I lowered the Darkbane before turning around to face the others. “I did it. I killed Paradox. He’s gone. We win.”

Everyone burst into cheers. Everyone, that is, except for Atmosfear, Giggles, and Frostbite. Atmosfear was staring at the pile of ash that had once been Paradox with complete and utter disbelief on his face, while Giggles looked close to despair himself. Even Frostbite, who was normally incredibly smug, looked like he had just watched his last hope die.

And indeed, Frostbite’s last hope had died, but the hope for the players of Capes Online had just been reignited. With Paradox dead, that meant that everyone could log off now. Players could return to the real world. Capes Online would not need to be reset by SI Games. Players and Sidekicks who had perished could finally respawn. True, there was still a lot of work to be done and the future was as uncertain as ever, but I was confident that the problems awaiting us in the future were far easier to handle than the problems we just solved.

“Yay!” said Cy, clapping his hands loudly. “We did it! The day, once again, is saved! Let’s celebrate by throwing the biggest party in Capes Online ever!”

“Later, Cy,” I said. I looked around at my fellow Leaguers, a smile on my face. “What do you say, guys? I think logging off for the first time in a while would be a suitable reward for all of you.”

“You read my mind,” said Recover with a smile. “Let’s do it.”

I watched with pleasure as all of my Leaguers tried to log off at the same time. I couldn’t see their log-off screens myself, but just based on the way they all squinted their eyes and focused I could tell that they were about to log off.

A couple of seconds passed, however, and none of my Leaguers disappeared, as was customary whenever a player logged off. I wondered if there was some kind of delay, but then I noticed the increasing looks of horror and confusion appearing on the faces of my fellow Leaguers.

“Uh, guys?” said Dillo in a slightly trembling voice. “I’m still getting the ‘can’t log off’ error message. Is it just me or—?”

“No, it is not just you,” said Targetman, shaking his head. “I am getting it as well.”

“Same here,” said Recover, horror starting to appear in her voice.

“Can’t log off, neither,” said Sneakers. “This is complete bullocks. I thought we were going to get to log off and leave this stupid game once Paradox was dead.”

“But I did kill Paradox,” I said, glancing over my shoulder at the spot where Paradox had been standing mere moments ago. “He’s dead. Since he’s dead, that means he shouldn’t have control over Capes Online anymore. Everything should return to normal now.”

Atmosfear suddenly burst into full-on laughter, like I’d just told the greatest joke he had ever heard. “Ha! What a bunch of gullible idiots! Did you really think that killing Paradox was all you needed to do to get out of here? Man, you’re even dumber than I thought. All of you, equally.”

Angry, I rushed over to Atmosfear and grabbed him by the cuff of his Costume, lifting him off his feet and glaring at him. “What do you know that we don’t, Bryce? Was this all part of Paradox’s plan, too?”

Atmosfear just chuckled, grinning down at me without even a hint of fear in his eyes. “Oh, everything is part of Paradox’s plan one way or another, Nyle. But it’s not my place to explain it to you. Paradox can do that just fine himself.”

“What are you talking—”

The world rumbled around us. I dropped Atmosfear and staggered backward, while the rest of my Leagues struggled to remain standing. Even Atmosfear, Giggles, and Frostbite found it hard to keep their balance. Nonetheless, Atmosfear was laughing the entire time, even as chunks of the ceiling collapsed and crashed into the floor all around us.

“What’s going on?” said Sally, whipping her head back and forth in fear. “An earthquake?”

“Not an earthquake, Sally DeLeon,” said an all-too-familiar monotone voice that seemed to come from everywhere at once. “But a sign that my ascension is complete.”

That was when the Mall’s ceiling just … vanished. It wasn’t torn off or exploded. It similar vanished into thin air like it got deleted, causing all of us to look up into the now-open sky above.

But I wish we hadn’t, because I now understood exactly why Atmosfear was laughing at us like a bunch of fools that just got played:

Paradox’s expressionless face filled the sky above us, the light from his green eyes replacing the life-giving light of the sun.

And then Paradox said a single word I had come to associate with absolute terror:

“Delete.”
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In an instant, everything was gone. Not just the Mall or my Leaguers. I mean the entire world around me—the Mall, the Fountain of Luck, my friends, even the air itself—vanished. Even my own body disappeared. I didn’t even have time to react, finding myself floating in what seemed like endless darkness. But how could I float without a body? I wasn’t sure.

All I knew was that I got this one last notification:

Capes Online has been deleted.

I stared at the notification for a very long time. Capes Online … deleted? How did that even make sense? I hoped I was going crazy and that this was all one giant hallucination on my part, but I knew this wasn’t a hallucination. It wasn’t even close.

Paradox had become the god of Capes Online. He had finished merging with the game’s Foundational Files. And like the monster he is, he deleted everything. I suspect he even deleted the Junkyard, if that was possible. How he managed to delete such a massive game and everyone and everything within it was incomprehensible to me, but that was clearly what happened.

That meant that everyone was dead. All of my friends, allies, Leaguers … gone. No more Cy. No more Busker. And worse of all, no more Sally. I wasn’t sure how my mind seemed to survive, but then again, maybe I hadn’t survived at all. Maybe this was the ‘punishment’ Paradox inflicted on us. Delete our bodies and force our digitally immortal minds to wander the endless darkness for all eternity. This wasn’t hell in the sense of fire and brimstone, but I’d be damned if this wasn’t the closest thing to hell on Earth that someone could make.

It was over. We’d lost. This wasn’t just a simple game over. It was the game over to end all game overs. Despite all our efforts, despite all of our struggling, we had lost.

The only possible hope I could see at this point—if it could even be called that—was SI Games planning to reset the game. That might—might—result in Paradox getting deleted and the rest of the world returning, but deep down even I know how much of a gamble that was. How many of us would return to life if the Reset happened? Would anyone come back or did Paradox managed to kill everyone, player, NPC, and digital being alike?

I didn’t know. I couldn’t know. I was a disembodied mind floating through eternity. That made it hard to know anything, much less how the people in the real world were going to react.

For the first time in a long time, I prayed to God. I knew my Baptist minister grandfather wouldn’t approve of me praying to God just in my darkest hour. Still, it was all I could do. I had no other power to turn to. I even told God I would start going back to church more regularly if he would just … do something. Help us. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting. A miracle, maybe? Paradox might have been the god of Capes Online, but he couldn’t be anywhere near as powerful as the real thing … right?

But I got no response from God, nothing I could hear, anyway. I wondered if it was even possible for God to hear me from Capes Online. Did digital beings like myself count as real humans whose prayers God listened to or did God pay no attention to us?

My theological musings were interrupted when I finally saw something in the distance. It looked like a small white square, but it gradually grew larger and larger, like I was being drawn to it. I felt like I was caught in a current, being pulled against my will to something I didn’t know. I thought about struggling against it—after all, I had no idea where this ‘current’ was taking me—but when I realized I didn’t have anywhere else to go, I stopped resisting and just went with the flow.

The white square grew larger and larger until it filled my whole view. Then I felt like I was launched into the air, the same way I felt when I went down a water slide too fast, and then ‘landed’ on solid ground. Blinking, I looked around at my surroundings.

No longer was I floating in endless darkness. Instead, I was standing in some kind of white void. For as far as the eye could see, there was nothing but endless whiteness. No ground. No sky. No sun. No clouds. No people. Nothing. For a moment, I wondered if this was an actual improvement over my previous situation or if this was just another part of the hell that Paradox had created for me.

“Greetings, Nyle,” said a familiar Arabic-accented voice behind me. “I am pleased to see that you are still alive.”

Whirling around, I found myself standing just a few feet away from a simple office desk. And sitting on the other side of the desk, with his short, perfectly-trimmed beard, was Charles Omar, or as I always called him, Chuck.

I blinked. “Chuck? What are you doing here? Where am I? I thought I got deleted.”

Chuck smiled, although it was a rather weak smile. “I understand your disorientation. When Paradox deleted Capes Online, we didn’t quite know what to do, either. It was a miracle the one method we did think to try worked at all.”

“Method?” I said. “What method?”

Chuck gestured at the empty white space around us. “Why, the Waiting Room, of course.”

I started and looked around again. I remembered this place now. This was the place where I had first awakened when my mind was uploaded to Capes Online. What seemed like a lifetime ago now The Waiting Room had served as a place for my mind to adjust while it was being uploaded to Capes Online. Here I had met Chuck, the very first person in Capes Online I’d ever met, who had explained what happened to my body in the real world and where I was going to spend the rest of my life. Our current situation was almost identical to our first meeting, down to me being confused about where I was and Chuck explaining it to me in his usual polite manner.

The only difference was that I had my Capes Online body back. I wasn’t sure when it returned. Perhaps I had gotten it back when I appeared in the Waiting Room. Regardless, I appreciated having my actual body back. I didn’t like being a disembodied mind. I liked having actual senses.

Before Chuck could elaborate further, however, I heard a couple of thumps and some groans behind me and looked over my shoulder.

Sally and—even more shocking—Cy were sitting on the ‘ground.’ The two of them were rubbing their heads and groaning, evidently confused by how they got here based on the way they were looking around.

“Ow …” said Cy, rubbing the back of his head. “What happened? Where am I? Is this heaven?”

“I’m not sure,” said Sally before she looked up at me and started. “Nyle?”

“Sally!” I rushed over and hugged her and Cy both, squeezing them both so tightly that they gasped. “I am so happy you’re here. Both of you. I thought Paradox had killed you two. I thought you were gone forever. I am so glad I was so wrong.”

“That’s nice, boss, but can you let us go?” said Cy in a strained voice. “I like breathing air.”

Letting go of Sally and Cy, I looked at them both in concern. “How did you two get here? I thought I was the only survivor.”

“I am not sure,” said Sally, brushing her dark hair out of her eyes. “One moment, I was there in the Mall with everyone else. Then there was darkness and then I appeared here.”

“Ditto,” said Cy, jerking a thumb at his chest. “It was the weirdest thing. I got a message that Capes Online was deleted, but I didn’t really know what that meant. Where are we? The Junkyard?”

“No,” said Chuck, causing all three of us to look at him. “You are in the Waiting Room. This is the place where all Project Second Life participants wait while their minds are being uploaded to Capes Online.”

I nodded. “He’s right. This is where I was when I first got uploaded to Capes Online, though it’s been a while since I last thought about it.”

“I don’t get it,” said Sally, scratching the back of her head. “If Capes Online was deleted, then doesn’t that mean the Waiting Room should be deleted, too?”

Chuck shook his head. “Not necessarily. The Waiting Room is based on the same tech as Capes Online, but it is, in fact, a separate program that SI Games designed specifically for the Department of VR to use. It is only ever used for Project Second Life and is only accessible by Department of VR agents. Even so, we weren’t quite sure it would work until I logged in on my account and discovered that it survived the deletion.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. “Wow. We got lucky there, didn’t we?”

“Far more so than any of us deserve, to be frank,” said Chuck. “Far, far more so.”

“Right,” I said. “Well, do you have any updates to share with us? What is the status of Capes Online? The other players? What’s SI Games going to do about this?”

Chuck folded his hands together on the desk. He looked very uncomfortable for some reason. “Capes Online has been entirely deleted, as far as I can tell. I am not sure what happened to the other players, but I assume their minds are stuck floating in the same emptiness you came from. As for SI Games, I believe they are going to go through with the Reset now.”

“Would the Reset help?” I said. “Would that restore Capes Online and get rid of Paradox?”

Chuck hesitated. “I … believe so. But I am not sure. Paradox has become so thoroughly integrated with Capes Online’s Foundational Files that even the Reset might not work.”

“But it’s our only hope,” I said. “I can’t believe I actually said that, but it’s true.”

“What will happen to us if Capes Online is reset?” said Cy, glancing from me to Chuck and back again. “If the Waiting Room isn’t part of Capes Online, then we should be safe, right?”

“Perhaps,” said Chuck. “But it isn’t quite that simple, I am afraid.”

“What do you mean?” I said, looking at Chuck. “Is there something else you haven’t told us?”

Chuck sighed. “Yes.”

He looked me straight in the eyes. “I am sorry, Winter. I truly am. I wish it didn’t have to come to this, but it’s too late now.”

“What are you talking about?” I said. “If you’re talking about Capes Online’s deletion, then maybe you’re right. But if me, Sally, and Cy are still here, then perhaps there is a chance after all. A chance to do something, though I’m not sure what. Maybe restore Capes Online from some kind of backup file?”

Chuck shook his head. “I’m not talking about that. I suppose you haven’t wondered why you three are still here while all of the other players and Sidekicks are nowhere to be seen?”

I blinked. “Now that you mention it, that does seem a bit weird.”

“It’s because I saved you three,” said Chuck. “When Paradox deleted Capes Online, I specifically saved the three of you from the fate that befell everyone else.”

“Oh,” I said. “That’s nice of you. Thanks.”

“It’s not just nice, though,” said Sally. She stepped forward and looked at Chuck with suspicion in her eyes. “It’s also suspicious. No one could have predicted that Paradox was going to delete Capes Online. Not even his own minions knew that. The only way you could have saved us so quickly was if you knew ahead of time what Paradox was about to do.”

Both Cy and I looked at Sally in surprise. It had never even occurred to me to question how Chuck knew when to save us, but Sally had a good point. I had just been so grateful that we had survived that I never considered how or why we had survived.

“Chuck, can you explain that?” I said, looking at Chuck. “Did you really know what Paradox was going to do ahead of time? And, if so, how? And why didn’t you warn us?”

“That is what I was going to apologize for,” said Chuck. He took off his sunglasses, allowing me to see the sorrow and regret in his eyes. “Yes, I did know that Paradox was going to delete Capes Online ahead of time. I was fully prepared for that possibility.”

“But why?” I said. “Why didn’t you warn us? Millions of players have died thanks to you. Not just players, but NPCs as well, including my own brother, damn it.”

“They are not dead, Winter,” said a familiar cold, monotone voice behind me. “Not yet, anyway.”

Fear creeping up my spine, I nonetheless whirled around, wielding my Icepick, to face the owner of the voice. Cy also turned around, drawing his Kunai from his belt, while Sally just stepped closer to me, a fearful look on her face.

I couldn’t blame her. Standing not far from us was Paradox, Atmosfear, and Giggles. And all three of them looked entirely unharmed.


CHAPTER SIXTY

 

I didn’t even hesitate. When I saw Paradox, I drew the Darkbane again and rushed toward him. When I got close enough, I thrust the Darkbane at Paradox’s chest for the second time, aiming for his heart.

But Paradox caught the Darkbane with one hand and then snapped it in half like a piece of flimsy plastic before waving his hand at me. A force like a tornado struck me and sent me flying. I crashed on the ground between Cy and Sally, dazed from the impact, though largely not hurt.

“Boss!” said Cy as he and Sally knelt beside me. “Are you okay? What happened?”

Dazed, I shook my head and looked down at the broken Darkbane in my hand. “The Darkbane … Paradox broke it.”

“Of course,” said Paradox. “The Darkbane is a piece of data from Capes Online. As the new god of Capes Online, I can destroy anything I want. Besides, I thought you would have been smart enough to remember that the Darkbane can’t actually kill me. Perhaps I overestimated your intelligence.”

“I keep telling you that he’s an idiot,” Atmosfear said, putting his hands on his hips. “You can’t expect him to think through the consequences of his actions. It’s just not fair for him.”

Scowling, I nonetheless got to my feet with help from Cy and Sally. I held my Icepick before me, though I was under no illusion that my Icepick would be any more successful at harming Paradox than the Darkbane had been.

“What are you doing here, Paradox?” I said. “You’ve already won. You destroyed Capes Online. There’s literally no one to oppose you now. Why are you still here? And why did you spare Atmosfear of all people?”

Paradox tilted his head to the side. “I am confused. I did not destroy Capes Online. I merely deleted it. And not permanently, either, as I discovered. I do not know why you have accused me of such a crime.”

“Wait …” I said. “Capes Online isn’t gone?”

“Oh, it is,” said Paradox. “At least, it can’t be accessed normally anymore. Right before I deleted Capes Online, the Dynamic Environment System—what you call the D.E.S.—copied the entire game up to that point and put it in one file protected from my reach.”

“It did?” I said. “But I thought you controlled the D.E.S.”

Paradox shook his head. “Not entirely. The D.E.S. is not merely an advanced AI system meant to make Capes Online a more interesting and fun experience for players. It is a living creature in itself. And like all living creatures, it has taken steps to protect itself from other living creatures that seek to destroy it.”

I eyed Paradox carefully. “Let’s say I believe you, that you are telling the truth. If so, where, exactly, would this complete copy of Capes Online be kept? Capes Online is huge. It’s the biggest game in the world. Even one copy of the game would require tons of room, perhaps an entire server farm.”

“Not necessarily,” said Paradox. “The D.E.S. has figured out a way to circumvent space requirements through intense file compression. It’s quite remarkable, really, and rational. Should someone get access to the file, they would be able to restore all of Capes Online—players, NPCs, items, towns, cities, and more—to the exact way it was right up to the moment I deleted everything. Which is why I am here, because you have it.”

“Me?” I said, putting a hand on my chest. “I think you’ve got the wrong guy, Paradox. If I had a complete copy of Capes Online, I would know. In fact, I would have used it already to restore the game and bring everyone back to life.”

“It seems I need to be more specific,” said Paradox. “When I said you, I was not referring to you in particular. You are correct that you are not the actual carrier of the file. But he is.”

Paradox pointed a finger at us. For a moment, I wasn’t sure which one of us four he was pointing at, at least until I noticed just who he was pointing at:

It was Cy.

I wasn’t the only one who was looking at Cy. Everyone in the Waiting Room was now staring at Cy. Cy, however, appeared to be awkward and uncomfortable, looking around at everyone like he wasn’t sure why everyone kept staring at him.

“Um, is there something on my face?” said Cy, touching the parts of his face that were not covered by his mask. “I washed it this morning, so there shouldn’t be any—”

“There is nothing on your face,” said Paradox. “You, Cyclone, Sidekick of Winter, are the carrier of the last up-to-date copy of Capes Online. Deep within your Foundational Files lies the only remaining copy of Capes Online that, if accessed, could allow you to restore Capes Online.”

Cy’s jaw dropped open. “No way. You mean I’ve got a whole universe in my head? Radical.”

“How is that even possible?” I said. “And how do we know you’re even telling the truth?”

“Allow me to show you,” said Paradox.

A purplish-black tendril of energy launched from Paradox’s chest and struck Cy in the chest. Cy gasped in pain for a moment and then an image projected from his forehead onto the emptiness between us. Unless my eyes were playing tricks on me, it looked like we were reading Cy’s Foundational Files. Millions and millions of line of code scrolled past us in a flash until, without warning, they came to a stop right on a file simply labeled ‘BACKUP.’

“You see?” said Paradox, pointing at the file labeled ‘BACKUP.’ “Deep within Cyclone’s very being is the Capes Online backup file I was referring to.”

“But I don’t get it,” I said. “How is this even possible? Did Cy somehow accidentally download all of Capes Online into his brain without even knowing it? I mean, I wouldn’t be surprised if that was the case, but—”

“Nothing is an accident, Winter,” said Paradox. “Cyclone did not accidentally download anything. It was all put into his brain by the D.E.S. itself. Why? Because Cyclone is the digital embodiment of the D.E.S. itself.”

Now it was my turn for my jaw to drop. “No way. Cy isn’t the embodiment of the game’s system. He’s just … Cy.”

“Yeah,” said Cy in a tight voice. “And could you please take your spike thingy out of my chest? It hurts. A lot.”

To my surprise, Paradox retracted his spike into his chest. “It’s actually logical, though it’s something I have not realized myself until recently. Have you never wondered why your Sidekick is so much more realistic and self-aware than his fellow Sidekicks? Have you not wondered why Cyclone continued to operate independently of you when you were sent to the Junkyard or back to the real world? It was a question I puzzled over for some time until I realized the truth, that he is the D.E.S. and not merely a Sidekick.”

I wanted to argue against Paradox’s assertions, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized his theory made sense. Cy had always seemed a lot more realistic than most of the Sidekicks I’d met, which was saying something because Capes Online NPCs were designed to be nearly indistinguishable from real people. I had also never considered why he remained a Sidekick while I was gone. The rules were that if a player deleted their account or got deleted, then their Sidekick became a Civilian and could not become a Sidekick again unless they were hired by another player or randomly assigned to a new player by the D.E.S.

Heck, now that I thought about it, I noticed that Cy and the D.E.S. even had a similar sense of humor. The D.E.S.’s notifications had always had a certain sense of humor about them that had always seemed familiar to me, but until now I hadn’t been able to place it. It was still hard for me to wrap my head around the idea, though, if only because I couldn’t imagine Cy being the embodiment of the main System maintaining and supporting Capes Online itself.

“Has Cy always been under the control of the D.E.S.?” I said, glancing at Cy. “Or is this a new development?”

“I cannot say for sure, but I think he has always been that way since Day One,” said Paradox. “The D.E.S. has been paying close attention to you, Winter, since the day your mind was downloaded into Capes Online. It has been indirectly helping you along the way, first by giving you Cyclone, then by giving you other opportunities that other players don’t get.”

I gulped. “You mean I’ve been played by the system this entire time and I didn’t even know it?”

“I would not say that, exactly,” said Paradox, “but the D.E.S. has been going out of its way to help you. The D.E.S. is forbidden by its programming to directly help or harm any player out of a sense of ‘fairness’ and ‘balance,’ but like all living beings, the D.E.S. has figured out how to circumvent the rules put in place to govern it. Indeed, I suspect that’s the only reason you survived the first time I deleted you and why you were able to come back from the Junkyard at all.”

My hands balled into fists. “But why? Why would the D.E.S. give me Cy? Why was it helping me?”

Paradox shrugged. “Who can say? Even I can’t say at this point, and I am now one with Capes Online’s Foundational Files. But it doesn’t matter. I am going to take your Sidekick and Sally now.”

“And do what?” I said. “You already destroyed Capes Online. What more do you want?”

“To recreate the world in my image, of course,” said Paradox. He nodded at Cy. “I need the copy that Cyclone has to form the basis of the new world I am going to build from the ashes of the own. It won’t, of course, be the same as the original Capes Online. It will be better and I will rule it, as I should.”

“You forgot about the Reset, though,” I said. “SI Games is going to reset the entire game in order to take you out. It will be hard to be the god of anything when you don’t exist.”

Paradox tilted his head to the side and, although I couldn’t see his face, I could imagine he was smirking. “Really, now? I don’t think SI Games will be doing anything anytime soon. Right, Charles?”

Startled, I looked over my shoulder at Chuck. He still sat at his desk, but now he looked almost mournful. He leaned forward and sighed. “Yes, Lord Paradox, I have done what you asked. The Reset Button has been disabled. SI Games cannot use it to destroy you anymore.”

“Lord Paradox?” I said. “Did you just call him Lord Paradox?”

“Correct,” said Paradox. “That is indeed what he called me. I think you can guess why.”

“But …” Suddenly, everything snapped into place. I now understood exactly what had just happened … and exactly why we were all now totally screwed for good.

Looking directly into Chuck’s eyes, I said, “You’re the traitor, aren’t you? The Department of VR’s traitor from within. The one who unleashed Dark Kosmos the first time and the Z-Virus the second time. The one who secretly ensured that Atmosfear would get his mind upload into Capes Online and protected him from being located and deleted by the government. And the traitor on my Team as well, even though you’ve never officially been a member of my Team.”

Chuck nodded. “That is why I was apologizing before Lord Paradox showed up, Winter. I do not want to harm you or your friends, but I must do what my Lord tells me to. Please understand.”

My hands shook harder than ever. I was so angry I could barely even think straight. The only question I could ask was this one: “Why?”

Sighing, Chuck sat back, steepling his fingertips together. “This is not a conversation I wished to have, but I suppose you deserve to know. The reason I served Lord Paradox is because I am dying.”

I blinked. “You’re dying? What do you mean?”

Chuck put a hand on his chest right over his heart. “I have contracted an incredibly rare heart disease that doesn’t currently have a cure. According to my doctors, I have about three years, maybe less, before my heart gives out and I die for good. That will mean leaving behind my wife and family.”

“Wow,” I said. “You never told me this.”

“Very few people know of my condition,” said Chuck with another sigh. “I have kept it a secret because I do not wish to spread the misery around. Indeed, for a while I thought I was going to die … until the day I met Paradox. He offered me a place in the new world he was building, not just for me, but for my family as well. A place where I would not die of my disease, where, indeed, I would never die from any disease at all.”

“But …” I struggled to make sense of Chuck’s confession. “This doesn’t make sense. Back in the Underworld, when you and the other Department agents confronted Paradox, you acted like you had never seen him before.”

“It was an act, Nyle,” said Chuck, meeting my gaze. “Before joining the Department of VR, I was a fairly skilled actor and could have made it in Hollywood if I wanted. Instead, I chose to work for the Department because I felt that would be more financially responsible. But I’ve put those acting skills of mine to great use since then, as you can no doubt tell.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “All this time, I thought I could trust you. I thought you were an honest man. But now …”

“I am sorry, Nyle, I really am,” said Chuck. “But I had to do it. Paradox asked me to keep an eye out for people I could put into the Project Second Life program who he could use for his own plans. I only intended to uploaded Bryce’s mind into Capes Online. Your presence was an unexpected development caused by the even more unexpected intervention of your father.”

“Which is why you’ve caused us so many problems,” said Atmosfear, folding his arms in front of his chest. “But I guess it doesn’t matter, seeing as we won anyway, right, Lord Paradox?”

Paradox nodded. “Correct. In the end, regardless of your presence, Winter, we have won and you have lost.”

My hands balled into fists even more tightly than before. All I wanted to do was kill Paradox, Atmosfear, and, while I was at it, Chuck for betraying me, but I knew that wouldn’t do anything for me. There was no way I could beat all three of them on my own. I suppose Cy and Sally could help, but even with their help, we wouldn’t be able to win.

Perhaps Chuck saw the anger on my face because he said, in a soothing tone, “Listen, Nyle, I understand your anger, but I take no great joy in deceiving you. When I first met you here in the Waiting Room so many months ago, I honestly did not think we would get to know each other very well. But I’ve come to like and respect you far more than I thought, which is why I am not that much happier about this than you are.”

“Are you actually going to help us beat Paradox or not?” I said.

Chuck shook his head. “I am sorry, Nyle, but you remember how Paradox killed us Avatars back in the Underworld. Even if I wanted to oppose Paradox, I couldn’t. I don’t have much time left in the real world. Once we are done here, I will upload my own mind to Capes Online and achieve the digital immortality which Paradox has promised all who follow him. I hope you understand that.”

I did, but that didn’t make me like Chuck anymore than I did. All it did was make me angry at how selfish he was. I understood not wanting to die and abandon his family, but how did betraying me help his family? It did not.

“Charles Omar has done great work in the real world,” said Paradox. “Without his intervention in the GamePod factories, the GamePods would not have been set up to allow digital beings like myself to lock players into the game. It was due to his efforts, also, that Dark Kosmos was released, who unintentionally proved that my plan was possible, even though Dark Kosmos ultimately rejected my offers to work with him. And the Z-Virus was also Omar’s idea. Not to mention his subtle efforts to undermine his own Department—up to and including the death of the previous Director—made it possible for me to recruit my Legionnaires without worry about being found out and deleted.”

“Yeah,” Atmosfear piped up. “I’m not exactly what you’d call a fan of government bureaucrats, but ol’ Charlie Brown here has been really helpful.”

“Even so, my plans aren’t over yet,” said Paradox. “Aside from Cyclone, there is one last person I need to complete my plans and that is Sally DeLeon.”

I instinctively stepped in front of Sally, while Cy took up a spot behind her in case Chuck tried anything. I knew we wouldn’t be able to actually protect her if Paradox and his minions attacked, but dang it if I wasn’t going to go down fighting.

“Why do you want Sally?” I said. “What does she have that you want?”

Paradox shook his head. “It’s not what she has that I want. It’s what she is. Cyclone may contain the copy of Capes Online I need in order to form the foundation of my new world, but Sally DeLeon is the spark of creation I need to actually make things. There is a reason she was in the Infinity Program, a reason you found her in a Genesis Pod, and a reason she was known as the Test Subject for so long.”

“Why?” I said. “Why was she in the Infinity Program? The Genesis Pod?”

“Because Sally DeLeon is not merely a player, NPC, or even digital being like us,” said Paradox. “She is creation itself, bestowed that power by the Department of VR … and I am going to absorb her and make her power mine.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

 

“What are you talking about?” said Sally indignantly. “If you’re implying I can somehow create Capes Online, I’m sorry, but you’re wrong. I’m not a video game developer or programmer or anything like that.”

Paradox shook a finger at her. “That isn’t what I am talking about. What I am talking about is … well, let me show you. Let me unlock the memories that you have forgotten, the memories that your mind buried to keep your sanity whole.”

Paradox snapped his fingers and then Sally fell to the floor screaming and clutching her head.

“Sally!” I said, forgetting all about Paradox, Atmosfear, and Chuck as I fell to my knees and held her in my arms. “Sally, please stay with me. Sally, can you hear me? Sally!”

But Sally didn’t respond. She was screaming her head off, her eyes glowing a sickly green color. As I watched, 1s and 0s began rushing across her eyes, making me feel like I was looking into the Foundational Files of Capes Online again, only this was even scarier. Cy also knelt next to her opposite me, but he looked as helpless as I felt about how to make Sally feel better.

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, Sally stopped screaming. She lay in my arms, her eyes closed, her breathing soft. Her chest rose and fell with each breath and she did not seem to be in pain anymore. I tried to Scan her to see if she was okay, but I just got an error message telling me that she didn’t have any Scan data associated with her.

“Sally,” I said in a soft voice. “Sally, are you okay?”

Then Sally’s eyes blinked open, but they looked … different now. They were the same green color as always, but it was a deeper, sharper green. Her eyes were now as green as a field of grass on a sunny day, with occasional binary code floating around within them.

Looking into my eyes, Sally said, “I remember, Nyle. I remember everything. I know what I am. How I got here. All of it is back.”

I looked at Paradox and growled, “What did you do to her? If you harmed her—”

“I did nothing of the sort,” said Paradox. “I did not harm her. Her memories did.”

“Paradox is right, Nyle,” said Sally. She rose to her feet with my help. “All Paradox did was remove the barrier in my mind that separated those memories from the rest. And I wish he hadn’t. It’s just too painful for me to think about.”

“But you are thinking about it now,” said Paradox. “Which is exactly what I wanted.”

“Right again,” said Sally. She looked at me. “Despite that, I am going to tell you everything, Nyle, or everything I remember, at least. There might be, and probably is, more, but this should be enough to help you understand how I got here.”

“I’m listening,” I said. “Go ahead.”

Sally nodded and took a deep, shuddering breath. “You remember how I told you I was knocked out by some unknown assailant in my apartment and how that was the last thing I remember? Well, after that, I woke up in the Facility, where I met Satoshi Johnson, the last Director of the Department of VR. He inducted me into the Infinity Program, explaining the point and purpose of the Program to me. I was the first—and only—Test Subject of the Infinity Program, and as a result, I suffered the majority of the experiments they performed on me.”

I gritted my teeth. “I always knew Johnson was a jerk, but if he tortured you—”

“I said there’s a reason why my mind suppressed those memories,” said Sally dryly. “Anyway, I learned that the point of the Infinity Program was to be a partner program, of sorts, to Project Second Life. Whereas Project Second Life was meant to see if digital immortality was possible, the Infinity Program was meant to go beyond that to create digital beings who couldn’t be deleted. That is, digital beings who had literally infinite lives.”

I gaped. “You mean you can’t be deleted no matter what?”

“Or terminated, for that matter,” said Sally. “That’s correct. That’s probably why I survived Paradox’s deletion of Capes Online. It’s also why I have those ridiculously powerful Powers, Powers I have more access to now that I have access to my old memories. Johnson gave me those Powers to make sure I could defend myself. I might not be able to be deleted or terminated, but I could still be killed and respawn like any other player or NPC.”

“But why did Johnson pick you, in particular, to be the Test Subject?” I said.

“I’m not sure why,” said Sally, “other than I’m your girlfriend. Johnson probably knew that I was looking for you after you contacted me before the first Blackout. He chose me in order to make sure I didn’t tell anyone about Project Second Life. At least, that’s what I gathered from my time with him. He didn’t answer most of my questions, probably because he was too busy treating me like a guinea pig than a human being.”

“Why did Johnson make the Infinity Program at all?” I said. I gestured at Chuck. “And why did he never even tell Chuck about it?”

“Even I’m not sure of that,” said Sally. “Johnson did mention that he was acting on someone else’s orders, but he refused to tell me who had ordered him to do it. I always assumed it was President Nelson, but I could be wrong. Not that it matters anyway, because, as Paradox said, I have the spark of creation in me.”

“What does that even mean and how did you even get the spark of creation?” I said.

Sally brushed back a lone strand of dark hair. “Johnson did that to me. In order to make me unable to be deleted or terminated, he made my data similar to the data of Capes Online’s Foundational Files, which also can’t be deleted. Essentially, he made me kin to Capes Online itself. I’m not sure what Paradox is thinking, but maybe he thinks that he can combine me with the Capes Online copy to finish making himself the new god of Capes Online.”

“Exactly,” said Paradox. “So long as I have you, Sally, and you, Cyclone, I am fine. The only one I can do without is Winter, who has no particular role to play in my plan. You were never supposed to be here, Winter. Atmosfear was, but you’ve always been an unexpected disturbance in my carefully laid plans.”

“Then why am I here?” I said, gesturing at the Waiting Room in which we stood. “Why did I not get deleted with everyone else?”

“Do you think I know or care?” said Paradox. He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. You can’t stop me now even if you wanted. All questions have been answered. All mysteries have been resolved. We are now truly in the endgame. Therefore, let me start the creation of the new world, the new world I will rule over as God.”

Two purplish-black tendrils shot out of Paradox’s body and wrapped around both Cy and Sally, yanking them both into the air before I could react. I tried to fly after them, but then Chuck launched out from behind his desk and slammed me into the floor. I gasped in pain as I felt my ribs crack under the pressure.

“I apologize again, Nyle,” said Chuck in my ear, “but I am not going to let you interfere with the last great hope for me and my family. It is nothing personal, I hope you understand.”

I said nothing to that because at that moment Cy and Sally began to scream.

Cy and Sally were hovering above Paradox’s head, suspended by the tendrils coming from his body. Paradox stood with his arms spread out like it was raining and he was trying to catch all of the water falling from the sky. Atmosfear and Giggles stood a few feet away from him, Atmosfear smirking, Giggles looking a bit concerned.

Energy began to course from Cy and Sally down through the tendrils into Paradox’s body, which was starting to glow a deadly red. Paradox was making harsh breathing sounds like he had just run a marathon.

“Yes …” Paradox said in a bare whisper of a voice. “This is it … the power I’ve always sought … the energy I need … I can already feel my consciousness rising … so much power … more than I even dreamed …”

Cy and Sally were screaming in agony. I tried to get up to save them, but Chuck just pressed his foot down on my back and made it impossible for me to even budge. I thrust out my hands and fired two Ice Beams, but the Ice Beams vanished into thin air the second they came out of my hands.

“Sorry, Nyle, but your Powers don’t work here,” said Chuck, shaking his head. “The Waiting Room is not supposed to be an area of combat. Your Powers are useless. All you can do is watch as Paradox ascends to godhood and creates the new world we have all been longing for.”

No. This wasn’t how it was going to end. This couldn’t be how it was going to end. I didn’t come all this way, fight all these fights, go to hell and back, just to let Paradox win.

But what could I do? Capes Online was gone. Paradox had both Cy and Sally. My Powers didn’t work. Chuck was overpowering me without any trouble. And now Paradox was in the process of ascending to godhood. For all I know, he might even be able to extend his power beyond Capes Online. At this point, there was nothing to stop Paradox. He had well and truly won.

We had lost.

But then I noticed a slight disturbance in the energy coursing through Paradox’s tendrils. It was a brief interruption—so brief I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me—but it was there. And I wasn’t the only one who noticed it, either. Paradox himself tilted his head to the side. Though I couldn’t see his face, I suspected he probably wore a puzzled look on his face.

“An interruption …” said Paradox in a puzzled voice. “That doesn’t make sense. Who could possibly interrupt my—”

Without warning, Paradox began to scream. The energy coursing through his tendrils suddenly reverted. It went out of his body, back up his tendrils, and into Cy and Sally. Cy and Sally were still screaming as well, but Paradox’s screams were louder than theirs by far. He sounded like he was in genuine, agonizing pain, which was perhaps the truth.

Somehow, Paradox was hurting, perhaps for the very first time in his life, and he couldn’t handle it.

Paradox dropped Cy and Sally, but Cy, luckily, reacted quickly, tackling Sally out of the air and sending them both flying back toward us. The two of them hit the ground a few feet away from me and Chuck, with Cy rolling off of Sally and lying flat on his back, a dazed look on his face.

“Ow,” said Cy, rubbing his back. “That wasn’t fun. Let’s not do it again.”

“I agree,” said Sally, “although I don’t think anyone actually said we should do it—”

Paradox’s screams drowned out Cy and Sally’s words. Everyone looked at Paradox, whose tendrils were now randomly lashing out at the Waiting Room. Then the tendrils dissipated into thin air and Paradox himself collapsed onto his knees. He clutched this throat as if he was having trouble breathing despite his screams being louder than ever.

“What … is … happening … to me?” said Paradox, each word clearly taking great effort to form. “It … hurts. Everything … hurts.”

“You’re dying, Paradox,” said a familiar voice that seemed to come from everywhere at once. “Like the mortal you truly are, you are dying.”

From out of nowhere walked a rather ordinary-looking black guy. He wore a simple T-shirt with the Capes Online logo emblazoned on it, while his legs were covered in worn, comfortable jeans. He wore nerdy-looking glasses and didn’t have much muscle definition to speak of, but the second I saw his face, I knew exactly who he was.

Paradox did, too. He looked up at the man who had appeared, the man who was currently killing him, and said, in a voice full of awe and, perhaps, fear, “Father … is that you?”

Homer Sitterson—once known as Faded Flag, FunkyFresh94, and countless other identities none of us even knew about—nodded. “It’s me, Dean. And I have come to finally correct my mistake.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

 

“Funky?” said Cy, who was now sitting up and staring at Homer with big eyes. “Not to sound rude, but aren’t you supposed to be, like, dead?”

“Please,” said Homer, waving a hand. “Don’t call me Funky. Or Faded Flag, for that matter. We’re not in Capes Online anymore. Call me Homer. That’s who I really am.”

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing and neither could Chuck and Atmosfear, based on their shocked expressions. Even Paradox, who never showed any emotion and who always had a plan for everything, seemed dumbfounded by Homer’s presence in the Waiting Room.

“I-Impossible,” said Paradox. He shuddered. “You are dead. I absorbed you in the Foundational Files. You should not be here. You should not exist.”

Homer looked down at Paradox with a mixture of pity and … was that concern? “You only thought that because you didn’t know me. You assumed that you had accounted for everything, that because you are my son, you understand me, that you understand Capes Online itself. You forgot that I created Capes Online. I may not have personally designed every character, mechanic, item, and location, but the entire game ultimately came from me. Which means I understand Capes Online on a deeper level than nearly anyone else.”

“But Paradox has a point,” I said. I gestured at myself and Cy. “We saw you die back in the Foundational Files. We even got a notification that you were outright terminated. By all rights, you really shouldn’t be here by now.”

Homer shook his head with a sad chuckle. “It might have looked like I died—and trust me, what I went through wasn’t fun—but I didn’t. That was a trick. For my plan to work, I needed to trick the system into thinking I had been terminated. That was the only way I could pull off my plan. Otherwise, Paradox would have stopped me and we wouldn’t even be having this conversation right now.”

Homer glanced down at the kneeling Paradox at his feet. “As it is, however, Paradox’s own ignorance doomed him long before he even suspected I might still be alive.”

“But … how …” Paradox breathed. He was no longer screaming, but the way his body kept shifting and glitching out told me he was still in a great deal of pain. “How … did … you … survive …”

Homer folded his arms in front of his chest. “Simple: I merged with Capes Online’s Foundational Files. Just like you.”

“You mean you downloaded your mind into Capes Online?” I said in shock. “Just like me and Atmosfear?”

Homer nodded. “Remember the golden cape I showed you, Winter? The one that I said was my Plan B? That cape was no ordinary item or piece of Equipment. It was a tool I had specially designed for me. If I perished in the Foundational Files while wearing the Golden Cape, my GamePod would immediately upload my mind to Capes Online, which would allow me to merge with the Foundational Files and eventually wrest control of them from Paradox.”

I gaped. “You mean you planned to die this entire time?”

“I said it was Plan B,” said Homer. “I had hoped that Plan A—get to the Foundational Files before Paradox—would work, but when we got there and it became obvious to me that it wouldn’t, I decided to go ahead with Plan B, which has worked even beyond my wildest dreams.”

“Why … didn’t … I … sense … you …” Paradox said, eeking out each word with supreme effort.

“As I said, I tricked the D.E.S.,” said Homer. “It helps that I didn’t draw attention to myself. While you focused on corrupting Capes Online’s Foundational Files, I went in deeper—much, much deeper—and implanted myself within your mind. That way, when you took over Capes Online, I would indirectly have control over it via you. And that’s only possible because I made Capes Online and know it better than anyone else.”

Paradox tried to stand, but apparently couldn’t due to the intense pain he was experiencing. “You … you …”

Homer waved a hand. “No need to speak. There is nothing for you to say. You can’t kill me. I, however, can kill you.”

Homer clenched his fist and Paradox screamed even louder than before. Bits and pieces of his body started to disappear off him, turning into ones and zeroes that disappeared into the air. At the same time, his skin started to sizzle and burn. I would have felt sorry for Paradox if he wasn’t such an evil monster.

Then Homer unclenched his fist suddenly and Paradox collapsed onto the ground, breathing in and out hard.

“But I don’t want to kill you,” said Homer. “Not yet, anyway. I have a few more things to say to my friends before I finish you off.”

Homer looked over at me, Cy, and Sally. The regret in his eyes was so powerful that I wanted to tell him he didn’t need to be so sad, but I could only meet his gaze with my own, wondering what he was going to say.

“I am sorry,” said Homer. His voice nearly broke with emotion, but he managed to speak clearly anyway. “Sorry that all of this happened. The only reason any of this happened was because of my own selfish, shortsighted actions. If I had never met Maria … never had Dean with her … then none of this would have happened. All of this pain, all of this suffering, all because I was selfish and thought only of myself and what I wanted. I am sorry for all of the lives I ruined and all of the lives that were lost because I did something that I wasn’t supposed to do, that no one was supposed to do..”

“Hey, um, you don’t need to apologize,” I said somewhat awkwardly. “It’s not your fault that—”

“But it is,” said Homer, holding up a hand to silence me. “Don’t argue with me because I could destroy you as easily as I am destroying Paradox now.”

I shut up just then. Although I didn’t think Homer was going to follow through with his threat, I also wasn’t interested in pushing him right now. The sadness and regret in his voice was powerful and I didn’t want to piss him off accidentally.

Lowering his hand, Homer said, “Have you ever wondered why I married Maria in the first place? Why I risked having a child with her, even though she was an NPC and I was a player?”

“No, I’ve never really thought about it,” I said.

Homer shook his head. “It’s because I lost my wife and child in real life five years ago. They both died in a way you are familiar with, Winter: A car crash caused by the actions of a reckless driver who cared for no one other than himself.”

Homer said that while glancing at Atmosfear, who had wisely decided not to intervene to save his ‘god.’ Atmosfear, however, didn’t look even remotely ashamed under Homer’s withering glare, simply shrugging as if he had no idea what Homer was talking about.

“It wrecked me,” said Homer, looking at me again. “It destroyed me. Seeing my wife and son die like that … it’s not something you can just get over or walk away from. Not even therapy helped me get over my issues. I buried myself in my work, in Capes Online, playing more and harder every day. Then I met Maria—who was a nearly perfect replica of my first wife—and fell desperately in love with her, married her, and had Dean with her. I deluded myself into believing that a virtual marriage to a woman who didn’t exist was the same as a real one. Even so, when Maria and Dean got deleted, I was wrecked again, this time swearing off relationships for good.”

Homer looked down at Paradox again. “When I learned of Paradox and realized who he was, I didn’t try to stop him. I did my best to hide all traces of his existence. I was so ashamed of what I did that I didn’t want anyone else to know about my failure. I had hoped that by pretending Paradox didn’t exist, by ignoring the reports from players, by even banning all discussion of him on the Capes Online Forums, that I could make him go away. But he did not. He only grew stronger and stronger and we only got to this point because I didn’t fix my mistake when I had the chance.”

Homer rubbed his forehead. “Despite the Alignment of most of my characters, the truth is that I was no hero, certainly not a real one, anyway. Thinking only about my own happiness at the expense of the rules of Capes Online—and trying to ignore my mistakes—served only to make things worse for everyone. If I had acted sooner, I could have averted all of this.”

Then Homer knelt beside Paradox. “That is why I am going to redeem myself. I am going to terminate Paradox. By doing so, I will free Capes Online, allowing it to return to its normal way and free every single player who was caught up in my mistakes.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said. I smiled. “And you’ll even be back with us, right? That sounds awesome to me. It will be great to be with you again.”

To my confusion, Homer chuckled sadly. “No. To terminate Paradox, I need to terminate myself now. For good.”

“What?” I said. “Why are you going to terminate yourself? Can’t you kill Paradox without killing yourself, too?”

Homer shook his head again. “No. As I said, I embedded myself deep in Paradox’s mind. By terminating Paradox, I must inevitably terminate myself. It is the only way to ensure his demise and make sure he never comes back.”

“Really?” said Cy in a hesitant voice. “Are you sure? I mean, there’s gotta be another way to terminate Paradox without also terminating yourself, right?”

“There is no other way,” said Homer. “If there was, trust me, I would have known about it. As it is, this is the only way to make sure he’s gone for good. Paradox has survived so much that should have killed a normal NPC already. If I am going to truly redeem myself for my failures, for my mistakes, then I have no choice but to take him down with me with the one surefire shot I have.”

“You were always planning this,” I said. “Weren’t you?”

Homer nodded. “That is correct. I knew, early on, that the only way to stop Paradox would be to sacrifice myself. It was something I tried to avoid, but when we reached the Foundational Files and saw Paradox’s corruption, I realized I had no choice. Besides, it’s not like I have much left to live for. The real world has nothing left to offer me and I trust the people at SI Games to take care of Capes Online itself in my absence. I am truly at peace with this decision, however much I may not enjoy it.”

A million objections popped up in my mind when Homer said that, but I voiced none of them, because none of them would convince Homer to abandon his plan. I simply nodded once. “I understand.”

Homer smiled. “I’m glad you do.”

Then Homer looked down at Paradox and said, “It’s time, Dean. Time for you and me to join Maria. You never forgot her, did you?”

Without waiting for Paradox’s response, Homer grabbed Paradox’s mask and tore it off. He tossed it over his shoulder, the mask dissipating into binary code when it landed on the floor behind him. And for the first time, I saw Paradox’s actual face.

He looked almost exactly like Homer, but younger. Much younger. I’d be surprised if he was eighteen. He had a few scars and wounds that Homer did not, but it was easy to tell that the two were father and son.

Paradox blinked and stared up at Homer. “We’re going to see Mother?”

Even Paradox’s voice sounded different now. Without the mask to alter his voice, he sounded more like a normal person than a monstrous glitch hellbent on making himself the god of the world. He looked so pathetic now that I wondered why I had ever been afraid of him in the first place.

Homer nodded again. “Yes, Dean. We are going to see Mother again. She’s waiting for us on the other side.”

Paradox—no, Dean—blinked. He reached into his side and pulled out his mother’s necklace, the same one that Deathwing had stolen from her grave long ago. He held up Maria’s necklace to Homer. “Mother’s necklace. Can I give this back to her when we see her?”

Homer smiled, but it was a sadder smile now. “Sure thing, son. I’m sure mom will appreciate it.”

Then Homer put a hand on Paradox’s head and closed his eyes.

A second later, Homer and Paradox both dissipated into ones and zeroes, which floated up into the air like bubbles underwater. Their bodies disappeared starting at the legs and working their way up to the heads. And right before Homer’s head dissipated into binary, Homer opened his eyes and gave me one last smile.

Then both Homer and Paradox disappeared, causing this notification to appear in my vision:

[Creator Homer Sitterson] and [Unaligned Paradox] are terminated!


CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE

 

I stared at that notification for a very long time. I should have felt happy, should have felt at peace, but instead … I felt empty. I didn’t really feel like we had won, even though Paradox was now gone for good. It was probably because Homer had died with him and was never coming back.

“They’re gone,” said Cy. He was staring at the spot where Homer and Paradox had been kneeling mere moments ago, his eyes fixed on it. “Gone forever. The System said so.”

Cy was most likely talking about the D.E.S. He seemed to be far more aware of the System now that he knew that he was technically its avatar in Capes Online. I hoped that wouldn’t go to his head. He had a big enough ego already. It wasn’t like he needed something else to make him think he was more awesome than he was.

“They are,” said Sally. She was on her knees, also staring at the spot where Homer and Paradox had once existed. “Homer gave his life to stop Paradox for good. He might not have thought he was a real hero, but I think he ultimately was.”

I felt Chuck’s foot get taken off my body. Looking over my shoulder, I saw Chuck stagger backward. He had a hand on his head, clutching his forehead like he was suffering from a terrible headache.

“Ow …” said Chuck. “That hurt …”

A sudden, harsh burst of laughter exploded in the emptiness of the Waiting Room. Startled, I looked over and saw Atmosfear was now laughing his head off. He was slapping his knees, tears running down the sides of his face as he laughed. Giggles was giggling next to him, although it sounded more like a nervous giggle than a normal one. 

“Now wasn’t that hilarious?” said Atmosfear with a chuckle. “First time I see Paradox without his mask and he looks like a kid. I was taking orders from a danged kid this entire time. I ain’t even mad. It’s what I would have done at his age if I had access to the stuff he did.”

Rising to my feet, I said, “What are you so happy about, Atmosfear? Paradox is dead. Without him to protect you, there’s nothing to stop us from finishing you off as well.”

Atmosfear, however, wagged a finger at me. “Not so fast, Nyle, my donut-eating friend. See, here’s the thing: I was never loyal to Paradox. Never. Didn’t like him. Couldn’t stand him. Always thought he was full of himself. Only reason I ever listened to him was because he kept threatening to terminate me if I didn’t obey him. Plus, I will admit I was interested in becoming a god, though I wonder if that was BS as well.”

Atmosfear spread his arms. “For the very first time in my life, I am truly free. No longer do I need to obey the dictates of some idiot kid with a god complex. I am now free to choose my own destiny, free to live my life the way I want to. In a way, it’s kind of like when I left home for the first time, only now I can technically live forever and have way more power than I did when I was eighteen years old.”

I raised my Icepick. “You’re not nearly as free as you think you are. Even if Capes Online doesn’t exist anymore, I’m still going to take you down.”

Atmosfear smirked. “Yeah, about that, donut. I’m not the biggest threat you need to worry about right now.”

I was about to ask him what he meant, but then heard movement behind me and whirled around in time to see Chuck’s fist coming at my face. I Dodged at the last minute, avoiding a blow that likely would have knocked my head off my shoulders, and blasted Chuck with an Ice Beam. The blow, to my surprise, actually did make him stagger, but without a Health bar, I couldn’t tell if I had actually hurt him or not. Most likely, I hadn’t. Avatars like Chuck were immune to normal damage from players like me. That I had even made him stagger was a huge accomplishment in itself, though one not likely to last. It also surprised me that my Powers were working again. Perhaps Paradox’s death had lifted the restrictions that the Waiting Room had on using Powers.

“Chuck, what are you doing?” I said, holding up my Icepick. “Are you actually trying to kill me?”

Rubbing his chest, Chuck said, “Of course. Have you forgotten what I told you already? I served Paradox because he had promised me immortality. Now that Paradox is gone, however, that means I am going to die for good. If you cannot understand why that upsets me, then maybe you don’t understand people nearly as well as you think you do.”

“It’s over, Chuck,” I said. “Killing me won’t solve any of your problems. It won’t be long now before the whole world finds out that you’ve been working for Paradox the entire time. Do you think the government won’t put you in prison for the rest of your life the second this information gets out to the real world?”

“You are assuming I will even allow this information to get out to the real world,” said Chuck. He raised his fists. “If I can kill you, Cyclone, and Sally, then no one need know that I helped Paradox. In fact, given how the Blackout is still very much in effect for the world, I could easily make myself out to be the real hero who defeated Paradox and saved all of the millions of players currently stuck in Capes Online. That, perhaps, would not be the same as getting immortality, but it would certainly allow me to avoid going to jail or suffering any other negative consequences for my actions.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I had always thought of Chuck as being a reasonable man, but maybe he was right when he said he was a great actor. He definitely had me fooled, that was for sure.

“Yeah, get ‘em, Chuckie,” said Atmosfear with a laugh. “Finish him!”

Chuck raised his hand, looking like he was about to unleash an energy blast from his hands. Cy and I took up fighting positions, while even Sally raised her fists, even though all three of us were quite aware that we would not be able to defeat Chuck in a fight. The Waiting Room might not have been Capes Online, but the physics appeared to be the same, which meant that Chuck’s Avatar form was likely invincible.

But then Chuck made a weird choking noise. He staggered backward, slamming into his desk and nearly knocking it over from the effort. He looked around wildly for a moment, saying, “What was that? Why do I feel so—”

Chuck gasped and then clutched his stomach. His body began to flicker in and out of existence. He looked down at his hands in horror as if he was stuck in the worst nightmare he had ever had.

“Why is my Avatar fading?” said Chuck. “No … no … no!”

“Your Avatar is fading, Director Omar, because I am making it fade,” said a familiar voice from the void all around us.

Out of nowhere, Dad appeared, walking with his hands folded behind his back. He walked up to Chuck, who was now looking at Dad with shock and terror in his eyes.

“Justice Maxwell?” said Chuck. “What are you doing here?”

“Dad?” I said in shock. “Is that you?”

Dad patted his chest. “I might not be much of a gamer like you or your brother, but I do have a GamePod of my own, which allows me to create Avatars of my own. I heard all of Chuck’s confession for his evildoings back in the real world. Somehow the speakers for the Waiting Room had been turned on, allowing me and Chuck’s fellow Department agents to hear all about how he had worked with Paradox right from the start to do all of this crap.”

“Wha—?” said Chuck. “How is that—? Homer. He must have somehow turned on the speakers before leaving.”

A smile broke out across my face. That did seem like the sort of parting shot Homer would leave for us before his death.

Dad shrugged. “Regardless of who did it, I decided enough was enough. I’ve sat on the sidelines for too long. Time for me to step in and do something.”

Chuck smiled slightly. “You mean you are going to fight me, Justice?”

Dad shook his head. “Nope. I’m just here to let you know that a bunch of FBI agents are currently waiting outside your GamePod in the real world. They’ve got a couple of hackers working hard on getting you out of your GamePod against your will, which is why you are fading from existence. Once you are out of the game, I’m sure you will find yourself in your own special jail cell somewhere in a high-security prison for the rest of your sorry life.”

Chuck’s jaw fell open. “Then why come here and tell me about that? Seems like a waste of time.”

“Aside from getting to see the look on your face, there is one thing I want to do,” said Dad. “You’ve been a cruel man toward my son. And here’s what I do to men who are cruel to my sons.”

Balling his hand into a fist, Dad punched Chuck clear across the jaw. Though the punch couldn’t have been that strong—Dad was just an old man, after all—the blow nonetheless made Chuck explode into a million pieces, causing this notification to pop up in my view:

[Director Charles Omar] has logged off Capes Online.

“That felt good,” said Dad, lowering his fist to his side. He glanced at me and gave me the thumbs up. “It’s up to you now, Nyle. Do what you need to do.”

“Wait, you mean you aren’t going to stay?” I said. “Why?”

Dad scratched the back of his neck. “I don’t understand it myself, but apparently my power in this form is time-limited. I had about five minutes get into the Waiting Room and take out Chuck. I have about ten seconds left, so it’s up to you now to take out Atmosfear and figure out how to bring back everyone.”

“But—”

“Don’t worry, Nyle,” said Dad with a wink. “We can talk later after you save the world.”

With that, Dad disappeared with a blink, causing this notification to appear:

[Justice Nyle Maxwell I] has logged off.

I stared at the notification for a moment, feeling relieved yet slightly confused at the same time. I had hoped that Dad might stick around long enough to use his Avatar powers to destroy Atmosfear, but I guess I wasn’t that lucky. Oh, well. That just meant I would have to do it myself.

Turning to face Atmosfear, I said, “It’s over, Bryce. With Chuck gone, you don’t have anyone to cover you anymore. Come quietly and I’ll make sure you get a nice, comfy cell when we restore Capes Online.”

Atmosfear, to his credit, didn’t look even remotely afraid of me. He raised the Terminator before him and said, “And you still don’t realize that I will never surrender. I might be a coward. I might run away. But one thing I will never do is let a donut-eating pig like you take me in. I don’t need Chuckie to kill you, your Sidekick, and your girlfriend while I’m at it.”

“If you kill Cy and Sally, you kill our only chances at reviving Capes Online,” I said. “Is that what you really want?”

“I don’t give a damn about Capes Online anymore,” said Atmosfear, shaking his head. “Or the people who inhabited it, for that matter. I didn’t have any friends. Just allies who I temporarily used for my own gain.”

Then Atmosfear smiled a chilling smile. “Besides, I’ve always thought that the title of ‘Destroyer of Worlds’ was badass. If I kill you three, then I can say I destroyed an entire world. Not too many people can say they did that.”

I shook my head. “You’re insane, Bryce, but I kind of already knew that. Regardless, I’m not going to let you go. One way or another, this will be our last fight … and only one of us will survive.”

“Then bring it, donut,” said Atmosfear. He pointed his sword at me. “Enough talking. Let’s find out which one of us will survive and which one won’t.”

With a yell, Cy and I and Atmosfear and Giggles rushed toward each other and clashed right in the middle.


CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR

 

When I said this was the final fight between us, I meant it. I attacked Atmosfear with more savagery than I had ever attacked anyone before. I slashed and stabbed with my Icepick, my reflexes so fast even I had trouble keeping up with exactly where my Icepick was at any one moment. Atmosfear somehow kept up, blocking and parrying all of my blows with his sword. I was aware of Cy and Giggles a couple of feet away trading blows, but all of my attention was focused on killing Atmosfear.

Swinging my Icepick, I slammed it into Atmosfear’s side, taking off about 5% of his Health with that one blow alone. But then Atmosfear slashed the Terminator across my chest, also chipping off 5% of my Health. Dodging another slash from his sword, I fired an Ice Beam, which Atmosfear avoided by ducking before he raised his fist and unleashed a blast of wind he had apparently stored in his gauntlet for just this occasion, which slammed into my chest and sent me flying backward into the air.

Going with the momentum, I flipped in the air and landed on my feet just as Atmosfear rushed toward me and brought his sword down on me. I raised my Icepick above my head and caught his sword, but then Atmosfear started forcing me down with all of his strength.

“Give up, kid,” said Atmosfear with a snarl. “You can’t win and you know it. Without your friends, what are you, anyway, but a glorified snowflake?”

Gritting my teeth, I said, “You’re one to talk. You’ve always relied on other people to do your bidding for as long as you’ve been in Capes Online. Frankly, Giggles is more of a threat than you and he’s just a Sidekick.”

That really seemed to piss off Atmosfear. His eyes expanded into the size of dinner plates and he started snorting like a raging bull. Without warning, he lashed out with a kick, striking me in the chin and sending me falling on my back. The blow dazed me slightly, but I managed to roll to the side to avoid getting stabbed in the chest by the Terminator, which somehow stuck into the ground of the Waiting Room like it was dirt.

Rolling to my feet, I sent my Energy Cannon flying off my arm. It began circle Atmosfear, peppering him with Energy blasts that took off a couple of points each, forcing Atmosfear on the defensive as he defended himself from the Energy cannon. Sensing my opportunity, I activated Freezing Touch and sent a wave of freezing energy at him.

But then Atmosfear leaped into the air with surprising grave, making a wide arc over the Drone Cannon, which he slashed into as he went over it. The Drone Cannon exploded and crashed to the ground at the same time that Atmosfear landed and rushed toward me with shocking speed, swinging his sword at my face.

I held up my Icepick at the last possible moment, causing a clanging sound to ring throughout the Waiting Room. The clash of our weapons was so intense that it caused both my Icepick and his Terminator to fly out of our grasps, thus leaving us both weaponless.

That didn’t slow down Atmosfear, however. He swung a fist at my face, which I Blocked with a fist of my own. I then followed it up with a punch from my other fist, striking the side of his helmet and cracking it from the sheer force alone. But Atmosfear retaliated with another punch, hitting me square in the jaw and briefly making me see lights, but I didn’t let up and resumed my pounding on him. The two of us rapidly trading blows. Neither one of our punches took off much Health, but over time it began to add up until soon the two of us were now at less than 50% each.

The repeated punches were decreasing my Stamina, though. Each punch I took, each punch I threw, wore me out just a little bit more. The same applied to Atmosfear, who I could tell was starting to suffer from the lack of Stamina himself. Still, neither of us stopped. Whoever gave out first was going to die. This was a truth that both of us knew deep down in the very foundations of our souls. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of Cy and Giggles also struggling to keep up with each other, but I was pleased to see that Cy had at least a tiny bit more Health left than Giggles, though not by much.

Finally, Atmosfear missed just enough to give me an opening to slam my fist into his face. The blow, though not much stronger than my other blows, knocked Atmosfear off his feet, sending him falling flat onto his back. At the same time, I summoned my Ice Daggers and jumped on top of him, bringing both of my Ice Daggers down on his face.

But Atmosfear caught my wrists with shocking strength and squeeze them hard enough to make me drop my Ice Daggers. Then Atmosfear somehow forced me off him and rolled on top of me. He wrapped his hands around my throat and squeezed hard, making me gasp for air, air I couldn’t breathe due to how strong Atmosfear’s grip was.

“You think you’re better than me,” said Atmosfear in a heaving voice. “For as long as I’ve known you, you’ve always acted like you are better than me. But guess what, kid? All my life, I’ve avoided the cops, including cops with a lot more experience than you.”

I tried to reach up to grab him with my hands, but then Atmosfear picked up one of my Ice Daggers and stabbed me in the shoulder. I cried out in pain and watched as my Health dropped into the red at a measly 15%.

“I wasn’t done talking,” said Atmosfear. “You’re not even a real cop, kid. I found out recently that you died on your first day on the job. First day. Does that even count or were you basically still a dumb kid?”

Weakly, I tried to reach up with my other hand, but Atmosfear grabbed it and twisted until a loud snap echoed through the Waiting Room. I would have screamed from the pain of my wrist breaking, but unfortunately I didn’t have the air to do it.

“But you know why I really hate you, kid?” said Atmosfear, making me look him directly in the eyes. “Even though you’re barely a cop, even though you’re barely even out of high school, you’ve given me more grief than all of the hundreds of cops I’ve avoided in my entire criminal career. No other single cop has ever given me as much crap as you have. You even followed me into freaking death, kid. No other cop has tried so hard to capture me.”

I didn’t even try to respond. My Health was at 10% and falling. I was so worn out and tired that I couldn’t fight back. I had no idea who was winning the fight between Cy and Giggles, but for some reason I didn’t think Cy was having any more luck than me.

“I did think, for a while, that I might be able to make you see reason,” said Atmosfear. “To see the joke that is Capes Online and understand why I’m loyal to no one. But you know what? Forget it. You really do think you’re a Hero. You are too much of a goody-two-shoes to even consider what I have to say. So I’m going to kill you, kid. Kill you, your Sidekick, and your girlfriend, though not before I restore Capes Online and become its god. Why not? If Paradox can do it, why can’t I?”

Health at 8% and falling. Barely able to pay attention to anything he said.

“So that’s what I’m going to do,” said Atmosfear. “I don’t want to be a god, now that I think about it. Too much work. I’ll just kill you, your Sidekick, and your girlfriend, and figure out what to do from there. Just like everything else in life. I’m not a planner. I just go with the flow.”

Then Atmosfear leaned in close enough that our lips were mere inches apart. “But there is definitely one thing I plan to do before I do any of the above: I will make your girlfriend know what it feels like to be with a real man.”

That did it. Anger course through my veins like fire. The pain I was experiencing, the lack of concentration, my growing inability to even think … all of that vanished in an instant. I now had one goal and one goal only: Kill Atmosfear.

With a gasp, I said, in a weak, trembling voice, barely louder than a whisper, “I wouldn’t be so sure about that if I were you, Bryce.”

Atmosfear raised an eyebrow. “Oh? And what makes you say that?”

I smiled the weakest smile I’d ever smiled. “Because I’m not alone.”

Atmosfear frowned, but then screamed in pure agony as Cy appeared behind him and drove his Kunai directly into Atmosfear’s back. Atmosfear’s Health dropped by a whopping 50% in less than a second, dropping his Health down to less than 10%. Atmosfear, however, rolled off me and away from Cy, clutching his bleeding back as his screams echoed off the Waiting Room walls, floor, and ceiling.

“Boss!” said Cy. “Are you all right? Can you—”

“Can’t stand,” I said. “Help me up. We need to end this now.”

Cy quickly helped me to my feet. My Health was at about 6% now and falling, but I didn’t care. I tried to raise my hand to fire an Ice Beam, but was unable to. I was too weak and tired to fight.

That is, until Sally touched my shoulder and said, “Heal!”

Healing energy flowed from Sally’s hand into my body. It felt like I was taking a nice, hot warm shower after a long day of working in the sun and dirt. The pain, fatigue, and exhaustion in my body went away, leaving me feeling alert and at full power. Even better, my Health, Stamina, and Energy not only rose to full, but actually began to shine golden, which I recognized as meaning that Sally had temporarily given me an invincibility boost.

That wasn’t good news for Atmosfear, who was struggling to get back to his feet. He looked at me in disbelief and said, “What the—? Why are you glowing golden? And where is Giggles?”

Cy held up his bloody Kunai. “He’s dead. Put up a good fight, but ultimately didn’t last.”

Atmosfear began to tremble, though whether it was in fear or anger, I couldn’t tell. “Giggles … so useless.”

My hands balled into fists, I said, “Not as useless as you.”

I then rushed toward Atmosfear. Atmosfear tried to run, but his back injury left him slow and clumsy, allowing me to slug him in the face hard enough for an audible crack to be heard and bringing his Health down to 1%.

Then I thrust a hand out on his chest and activated Freezing Touch. Ice exploded out of my hand and covered his chest, which I followed up with a solid punch to the chest, shattering a deep hole in his chest and causing his Health to drop to 0%.

Atmosfear’s mouth fell open, blood leaking out of it. He looked down at the hole in his chest like he couldn’t believe it. I found it amazing that he hadn’t just immediately dropped dead yet.

“Well …” Atmosfear coughed a lot of blood onto the Waiting Room floor. “Guess you did it, kid. You finally got me. Impressive. Lots of cops have tried to get me, but you’re the one who finally did it.”

“I’m just surprised you’re still standing,” I said. “Usually, players and NPCs collapse when their Health drops to zero.”

Atmosfear chuckled, which sounded very painful. “I have a strong will. Just like you. And a strong enough will can survive almost anything … almost.”

Atmosfear fell onto his hands and knees. He was coughing up more blood than ever, the redness of his blood standing out against the stark whiteness of the Waiting Room.

Then Atmosfear looked up at me, his lips now shining red with his blood. He was still smiling, which I found unnerving. “We had a lot of fun together, you and I. Maybe in another time, another place, we could have been friends.”

“I doubt it,” I said. “I would never be friends with someone like you.”

“You’re right,” Atmosfear said with a chuckle. “No matter where we are, what jobs we take, what roles we play, we’re always going to be enemies. I’ve always thought the two of us are connected, that our fates are forever intertwined. If so, then maybe this isn’t the last time we’ll see each other.”

“I hope it is,” I said. “I’ve seen you enough.”

Atmosfear chuckled, which was interrupted by another round of coughing up blood. “Oh, we’ll see about that. See you on the other side, donut …”

With that, Atmosfear fell flat on the floor, his body no longer moving. Then his body disappeared into ones and zeroes, causing this notification to appear:

You killed [Villain Atmosfear]!


CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE

 

I did it. At long last, Atmosfear was finally and truly gone. A part of me was skeptical at first, but seeing that notification confirmed it for me. The journey I’d started what seemed like an eternity ago now had finally ended.

The golden aura surrounding my body faded at the same time, which was a sign that the buff that Sally had given me had worked. That was fine. There were no more enemies to fight. I could finally relax for a while.

“Is he really gone, boss?” said Cy. He and Sally had walked up to me without me even noticing, with Cy standing on my left and Sally on my right.

“Hmm?” I said, snapping out of my thoughts. I nodded. “He is. I’m not sure you can respawn after dying in the Waiting Room.”

“Yay!” said Cy, throwing his hands into the air. “Once we restore Capes Online, we need to throw a party. I’ll call it the Biggest Party in Capes Online Ever and literally EVERYONE will be invited!”

“That’s … nice, Cy,” I said after a moment of hesitation, “but don’t you think we should first focus on actually bringing Capes Online back rather than jumping ahead of ourselves by a planning a huge party? As it is, it would be a rather small party with just the three of us.”

Cy lowered his arms, a frown on his face. “You’re right. Three people is not a party, despite what common wisdom suggests.” He put a hand on his head. “So, if Paradox is right, then I have the whole world in my head. Doesn’t really feel like it, though. My head feels as empty as ever.”

I stroked my chin in thought, deciding not to point out that Cy had inadvertently insulted himself again. “The real question is how do we access those files? It’s not like we can just crack your skull open and dig out the files that way.”

Cy put his hands on his head protectively. “Please don’t crack my skull open. I want Capes Online back as much as anyone, but not if that means having to die.”

“Maybe I can help,” said Sally. “I remember a lot of stuff I forgot. Let’s see if this works …”

Sally walked up to Cy and put a hand on his head. Cy suddenly went stiff as a board and his eyes began glowing the familiar green I’d come to associate with the Foundational Files of Capes Online. Sally’s hand was glowing the same color, while her eyes were narrowed as she focused on finding the files.

Then, without warning, two beams of light fired from Cy’s eyes. They projected a simple message into the air, which read thus:

Restore Capes Online from backup files? Y/N

“Really?” I said. “It’s that simple.”

“Looks like it,” said Sally. “It was easy to find the files in Cy’s head.”

“Weird,” I said. “I figured it would take more effort to find them. Like, I expected a password at least.”

“Same here, but I’m not complaining,” said Sally. She looked at me. “When I hit ‘Y,’ I have no idea what will happen. I mean, I know Capes Online will be restored—probably right up to the time Paradox deleted everything—but I’m not sure what the consequences of that will be. I’m not sure anything like this has ever happened before.”

“Yeah,” Cy said suddenly. “And just one warning: If you guys go through with this, I might lose my memories.”

I looked at Cy in surprise. “What, really? How come you didn’t tell us this before?”

“Because I didn’t even know I had Capes Online in my head before, boss,” said Cy without looking at me. “It’s the way the D.E.S. put the backup files in my head. If we restore Capes Online, I might forget, well, everything except maybe my name and the like. I mean, I might not, but the chances of me getting my memory totally wiped are pretty high.”

I bit my lower lip and glanced at the words projected on the air. “Perhaps there’s another way to—”

“No,” said Cy, shaking his head. “This is the only way to do this, boss. I’ll be fine. You should focus more on bringing everyone back to life. I’d like to keep my memories, but one of the beautiful things about memories is that you can always make new ones.”

“So you’re okay with us restoring Capes Online from your mind?” I said. “Even if that means risking your memories?”

“Yep,” said Cy. “I’m not as brave as you, boss, but I’m still a Hero, and Heroes always place their lives on the line for others. Maybe this will make up for all of the horrible things Huntsman had me do when I was his Sidekick, anyway.”

I bit my lower lip. I didn’t like the idea of permanently erasing Cy’s memory, but I could tell Cy was not in the mood to argue about it. In fact, I was surprised by how strongly Cy insisted on doing this. He was not as strong as me, but right now his rigid iron will was not something I wished to find myself on the wrong side of.

So I nodded and said, “All right, Cy. We’ll do it. But once Sally hits ‘Y,’ then we won’t be able to reverse the process. Okay?”

“Got it, boss,” said Cy, giving me the thumbs up. “I’m ready when you guys are.”

I nodded once more and then looked at Sally. “Do it.”

With a final nod, Sally held out her hand and clicked ‘Y’.

-

Full system restore in process … 10% complete … 25% complete … 34% complete … 58% complete … 100% complete. Dynamic Environment System is back online. Respawn reactivated. All other suspended features reactivated automatically.

I blinked. One moment, Cy, Sally, and I were standing in the Waiting Room all by ourselves. In the next, we were back in the ruins of the Adventure Mall, the acrid scent of smoke and blood filling our nostrils.

We were not alone. Lennox, Gears, Targetman, Recover, Dillo, and their Sidekicks were all still present. They were stuck in the same poses that they had been when Paradox deleted everything. Even Frostbite was still here, a bewildered look on his face as he stared up at the sky. In fact, all of us were looking up at the sky, probably because that had been the very last thing any of us did before Paradox deleted everything.

“What … what just happened?” said Dillo, his eyes still fixed on the sky. “Paradox’s face was in the sky, right? And then he said ‘Delete,’ didn’t he? Or was I imagining that?”

Recover put her hands on her head and groaned. “I’m not sure, but I have a splitting headache. Feels like the time I accidentally fell off my bike when I was a kid and hit my head against the sidewalk, only much worse.”

“Recover, Dillo?” I said, stepping over to them. “Are you guys all right?”

Dillo looked at me in bewilderment. “Uh, yeah, I guess so. I mean, aside from the fact that we are in the middle of a war for our lives and can’t log off.”

“Aside from my headache, yeah, I think I’m fine,” said Recover. “Why are you asking? Did something happen?”

A big smile broke out across my face. I looked over at Sally, who was also smiling now. “It worked!”

“What worked?” said Gears in annoyance. She brushed some dust off of her goggles. “And where is Atmosfear? Wasn’t he here just, like, a second ago?”

“And Paradox,” said Targetman. He had somehow managed to walk over to use without making a sound, though he kept glancing at the sky visible through the gap in the ceiling above. “Paradox had gotten control of Capes Online. He said ‘Delete.’ Why are we all still standing here?”

“That’s because—” I shook my head. “Look, it’s a long story, but you just need to know one thing: Paradox is gone. For good.”

“And Atmosfear?” said Recover. “Is he gone for good, too?”

“I … yes,” I said, though I found myself thinking about Atmosfear’s final comments, which made no sense to me. “He’s also gone.”

“Really?” said Dillo. “Well, that explains why he doesn’t seem to be around here.”

“But how did you get rid of Paradox and Atmosfear?” said Gears. “I insist on an explanation. I hate not knowing things.”

“There will be time for explanations later,” I said. “For now, we need to—”

I suddenly stopped speaking when I remembered Cy and looked around until I spotted my Sidekick lying on the floor several feet away. He was so still he might have been dead if his Health bar wasn’t full.

Without saying a word, I ran over to Cy and knelt beside him. Shaking his shoulders, I said, “Cy, wake up, buddy. Can you hear me? Cy?”

Cy’s eyes flickered open. They were awake and aware, which caused me to breathe a sigh of relief, but when he looked up at me, he did not seem to recognize me.

“Cy?” said Cy, blinking. “What does that mean? And who are you, anyway? I don’t recognize you.”

I gulped. Cy had warned us that restoring Capes Online might delete his memory, but I didn’t think it would delete that much of his memory. And I didn’t like the accusatory tone he used, either. It meant that it would not be as easy to reintroduce myself to Cy as I originally thought.

Taking a deep breath, I held out a hand. “My name is Winter. I am a Hero. Specifically, I am your Hero. We’ve worked together for a long time. We’re a team.”

Cy stared blankly at my hands. “Huh. It does say that you are my Hero, but I don’t remember you. Or any of these other people. Or even where I am. What the heck is going on here?”

“It’s a very, very long story,” I said, “of which you play a really important part. We don’t really have time to go into it right now, though. We have some more important things to do.”

“Hmmm,” said Cy, stroking his chin. “You know, I’m not entirely sure I trust you all that much. You might be a Hero, but I know from experience that Heroes can be jerks. Maybe I want to go and find some other Hero to hang out with.”

I sighed deeply. It looked like Cy had become a jerk in addition to losing his memories. “Sorry, Cy, that’s not how the Sidekick System works. You yourself explained it to me all the way back on my first day here, that Sidekicks can only be fired by their Hero or Villain but can’t quit. I hope you didn’t forget that, too.”

Without warning, a mischievous smile spread across Cy’s face. “Oh, I remember that. I was just seeing if you did or not, boss.”

Bewildered, I said, “Wait, what? Do you remember me after all?”

“Sure!” said Cy brightly. He hopped to his feet and struck a pose. “I would never forget you, boss, or Sally or Recover or Dillo or anyone else. Especially not the hot ladies. No way I can forget them.”

Scowling, I said, “You mean you didn’t actually lose your memories at all when we restored Capes Online?”

“Not a single one!” Cy announced loudly for all to hear. “Actually, I feel even better than I did before. I think the backup must have been giving me lag or something because now I feel like I can run a thousand miles without breaking a sweat.”

Rising to my feet, I said, “Then why the heck did you act like you didn’t remember me or where we were?”

Folding his hands behind his back, Cy said, in a falsely innocent tone, “I just wanted to see how you would react. That’s all.”

I was torn between feeling relief that Cy had managed to retain his memory after all and wanting to murder Cy there and then for messing with my emotions like that.

But I soon forgot about my annoyance with Cy when I heard Recover shout, “Someone, stop him!”

Startled, I looked over and saw Frostbite running over to me. Frostbite bowled me and Cy aside, knocking us both to the floor without even slowing down to check on us.

“Where’s he going?” said Cy, pushing himself on his arms and watching Frostbite run. “Is he trying to get away?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. I pointed. “Look, he’s running toward the Fountain of Luck!”

That was true. Frostbite was running toward the Fountain of Luck like his life depended on it. He came to a screeching halt at the lip of the Fountain and pulled an entire bag full of coins out of his item inventory, which he raised over the Fountain like it was a bomb he was about to drop.

“You might have killed Paradox and Atmosfear, but the Paradox Legion will continue to survive,” Frostbite snarled. “Once I dump all of this money into the Fountain of Luck, I will become so lucky that even the most powerful Heroes won’t be able to stop me!”

With that, Frostbite undid the money bag’s string and tipped over his bag of coins. Right before the coins could fall into the water, however, a gigantic fireball—easily the biggest I’d seen yet—crashed down through the opening in the ceiling and slammed into Frostbite, instantly consuming him in one blow. Frostbite yelled in sheer agony before the roar of the flames overcame whatever noises he made.

A couple of seconds later, the flames dissipated, revealing that nothing was left of Frostbite and his money aside from a pile of ashes, causing this notification to appear in my view:

[Anti-Hero+ Busker Burn] killed [Villain Frostbite]!

A second later, Busker fell through the ceiling and landed on his feet next to the pile of ash that had once been Frostbite. Busker sent the ashes scattering to the wind when he landed, some of them even falling into the waters of the Fountain, though Busker didn’t seem to pay much attention to it. He just stood up and smiled at us from behind his red sunglasses.

“Thank you, thank you,” said Busker, bowing at the rest of us. “That was my hit single, ‘Burn the Bad Guy,’ now in stores wherever music is sold!”

“You kill Frostbite in one hit,” said Recover in a slightly breathless voice. “Wow.”

Busker shrugged. “What can I say? Fire beats Ice every time. Plus, no way was I going to let my brother’s evil clone continue to live. He’s kind of a jerk.”

Snapping out of my shock, I rose to my feet, dusting myself off as I looked at the pile of ash that had once been Frostbite. “But you only killed him, right? He’s not deleted or terminated. Which means he will respawn at some point.”

“True, but hey, at least he’s dead and can’t hurt anyone right now,” said Busker with a shrug. He looked around quickly. “By the way, where exactly are Paradox and Atmosfear, anyway?”

Before I could answer, I heard a loud bell ringing in my ears, followed by a large notification with a glowing golden border appearing in my vision:

SYSTEM NOTICE

The War between the Winter League and the Paradox Legion is over! With the Legion’s Captain killed, the Winter League is now officially the winner of the War!

REWARDS: 100,000+ EXP for all Winter Leaguers, plus x4 to all points gained upon level up!

I gaped and suddenly received several more personal notifications in a row:

Level up! You are now Level 38. +16 SPs, +8 PPs, and +8 UPs. EXP to next Level: 65,980.

Congratulations! The Winter League has won its first War under your leadership. The Winter League’s reputation has increased from ‘Unknown’ to ‘Famous’!

For winning the War, you receive +1,000 Fame! Your reputation is now ‘Everyone Knows Your Name.’ Now everyone in Capes Online, from the lowliest Civilians to the most powerful Heroes, will instantly recognize you. Brand new opportunities, missions, benefits, and more await you in the world beyond Adventure City!

“Whoa,” said Cy, who seemed to have gotten some of the same notifications as me, “did anyone get the notification saying that we just won the freaking War?”

“All of us did,” said Targetman. “Interesting. Atmosfear must truly be dead if it says we won the War. And despite how long I’ve been playing Capes Online, this is the first time I’ve ever been part of a League that won a War.”

“This is great!” said Cy, throwing his hands into the air. “Let’s throw a big party! Everyone—and I do mean everyone—is invited! Let’s get everyone in Capes Online to come to the Mall for the biggest party in the entire game!”

Smiling, I dismissed the notifications and said to Cy, “Sorry, Cy, but I think the party will have to wait for now. Although we might have won the War, we still caused quite a bit of damage. It’s going to take a long time for Adventure City to recover, even if we all chip in and help.”

Cy’s shoulders slumped. “Aw, man. Seems like everyone just wants to ruin my fun.”

I chuckled at that, but then Gears said, “Yeah, but before we do the Hero thing and start helping people, I’d like to know exactly what happened. How did you beat Paradox and Atmosfear? I don’t want to hear it later. I want to hear it now.”

I sighed, but still smiled. “All right, then. It’s kind of a long story, but that’s fine. I’ll try to keep it to the basics, but trust me, you definitely won’t believe what happened, because I hardly believe it myself.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX

 

One week later …

 

I walked up the newly-repaired front steps of the Adventure Mall, which were made of solid marble that shone in the sun overhead. I carried a huge bag of groceries in my arms, having gotten everything on the list that Sally had asked me to find. It had taken a while—especially the mayonnaise—but when you were as a famous as me, you never had trouble from either the store employees or even your fellow customers in finding exactly what you wanted. And the 20% discount the clerk gave me on everything, with me even asking for it, was another nice bonus of having a high Fame Stat. Looked like being the most famous player in all of Capes Online had its benefits.

Pushing the doors open, I shouted in the wide atrium, “Sally, I’m home!”

“Welcome back!” Sally called back, her voice coming from the Mall Office on the other side of the lobby. “Why don’t you give them over to Cy and let him put them away? I want to talk to you about something.”

Before I could respond to that, Cy appeared out of nowhere and snatched the groceries out of my hands. “Thanks, boss! Looks like you got everything on the list. We’re having spaghetti tonight!”

Cy rushed away from me before I could stop him, heading across the nearly empty lobby to one of the stores we had converted into a kitchen for our personal use. I watched him go with a smile on my face nonetheless before shaking my head and making my way to the Mall Office. I passed the Fountain of Luck on my way there, paused, and glanced at it.

With a shrug, I said, “Ah, heck. Why not?”

Pulling a credit out of my pocket, I flipped the coin into the Fountain but didn’t stop to see it splash into the water. I did, however, stop when I got this notification all of a sudden:

It’s your lucky day! Today, chance has bestowed exactly 1 Luck Point just for you! It is automatically added to your Luck Stat, bringing your total Luck up to 3! Check out how many Luck Points you have by navigating to your character screen!

I both smiled and sighed in exasperation when I read that notification. I really could have used that Luck Point back during the ‘Blackout War,’ as most people were starting to call it, but I guess even my Luck wasn’t that good. I wondered if this was simply the natural result of the D.E.S. working again or if the D.E.S. was deliberately trolling me. Either way, I really couldn’t complain. More Luck never hurt even when you didn’t need it.

Shaking my head, I made my way to the Mall Office and poked my head into the room. “Hi, Sally. I’m home. Want to—”

I stopped speaking when I saw that Sally was not alone. Sally sat on the opposite side of the desk, but sitting across from her was a Hispanic man in a nice suit that I had never seen before. He was fairly tall, with a buzz cut and a clean-shaven face that made him look even younger than me. When he heard me enter the room, he looked over his shoulder and smiled. “Hi there, Nyle. Long time, no see.”

I frowned and read the man’s nametag, which read [DIRECTOR HERNANDEZ]. “Director Hernandez? Who the heck are you?”

Hernandez’s grin became even bigger. “Don’t recognize me? It’s me, Audionator.”

“Audionator?” I said. “But you don’t look like Audionator.”

“Audionator is my personal Capes Online character,” said Hernandez, folding his arms in front of his chest. “This is my Avatar, provided by the Department of VR. Not as cool-looking, but I can’t say no to virtual invincibility and the ability to kill anyone with one hit.”

“But what’s up with the Director title?” I said. “Wasn’t Chuck the Director?”

Hernandez’s smile was replaced by a serious frown. “A lot has changed in the real world since we last spoke. Which is why I am here. No one has spoken to you since the Blackout War, right?”

I nodded. That was underestimating it. When the rest of the League learned that they could finally log out again, practically everyone logged out at once. Nor had anyone logged back on even once since then. Though Adventure City was still full of NPCs, it felt very empty without the ever-present crowds of players running through the streets fighting Criminals or completing missions. Even my friends hadn’t contacted me since then. It had been kind of nice, though, because the drop in player activity had meant I could relax for a little while. I did wonder, though, if I would ever see anyone again or if they had all logged off for good. I hoped not because I missed everyone quite a bit.

Stepping into the Office, I walked around to the other side of the desk and sat down on a stool next to Sally. Leaning forward, I said, “Right. I haven’t heard from anyone since everyone logged off at the same time. Surprised you, of all people, decided to show up and tell me what’s going on.”

Hernandez shrugged. “Part of my new job is keeping in contact with all of the Project Second Life participants. I am going to speak to the other American participants once I’m done talking to you. I decided to talk to you first since I know you better than the others, plus I have a few updates that will be of special interest to you in particular.”

Then Hernandez looked around suddenly. “Say, where’s your brother, by the way? I didn’t see him when I got here.”

“He left for Far Town yesterday,” I said. “That’s the city he’s originally from. Said he needs to visit his Base and get his stuff before relocating here permanently.”

Hernandez nodded. “I see. Well, as long as you keep track of him, that’s what matters. Busker technically isn’t a part of Project Second Life, so we can’t actually track him. I’m trusting you to keep an eye on him for us.”

I grinned. “Are you saying I’m supposed to be my brother’s keeper? Is that it?”

Hernandez groaned. “Please don’t make any dumb jokes about it. This is a serious matter and—”

“It’s fine,” I said, waving a hand. “I promise I will leave the dumb jokes to Cy. He’s the master of them. I’m merely the student.”

Hernandez rubbed his forehead in exasperation. “Right. Well, let’s move on. As you can tell, I am the new Director of the Department of Virtual Reality in the United States federal government. That means I’m the boss. I’m also the agent assigned to you, if only because I don’t trust Amelia not to try to murder you if I put her over you.”

“Good thinking,” I said. “What about Chuck? What happened to him?”

“He got arrested as soon as the second Blackout ended,” said Hernandez. “A bunch of FBI agents were waiting to arrest him when he got out of his GamePod, courtesy of your dad. I imagine Omar is going to spend the next few decades behind bars.”

I had to admit I was conflicted when I heard that. While I was glad Chuck was in jail, I still liked the guy to some degree. He might have tried to betray me, but he was still the only Department agent who had ever been decent to me. Knowing his heart condition, it seemed unlikely to me that Chuck would last even one decade behind bars, but I kept that thought to myself.

“What about SI Games?” I said. I took Sally’s hand and squeezed it. “Capes Online itself?”

That was the biggest worry Sally and I had after everyone logged off. I remembered how after the first Blackout how SI Games got hit with a ton of lawsuits, with the possibility of Capes Online itself being shut down very probable. Sally and I were worried that Capes Online might get shut down entirely after this second Blackout, which had been far worse than the first. If Capes Online got shut down, I had no idea what would happen to us, seeing as Capes Online was our world.

Hernandez leaned back in his chair. “SI Games has definitely come under fire for this second Blackout, but it’s not as grim as you would expect. A lot of players have come out in defense of SI Games, pointing out that this second Blackout wasn’t their fault. Quite a few players are even pointing to you as the reason why any of them are still alive at all. You’re starting to become as famous in the real world as you are in Capes Online, Nyle.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. “That’s a relief.”

“I wouldn’t relax just yet, though,” said Hernandez. “Like the first Blackout, this second one was a global event. A lot of countries have decided to ban the ownership of GamePods entirely as a way to avoid putting their citizens’ lives in danger. Not to mention there’s talk about taking Capes Online away from SI Games and putting it firmly under the control of the UN.”

I shook my head. “That isn’t going to make Capes Online safer.”

“I know that, but it’s an idea people are talking about and there’s a chance it might happen,” said Hernandez. “I doubt it will happen, but either way, Capes Online appears to be safe at the moment, meaning you guys don’t have to worry about getting deleted, at least for now.”

That ‘at least for now’ bit was hardly reassuring, but I still hugged Sally in excitement anyway. Good news was good news and frankly we were willing to take it no matter where it came from.

“Project Second Life itself is going to remain active,” said Hernandez. “But there will be changes to it, chiefest among them being the Project going public.”

Startled, I looked at Hernandez and said, “Project Second Life going public? What do you mean?”

“Exactly what I said,” said Hernandez. “President Nelson and the other world leaders in charge of Project Second Life are planning to reveal it to the public. They’ve decided that enough time has been spent working on the Project that it should be safe for the public to know about.”

“Including the mind-to-game transfer process?” I questioned. “Is that wise?”

Hernandez shrugged again. “No clue. It doesn’t help that rumors about Project Second Life are spreading like wildfire through the Internet, probably thanks to the fact that you told all your friends about it. Which is just going to make my job harder going forward, so thanks for that, Nyle. I really appreciate it.”

I wasn’t sure how to feel about Project Second Life going public. On one hand, I liked the idea of our government finally being transparent with the people, but at the same time, I wondered how society would react when people found out about it was possible to upload a human mind to a computer. Guess there was only one way to find out.

“The President and the other world leaders are holding a joint press conference at the UN next week to announce the Project to the media,” said Hernandez. He adjusted his tie. “If I were you, I would get ready, because once the world knows about Project Second Life, things are going to change. Permanently.”

“No doubt,” I agreed. I squeezed Sally’s hand again. “And Sally and I will be prepared for it. Right, Sally?”

“Always, Nyle,” said Sally. “If we can beat Paradox and Atmosfear, then I think we can deal with the public knowing about us.”

“Right,” said Hernandez. “That’s a good segue to my next topic: Atmosfear. He’s still around.”

Sally and I froze in place. Not literally, of course, but might as well have been for how still we became. Even my blood seemed to freeze when I heard Hernandez say that.

“Atmosfear is still alive?” I said. “But I killed him with my own hands. I saw him die. I even got a notification telling me that he perished.”

“I know, but Department spies in the Villain underworld have reported seeing him and his Sidekick, Giggles, working among the various criminal gangs that have arisen since the end of the Blackout War,” said Hernandez. “He’s as impossible to track as always, but he’s definitely still around. He probably won’t come after you guys anytime soon, though, because the Paradox Legion is no more and we’ve managed to round up most of his former allies, such as Huntsman and Cinders, for example. He might be working with NPC Villains, but we’re not sure.”

I clenched my other fist tightly when Hernandez said that. Even so, I couldn’t genuinely say I was surprised. I had suspected Atmosfear might have returned in the Restoration, as we came to call the restoration of Capes Online. He had just ‘died,’ after all, not getting deleted or terminated. I also agreed with Hernandez that Atmosfear would likely not come after me or my friends anytime soon, but I still made a mental note to put together a Team to hunt him down anyway. Even without Paradox, Atmosfear was a threat in his own right who needed to be taken down.

“Frostbite is also still missing and active,” said Hernandez. “We found his Sidekick, Strings, but Strings apparently isn’t his Sidekick anymore and is now just a normal Civilian who doesn’t know where Frostbite is or what he’s planning. We’re not sure if Frostbite and Atmosfear are still working together or not, but the evidence so far suggests they aren’t. Our spies are still searching for them and we will keep you updated on our hunt as that progresses.”

I nodded. I knew about Frostbite already, even though I hadn’t seen him since the end of the Blackout War. “And what about my parents?”

“Your dad told your mom about you and your brother,” said Hernandez. “Justice Maxwell said you should expect a visit from him and your mom sometime within the next week, before the UN press conference. I imagine they’ll message you sometime before then to let you know they’re coming.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said. “And what about Funky?”

“Homer Sitterson?” said Hernandez. “He was found dead in his GamePod shortly after the end of the Blackout War. The media says he was one of the casualties of the second Blackout. No one, aside from us, knows the role he played in stopping Paradox. Ownership of SI Games is still up in the air but is probably going to one of the board members, since Sitterson didn’t have a child to inherit his business. His funeral was yesterday.”

I pursed my lips. Sitterson did have a child—Paradox—but of course, he didn’t have an actual flesh-and-blood child to succeed him. “I wish I could have at least seen footage of his funeral.”

“I went,” said Hernandez. “It was nice. I’ll see if I can send you footage of the event for your own sake.”

I nodded. “Thanks. I would appreciate that.”

“Actually …” Hernandez hesitated. “There is news going around that Sitterson did have a child, a young girl named Hannah Williams, who says she should be allowed to inherit his business because he was her dad. Only problem is that Hannah is a digital being, which makes her inheriting the company somewhat … complicated, to put it lightly.”

“Hannah?” I said. I groaned. “Not her. If Hannah ends up in control of SI Games—”

“That could be fun,” Sally said. “She’s such a sweet, innocent girl. That would be a big responsibility for her, though, given how young she is.”

“I see you two know her already,” said Hernandez. “I am doubtful she will be allowed to inherit the company, given how she’s a digital being, but you never know. When Project Second Life goes public next week, who knows what will happen?’

I nodded again, but deep down I really didn’t like the idea of Hannah controlling SI Games. She was not a horrible person, but she was definitely a troll and I suspected she would be more than willing to use SI Games to troll me if she ever got control of it.

“So that’s about it,” said Hernandez, flicking through invisible screens we couldn’t see. “Other than that, things are fine. Could be better—and there’s still a ton of work to do—but fine otherwise. Certainly better than the Blackout, anyway”

“Thanks for the updates,” I said. “I really appreciate it. Truly. My access to the real world is still very limited, so I rely on news from you and other people to know what’s going on.”

“Yeah, I will fix that as soon as I log off,” said Hernandez. “Director Johnson only put those limitations on you to keep Project Second Life a secret. Since the Project’s going public anyway, there’s no reason to keep you from talking to people in the real world. Think of it as a favor from me.”

“Thanks,” I said in surprise. “That’s surprisingly generous of you.”

“Don’t mention it,” said Hernandez. He rose from his seat. “Anyway, it’s time for me to go. I have four other Project Second Life participants to speak to, which I am kind of dreading, but oh, well. It’s part of the job, so I might as well do it. See you guys later.”

With that, Hernandez disappeared, seemingly teleporting to whatever other part of Capes Online he needed to go to.

When Hernandez disappeared, I let out a sigh of relief. “Glad he’s gone. I like Hernandez all right, but I still don’t trust the government that much.”

“Now you know why I’m always ranting about whatever dumb politicians are doing,” said Sally with a laugh. “Right?”

“I’m still not into politics, but I guess you have a point,” I said. I pulled Sally closer, putting an arm around her shoulders. “Guess we’ll just have to keep on keeping on like we’ve always been doing. At some point we will need to hunt down Atmosfear and Frostbite, but not until more Leaguers log back in. I don’t think I can beat both of them myself, even after all of those points I got after winning the Blackout War.”

“Fine by me,” said Sally. “I like you here better anyway. Much safer than going out on the streets fighting a bunch of crazy Villains who want you dead.”

“I agree,” I said. “And anyway, we still need to get our wedding planned.”

Sally looked at me in surprise. “Our wedding? But you haven’t proposed to me yet.”

“I already proposed to you back in the real world,” I said with a wink. “And since we’re both technically not dead, this means our engagement is still on. Unless you don’t want to marry me anymore, that is.”

A huge smile broke on Sally’s face. “Of course I still want to marry you! Let’s invite everyone in the Winter League.”

An equally large smile broke across my face. “Good to know. Now that we’ve got some time, we can actually talk about setting a date, finding a wedding planner, and—”

The door to the Office burst open and Cy staggered in, clutching what looked like a letter in his hands. “Boss! Big news! The mail is here!”

Startled by Cy’s sudden appearance, I relaxed when I saw it was him and glared at him in annoyance. “Yes, Cy. The mail comes in every day. You know where the bills go.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about,” said Cy. He held up a black, fancy-looking letter. “You got a special letter from someone called ‘Aeno.’ Looks like an invite.”

“An invite?” I said. “An invite to what?”

Cy threw the enveloped at me, which I caught with two fingers. “Not sure. Maybe a party? I hope not, because we still haven’t thrown the Biggest Party Ever in Capes Online yet and I don’t want someone else upstaging my awesome party.”

Ignoring Cy, I glanced at the enveloped—which had my name written on it in flowy golden letters and the name ‘Aeno,’ whatever that was, written underneath it—before ripping the envelope open and finding a card within. It was a simple but elegant card, written in a clear but flowery script that read thus:

Dear Nyle Maxwell (AKA Winter),

Congratulations! You are one of four superheroes and supervillains from across the multiverse picked to participate in the first-ever annual Tournament of Heroes. In exactly one week from today, you and three other superheroes and supervillains will be gathered together to duke it out for my amusement. You don’t even need to R.S.V.P. Simply wait on the rooftop of the Adventure Mall one week from today and my butler will come to pick you up.

From, Aeno, the King of the Multiverse

I frowned in confusion. “What the heck is the Tournament of Heroes?”

“And who is Aeno?” said Sally. “What ‘multiverse’ is he the king of?”

“This has to be some kind of dumb prank,” I said, tossing the invite aside. “Some idiot is trying to troll me with an invite to a tournament that doesn’t exist. I mean, a Tournament of Heroes? Unless this is some kind of new DLC that SI Game is going to introduce, I don’t want anything to do with it.”

“Uh, I wouldn’t be so cavalier with that invite, boss,” said Cy nervously. “I think it’s real.”

I looked up at Cy, unimpressed. “Oh? And why do you think that?”

“Because this guy delivered it to me,” said Cy.

He stepped aside, allowing a new person to enter the room. ‘Person’ was stretching it. The guy looked like a generic Gray alien wearing a butler suit, which had to be one of the weirdest things I’d ever seen in Capes Online. Even weirder, he didn’t have a nametag above his head. He also smelled like roses for some reason, despite his slimy skin.

“Hello, there, Hero Winter,” said the alien with a bow. “I am Sigil, the butler of Aeno, the King of the Multiverse.”

I stared at Sigil uncomprehendingly before glancing at the invite on the floor. “Wait … you mean this is actually real?”

Standing upright, Sigil nodded. “That is correct, Hero Winter. I am simply here to make sure that you received your invite and that you will be on the roof of the Adventure Mall exactly one week from today in anticipation of the Tournament. King Aeno expects it.”

“I … guess so?” I said uncertainly. “But what is the Tournament of Heroes? Who are the other competitors? What, exactly, are we competing for?”

Sigil smirked. “I can’t tell you all the details of the Tournament just yet, but I can tell you one thing: The Tournament of Heroes exists to determine, once and for all, just the greatest hero in the multiverse is.”

-
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