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  CHAPTER ONE


   


  Eighteen years ago …


   


  “Project Revival is dead,” said the voice over the laptop. “It’s over. Finished. We are done.”


  Those words hung in the air like the webs of a spider in the corners of the ceiling. It was rather impressive when you considered how the two men sitting around the small metal table in the center of the room were the room’s only two inhabitants.


  One of the men was a young man in his twenties. Though athletic and well-built, he was obviously not the kind of man who could be mistaken for an athlete. His messy brown hair, thick horn-rimmed glasses, and sharp, piercing gaze told of a man who was more at home behind a computer screen attempting to work out complex programming problems than a man who liked to play touch football on the weekends. His white lab coat even made him look like a scientist, though the insect-like helmet on his lap and gauntlets covered with buttons made it clear he was not ‘just’ a scientist.


  Sitting across from him was another curious figure. Unlike the young man, this man was clad head to foot in a suit of black and silver armor that looked like something from the Middle Ages, except updated to modern times. Blue eyes glowed from within the eye holes in the helmet, while a sword was sheathed at his side. He looked more machine than man, which was a lot truer than it first seemed.


  In between them sat a bulky laptop computer. Its screen showed no face, but instead a black background with the word ‘BENEFACTOR’ in all capital letters written on it. The laptop itself was hooked up to a couple of high-tech speakers designed to make the voice’s words clearer, as well as hooked up to a microphone to allow the two men to speak to it. Or rather, to the faceless man on the other side whom neither of them had actually seen but had worked together with closely over the last year or so.


  “It’s official?” said the man in the white lab coat, looking at the laptop.


  “Indeed it is, Genius,” said the voice on the other end. “I just sent out an email to all workers to cease all cloning operations and shut down every Vault in the country, with orders to seal each Vault securely and ensure their entrances are well-hidden from curious eyes.”


  “What about the Vaultwork?” said the man in the black armor in a monotone voice unlike that of a robot.


  “It will remain active, but closed off from the wider Internet, Mecha Knight,” said the voice. “We don’t want a repeat of what happened with Holly.”


  The armored knight, Mecha Knight, nodded curtly. “Of course.”


  “It’s quite sad,” said the voice. “When we first started this project, I really believed we would advance humankind’s scientific understanding. Think of how much the world would change if we had perfected the cloning process.”


  “A world where supervillains could infinitely clone themselves to repeat their crimes, time and again?” said Genius. He was doodling on a piece of paper, though it was clear from his comment he was paying close attention to the conversation. “That is not a world I want to live in, Benefactor.”


  The voice—belonging to a man known only as Benefactor—chuckled. “Come now, Genius. If you really believed that the cloning process would be used primarily by villains, you would never have agreed to lend your scientific prowess to the project in the first place.”


  Genius stopped doodling and looked at the laptop, his gaze cold. “When I first signed up for Project Revival, I was blinded by emotion. I didn’t seriously consider all of the ramifications of helping you. Now I wish I did.”


  “You have emotion?” said Benefactor in surprise. “You are even more robotic than Mecha Knight, and he’s actually a robot. No offense, Jack.”


  “None taken,” said Mecha Knight. “Although I am not entirely without emotion, either, despite my mechanical body.”


  “I am still human,” said Genius softly. He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “A human with powers, perhaps, but no less human than anyone else, still subject to the same vices and temptations as anyone.”


  “True,” said Benefactor. “You know, one of the reasons I’ve always respected you two is because of your down-to-earth personalities. Unlike some supers, you’ve always acknowledged your humanity and certainly never tried to pass yourself off as the next step in humanity’s ‘evolution’ or some crap like that.”


  “Humility is necessary in order to keep us from becoming the very villains we’ve sworn to fight,” Mecha Knight replied.


  “Agreed,” said Genius. “More than a few villains I’ve met became that way only because they didn’t acknowledge their limitations.”


  “Absolutely true,” Benefactor agreed. “Still, if things had been just a bit different, I am sure we could have perfected it. We could have beaten death itself, even.”


  Genius shook his head. “I understand what you mean, but it’s not possible. You can’t defeat death. You can put it off, but sooner or later, everyone dies. And I do mean everyone. And they don’t come back.”


  Genius put a lot of emphasis on those last two sentences to make it clear where he stood, but Benefactor simply said, in his usual chipper voice, “I guess you’re right. Maybe it was arrogant of me to assume that I could combine my wealth with the brainpower of two of the smartest men in the world to beat death. In a world where men can blow up whole cities with a thought and women can fly, I guess there are some things that can’t be changed after all.”


  “It would appear so,” said Mecha Knight, though Genius caught a hint of disappointment in his voice. “Will any of our data be made available to the medical establishment, at least? It would be a disappointment if the discoveries we made during the process went to waste.”


  “Absolutely,” said Benefactor. “I plan to personally, although anonymously, donate our research to science departments in many of the best universities in the country. Hopefully, it will result in some amazing scientific discoveries that will aid humanity.”


  “Would that really be wise?” said Genius. “The nature of our experiments were … questionable, to say the least.”


  “It will be just fine,” said Benefactor glibly. “Science must always be used for the good of humanity, which means making our knowledge available to as many people as possible. That is the only way humanity can progress to greater heights.”


  Genius nodded, though he was still slightly skeptical about it himself. “Right. Are there any last things we need to deal with before we leave?”


  “Yes, there is one last thing,” said Benefactor. “I need you and Mecha Knight to sign a nondisclosure agreement regarding your involvement in Project Revival.”


  Genius and Mecha Knight both looked down at the sheets of paper in the center of the table that were in a folder. Mecha Knight took his first and scanned the contract, while Genius took his and looked it over curiously.


  “An NDA?” said Genius, looking at the laptop again. “Why do we need to sign these?”


  “Because I don’t want the details about Project Revival to leak out to the rest of the world,” said Benefactor. “It would be very dangerous if the Vaults—and the knowledge contained within them—were to fall into the wrong hands, wouldn’t you say?’


  Genius nodded. He pulled a pen out of his coat pocket and signed his name along the bottom of the NDA. “Very well. I have no intention of speaking about this Project to anyone. What about you, Mecha Knight?”


  Mecha Knight hesitated for a second, but then he pulled out his own pen and scratched his name along the line at the bottom. “Fine. I can live with not telling anyone about this.”


  “Very good,” said Benefactor. “You two can leave your NDAs here. My assistant will stop by later to pick them up and deliver them to me. We’ll send you your copies in the mail later on.”


  Genius and Mecha Knight both pushed their NDAs back to the middle of the table and then Genius said, “Is that it, then? Are we finally done?”


  “I believe so,” said Benefactor. “That is, unless either of you have some last issues we need to address?”


  “No,” said Genius as Mecha Knight shook his head. “I don’t think so.”


  “Excellent,” said Benefactor. “Well, I must say it has been a great honor working alongside you two over this last year. Despite the ultimate failure of this project, I believe the knowledge we learned from will help science advance into new frontiers. This is likely the last time I will speak to either of you ever again, but I wish you two the best of luck in all your future endeavors. Thank you.”


  With that, the word ‘BENEFACTOR’ on the screen was replaced by a message stating ‘CONNECTION TERMINATED.’


  Genius looked at Mecha Knight. “What do you think, Jack?”


  Mecha Knight folded his hands on the table. “I think I will be glad to be back on Hero Island. The others are probably wondering where we are.”


  “Same here,” said Genius. “Ashley is probably worried about me. Kevin has been more of a handful than we thought and he isn’t even a year old yet.”


  “Children are a lot of work, aren’t they?” said Mecha Knight idly. “I don’t have any myself, but my sister has a few and I am surprised she ever gets anything done given how much effort they require.”


  “I can barely get anything done with Kevin around,” said Genius, shaking his head. “Every time I sit down to work, he cries. And even stranger, he only stops crying when I hold him and not Ashley, at least most of the time.”


  “I guess he’s going to be a daddy’s boy, isn’t he?” said Mecha Knight.


  “Most likely,” said Genius. Then he frowned and looked at the NDAs they just signed. “I’m glad Project Revival is over, honestly. I’m not a religious man, but I am starting to think that there are things humans are just not meant to mess with.”


  “I can hardly argue with you about that,” said Mecha Knight. He pressed a hand against his chest. “But I can’t say I am not a little disappointment, for reasons you understand. If Project Revival had worked …”


  “If it had worked, Jake would have remembered me,” said Genius. “He didn’t. What we cloned—created—wasn’t Jake. If Project Revival had gone on, I am sure it would have harmed you as well.”


  Mecha Knight lowered his hand. “Perhaps you’re right. This body of mine has served me well so far, but I miss feeling human.”


  “Like aches and pains after you get beat up by a supervillain who can bench press a mack truck?” said Genius, rubbing his shoulder.


  Mecha Knight shook his head. “No, I don’t miss that. It’s the small things. Water on my lips. Drinking a hot cup of coffee on a cold winter morning. Feeling another human being’s skin against my own. This body saved me from death, but I sometimes wonder at what cost.”


  “Life is better than death, Jack,” said Genius. “If we hadn’t built your body, you would be dead now.”


  “True,” said Mecha Knight. “This way, I guess I’ll live forever until someone accidentally deletes my consciousness, I suppose.”


  “Don’t look at it that way,” said Genius. “There are a lot of people who would gladly trade their life for yours. You still have a role to play, both in the Neohero Alliance and the world at large, regardless of what body you have.”


  Mecha Knight nodded, although he didn’t seem entirely convinced by Genius’ argument. “You’re right. I probably shouldn’t worry about it so much.”


  Genius smiled. He stood up and picked up his helmet, holding under his arm. “Well, I’d say it’s about time for us to go. I told Ashley I would be back home in time for dinner and you know how she gets when I’m late.”


  Mecha Knight also stood up. “Don’t worry. I’ve seen what happens Ashley when she gets angry. I understand.”


  Genius nodded and the two of them walked toward the door. Genius opened it and allowed Mecha Knight to leave first, but he paused before leaving and looked over his shoulder one last time at the laptop that had been Benefactor’s only connection to them. The ‘CONNECTION TERMINATED’ message was still displayed on the screen and Genius wondered for a moment if he would ever see Benefactor again.


  Probably not, Genius thought, shaking his head and closing the door behind him. He sounds so old that I bet he’s going to die sometime soon. In some ways, that’s sad, but like I said, you can’t escape death. Eventually, it catches you … and never lets go.




  CHAPTER TWO


   


  Eighteen years later …


   


  I will admit it: I really thought that Blizzard and I were finally going to get that night out together that we’d been planning for months.


  I shouldn’t have, honestly. After all, I was a superhero. It didn’t matter if I wanted to take a month, a week, or even a day off from my work. Someone or something would happen that would force me back into action, usually against my will. And it was usually in the form of a ‘someone’ who had some kind of grudge against me or was trying to do something bad.


  Luckily, I had my girlfriend, who was also a superhero, with me this time, but I could tell even without talking to her that Blizzard was annoyed. She’d been looking forward to this date even more than me and now it was being interrupted by a man made out of concrete.


  Flying in the air, I looked down at the supervillain known as Mixer. He was a big guy who looked like he was made entirely out of cement. His skin was rough and gray, but don’t let his bulky, awkward appearance fool you. I’d learned the hard way already that Mixer was a lot more intelligent than he let on. Probably deliberately so, but that didn’t really matter right now when he was trying to destroy an entire park and everyone within it.


  “Blizzard,” I said, tapping my earcom to keep in contact with her. “How is the evacuation effort going?”


  Blizzard’s slightly harried voice came over my earcom like a pleasant breeze. “Pretty well so far, but it’s been hectic. Lots of people are confused and scared. The big concrete walls that sprung up around the park’s perimeter aren’t helping matters.”


  I knew what she was talking about. When Mixer showed up about ten minutes ago, he had also summoned giant concrete walls all around the park’s perimeter, cutting off all avenues of escape. The only part that wasn’t blocked off by a concrete wall was the pond, but it was too deep and wide for most people to swim through. And because it was also the middle of December, the pond was also way too freaking cold for anyone to attempt to swim through, especially while wearing their heavy winter coats. It didn’t help that the park was packed due to everyone wanting to see the Christmas lights one last time before Christmas itself. Then again, that was probably why Mixer chose today to attack the park.


  “Hey, kid!” Mixer shouted at me, his voice as harsh as broken concrete. “What are you doing? Too busy talking with your girlfriend to pay attention to little ol’ me?”


  “Don’t worry, Mixer,” I said. “I haven’t forgotten about you. I just have a quick call to make and then we can get back to our date.”


  “Date?” said Blizzard over my earcom indignantly. “What about our date?”


  “It was just a joke, Blizz,” I said quickly. “Anyway, try to figure out how to get everyone past those walls. I’ll keep Mixer distracted. Oh, and if Brains and Vanish show up, tell them Mixer and I are near the center of the Park, close to the statue of William Showdown.”


  “All right,” said Blizzard. “But once I get everyone out of here, I am coming back for you, okay? So don’t get yourself killed.”


  “Don’t worry, Blizz,” I said. “I have no intention of dying to—”


  I was interrupted by a loud ripping noise and looked down just in time to see the metal statue of William Showdown, the founder of Showdown, flying toward me like a frisbee. The statue slammed into me and knocked me out of the air, sending me crashing into a set up of Santa’s reindeer and making their light bulbs pop upon impact.


  “Now you’ll pay attention to me,” said Mixer with a growl, stomping over to me with heavy footsteps.


  Shaking my head, I lifted the statue off me and shoved it aside. I jumped to my feet and faced Mixer, who was still advancing on me with his hands balled into huge fists.


  “Hey, man, that was public property,” I said, gesturing at the fallen statue of William Showdown. “Show some respect for your ancestors.”


  “The only person I have respect for is my mama,” Mixer replied. “And she’s dead.”


  Mixer smashed his fists onto the ground. Concrete spears shot out of the ground at me, forcing me to use my super speed and dodge them easily. I then rushed up to Mixer and swung a fist at his face, but his head split in half at the last second and my punch missed.


  Then Mixer slammed both of his hands over my body and squeezed, lifting me off the ground as I gasped for air. His head reformed back into one, an evil grin on his ugly face.


  “Got you right where I want you, kid,” said Mixer. “Let’s see how long it takes for you to pop like a balloon.”


  Mixer’s grip was surprisingly strong and crushing, but I had faced worse before. With a grunt, I smashed his right arm with my fist, loosening his grip just enough for me to fly up out of his hands. I landed on the other side of the park, near the Nativity scene set up on the shore of the pond, and looked back over in time to see Mixer’s right arm already reforming thanks to his unique abilities.


  “You’re tough, kid, I’ll give you that,” said Mixer as he turned to face me. “But I’m tougher.”


  “Sure you are,” I said. “By the way, mind telling me why you’re here? I don’t see any of your Iron Ringer buddies.”


  “I quit those losers after they got their butts handed to them by a kid,” Mixer said with a sneer. “I’m what you’d call ‘independent’ now, and I decided that my first action as an independent agent was to get revenge on you for beating me a couple months ago.”


  “On Christmas?” I said. I gestured at the Nativity scene. “What would Baby Jesus say about that?”


  Mixer growled and charged toward me. He swung his heavy fists at me, but I ducked and punched him in the abdomen before jumping away out of his reach.


  “Gonna have to try harder than that to get me,” I said, waving at him mockingly. “Maybe lose a few pounds and you’ll be able to catch up with me.”


  “I don’t need to catch up with you, kid,” said Mixer as he turned to face me again. “Just outlast you. I can already tell you’re starting to wear out and you can’t kill me, either.”


  As much as I hated to admit it, Mixer had a point. I had good endurance, but this fight had been going for maybe ten minutes now. Mixer’s unique body makeup meant he could keep going almost indefinitely as long as he had some concrete to absorb, while I was still just a fleshy human who got tired and weak whenever I went too long without food and water. It didn’t help that Mixer could reform his body every time I broke something, while I didn’t have any such healing powers. In fact, even as I watched, his cracked abdomen repaired itself where I had punched him, leaving a smooth concrete surface that looked like it had been freshly poured just today.


  If Blizzard was with me, things would be different, but Blizzard was currently rounding up the park-goers and getting them to safety. Brains and Vanish were back at the Braindome, but with the thick concrete walls surrounding the place, I wasn’t sure even Vanish’s teleportation powers would allow her to get here in time. That meant I was on my own, as usual.


  “Bolt!” said Blizzard’s voice in my earcom all of a sudden. “Something’s coming your way?’


  “What?” I said, putting my hand over my earcom. “What’s coming my way?”


  “Not sure,” said Blizzard, raising her voice to be heard above what sounded like people yelling in the background. “I was building a staircase made of ice for the people to use to walk over the walls when something just flat out zoomed over the walls and destroyed my stairs.”


  “Zoomed?” I said. “Like it was running?”


  “Yeah,” said Blizzard. “Oh, and it knocked me down, too. Extremely rude.”


  “And it’s coming my way, you said?”


  “Sure looked like it,” said Blizzard. “Moved too fast for me to stop. Sorry.”


  “Don’t be,” I said, lowering my hand from my earcom. “It’s not your fault. He’s not exactly known for his politeness.”


  “Who is?” said Blizzard in confusion.


  Before I could answer Blizzard’s question, the concrete underneath my feet suddenly covered my feet like mud and hardened. Surprised, I tried to pull myself free, but found myself unable to move.


  “Stop ignoring me,” said Mixer, who I had not noticed walk up to me. “Stay right there. You can talk to your girlfriend later … at your funeral.”


  Mixer raised his right arm, which transformed into a giant hammer made out of concrete. I held up my hands to block the attack, but as it turned out, I didn’t need to.


  A black blur came out of nowhere and slammed into Mixer. Shocked, Mixer staggered backward, but before he could do anything else, the blur hit him again, each blow sending him closer and closer to the pond. Mixer tried to fight back, but he was too slow and the blur was too fast, striking him so many times that bits and pieces of concrete flew off his form.


  “What the hell?” said Mixer, his head whipping back and forth as he tried to keep up with his mysterious assailant. “Who the hell are you? Stop moving so fast for one goddamn second, you stupid—”


  Mixer didn’t get to finish his sentence because his attacker kicked his mouth off of his head. Mixer’s eyes widened in shock, but then the blur slammed into his chest so hard that Mixer staggered back several steps. He tripped over the Baby Jesus display of the Nativity scene, his arms swinging, and fell backward into the pond with a loud splash. He tried to get up, but it was obvious to me that, between his heavy concrete body sinking and the wet mud making it impossible for him to find any footing, he was not going anywhere anytime soon.


  But my attention wasn’t on Mixer anymore. Instead, I was focused on the black-clad superhero who stood before me now. He was a tall man with a lean, athletic body, his black bodysuit blending in well with his dark skin. Two harsh eyes peered out from under his mask as he eyed me with a very unimpressed look on his face.


  “Really, Bolt?” said the man, putting his hands on his hips. “Letting yourself get caught by an idiot like this? I thought you were better than that.”


  With a grunt, I yanked my feet out of their cement prisons and stepped forward. “He sneaked up on me, something I’m sure you have a lot of experience with, Black Blur.”


  Black Blur didn’t smile. “Well, at least he’s down, although I’m a bit disappointed I had to be the one to do it. Brains’ reports back to HQ have been very complimentary of your work, but I wonder if maybe he’s simply being his usual nice self in his reports.”


  I scowled. “Speaking of which, why are you here? Shouldn’t you be back on Hero Island getting ready for your reelection campaign on the Leadership Council?”


  Black Blur apparently didn’t notice my jab, because he said, “I’m glad you asked. I’m here because I’m trying to solve a mystery, which I hope you can help me solve.”


   “A mystery?” I said. “What mystery?”


  Black Blur looked at me more directly than before. “The disappearance of Mecha Knight. Because you were the last one see him, you are the one person most likely to know exactly where he is.”




  CHAPTER THREE


   


  Black Blur did not immediately explain what he meant about that. Instead, he told me it would have to wait until we got to the Braindome because first we needed to help the police get into the Showdown City Park and help the people. As much as I disliked Black Blur, I knew he had a point. Between me, him, and Blizzard, we managed to break down all of the concrete walls surrounding the park, as well as work with the police to make sure every bystander got out and search the park itself to make sure that Mixer really was alone. We also fished Mixer out of the pond and handed him over to the police, who were already getting ready to call the G-Men in order to have Mixer transported to Ultimate Max where he belonged.


  After that, the three of us returned to the Braindome. More specifically, we went to the conference room, where we found Brains and Vanish already present. Despite how rarely the conference room was used, Vanish had gone ahead and put Christmas decorations up in here, including a string of lights along the ceiling and a mini Christmas tree in the center of the table, although the mood was hardly festive as the five of us sat around the table.


  Black Blur, of course, sat at the head of the table, which was where Brains usually did. Can’t say I was surprised, given his ego. Out of all of the members of the Leadership Council—the governing body of the NHA organization as a whole—Black Blur was always my least favorite. For whatever reason, Black Blur had taken an immediate dislike to me almost as soon as we met. I wasn’t sure why, given how the two of us rarely interacted and I didn’t even meet him until he was made a Council member. I guess our personalities just didn’t gel or something.


  Still, even if I disliked him, I couldn’t deny that Black Blur was a powerful speedster. I might have been fast, but Black Blur was like a sports car to my Camero. I had never raced him before, but I was pretty sure that if I did, he’d beat me no problem even with my super speed. I was probably stronger than him, but strength didn’t mean much in a race.


  “Uh, welcome, Black Blur,” said Brains, who sat opposite me with his arm around Vanish’s shoulders. “I didn’t know you were going to be here today.”


  “You mean you didn’t get the email Lady Amazon sent you?” said Black Blur, looking at Brains curiously.


  Brains frowned and pulled out his phone. He tapped the screen a couple of times and then his eyes widened. “Oh, I did. Said I got it at 9:06 PM.”


  “Hmmm,” said Black Blur, stroking his chin. “I left Hero Island at 9:04 and got here at 9:05, so perhaps you have a slow Internet connection.”


  “Wait, you ran here all the way here from Hero Island?” said Blizzard, staring at Black Blur in absolute astonishment. “Across the water?”


  “Of course,” said Black Blur with a snort. “It’s rather easy. One time I even ran across the Atlantic Ocean to get to a Neohero Summit held in Tokyo. Took me the better part of a day to do it, but only because I wasn’t entirely used to my powers at that point and I ran into some trouble in Israel, though I still made it early, of course.”


  Blizzard looked legitimately impressed, while I just tried my hardest not to roll my eyes. I forgot how much of a braggart Black Blur could be. And even worse, he could back up his bragging, too.


  “Anyway, I’m not here to talk about the limits of my powers,” said Black Blur with a shake of his head. “I am here to discuss a far more important issue: The disappearance of Mecha Knight.”


  “Yeah, you mentioned that to me back in the park,” I said. “I didn’t know Mecha Knight disappeared in the first place.”


  “Technically, he didn’t,” said Black Blur with a shrug. “His body is still in his room on Hero Island.”


  “What do you mean his body?” said Blizzard in a worried tone. “Is he dead? Did someone steal his soul or something?”


  Uh oh. I had completely forgotten that Blizzard—and Brains and Vanish, too—had no idea that Mecha Knight was really just a soul in a robot. Though Mecha Knight had at one point been a human, when his body died, he transferred his mind into a new robot body he had built for himself. Very few people knew the truth about Mecha Knight’s body except for me, the Leadership Council, and maybe a few others. It definitely wasn’t public knowledge, that was for sure.


  Black Blur sighed like he had realized the same thing as me. “It’s a long story, but Mecha Knight isn’t actually a normal human being. When he died, his mind was downloaded into a robot he made. As a result, the Mecha Knight you know and have spoken to is not actually a flesh-and-blood human being, but he’s still very much Mecha Knight in terms of his mind and spirit.”


  Blizzard gaped and looked at me. “Bolt, did you know that?”


  I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. “Yeah.”


  “And you never told me?” said Blizzard indignantly.


  “You two can talk about your relationship problems later,” said Black Blur, although I noticed he had a very big smirk on his face when he said that. “Right now, we have far more important matters to discuss.”


  I shot Black Blur a silent ‘thank you’ with my eyes, but I knew I wasn’t entirely off the hook yet, based on the way Blizzard frowned. Still, she apparently agreed with Black Blur, because she didn’t bring it up again.


  “Can you elaborate on how Mecha Knight disappeared?” said Brains. He looked as shocked to learn about Mecha Knight’s true nature as Blizzard, as did Vanish. “You said his body is still on Hero Island. What about his mind?”


  Black Blur folded his arms in front of his chest. “That’s the thing. His body has been inactive for three months now, and we are worried something may have happened to him in the Vaultwork.”


  “The what?” said Blizzard.


  I snapped my fingers. “Oh, now I get it. The Vaultwork is the Internet-like communication system that ties all of Dad’s Vaults together. It also doubles as a full-immersion massively multiplayer virtual reality role-playing game.”


  “Say that five times fast,” Brains muttered under his breath.


  Blizzard looked at me in confusion. “How do you know what it is? Is that another secret you kept from me?”


  I bit my lower lip, trying not to lose my temper at her little jab. “While you were unconscious suffering from that incurable illness the Neo-Killer inflicted on you, I went to one of Dad’s Vaults, where I discovered the Vaultwork was a thing. I even played in it to defeat a virus that would have destroyed the Internet if she got free. Had help from Bait, Switch, and Mecha Knight to do it.”


  “I remember you telling us that Mecha Knight helped,” said Brains. He looked over at Black Blur. “Has Mecha Knight not returned?”


  “Correct,” said Black Blur. “He warned us it might be a while before he returned, but that was three months ago and we haven’t heard even one peep from him since. The Leadership Council understands that the last three people Mecha Knight spoke to before his disappearance were you, Bait, and Switch.”


  “Is that why you’re here?” I said, scratching my chin. “Because you think I might know what happened to him?”


  “Yes,” said Black Blur, nodding. “I already interviewed Bait and Switch about it. Both of them told me they have no idea what happened to him, but told me you might know. Do you?”


  I shook my head. “Sorry, Blur, but I don’t, either. I haven’t been anywhere near the Vaultwork since I left it three months ago.”


  “What did Mecha Knight last tell you before you left?” said Black Blur.


  I thought about it for a second. “He said he and Vault F’s AI, Olga, were going to continue searching the Vaultwork for threats like Holly.”


  “So he told you the same thing he told us,” said Black Blur. His shoulders slumped. “Something must have happened to him, then. There’s no way he would remain missing for that long, not without telling us why.”


  “What could have happened to him, though?” I said. “Mecha Knight was one of the most powerful characters in the game. No way he could have been killed by some in-game threat.”


  “Who said it had to be an in-game enemy?” said Brains. “What if someone from outside the Vaultwork hacked in and got him?”


  “But who could do that?” asked Vanish with a frown. “The Vaultwork isn’t accessible to the outside, right, Bolt?”


  I opened my mouth to confirm that, but then paused and thought about it. Mecha Knight had said that there were other ways into the Vaultwork that most people didn’t know about. And there was at least one man I knew of who might very well have access to the Vaultwork: Seth Richards. He was still out there somewhere, after all, even though the G-Men had been searching for him ever since the Longworth incident last month.


  “I would like to think so,” I said, “but I’m not ruling it out as a possibility.”


  “What should we do?” said Blizzard. “Should we go back into the Vaultwork to look for him?”


  “If that’s where he was last seen, then I would say so,” said Black Blur. “Unfortunately, I’ve never entered the Vaultwork myself, so I wouldn’t know where to start looking for him.”


  I held up a hand. “I’ll do it. I’ve been there before. All of my character information should still be available as well so I will be able to defend myself from in-game threats if necessary.”


  “Are you sure, Bolt?” said Brains, looking at me in concern. “We could really use your help around here, you know.”


  “I’m sure,” I said. “Mecha Knight is my friend and mentor. I’m just as worried about him as you guys are. And besides, I’m the only one here who has any experience in the Vaultwork, so I’m the most logical choice to go in and find him.”


  Black Blur pursed his lips. “I admit I can’t find any problems with your logic. You know where Vault F is, right?”


  “Of course,” I said. “I could go there right now if I—”


  Blizzard suddenly interrupted me with a loud cough. I looked at her in confusion and said, “Blizz, are you okay? That cough sounded nasty.”


  Blizzard looked at me as if I was an idiot. “Can we talk first before we go running away on another adventure? Just you and me?”


  Uh oh. I could tell she was angry, but I also didn’t dare tell her we couldn’t, so I said, “Sure, Blizz. Whatever you want to talk about.”


  “Okay,” said Blizzard. She gestured at the door. “Let’s stand outside the conference room for some privacy.” She looked at Black Blur, Brains, and Vanish. “Don’t worry. We won’t be long.”


  Blizzard stood up, grabbed my wrist, and practically dragged me out of my seat. As we walked to the door, I looked back over my shoulder at the others with a pleading expression on my face, but Black Blur just smirked, while Brains shrugged his shoulders and Vanish looked like she was praying for my life. I guess even they didn’t want to get in the way of an annoyed Blizzard, though I couldn’t blame them given how powerful she was.




  CHAPTER FOUR


   


  Outside the conference room, Blizzard let go of my wrist and turned around to face me. Although I was a few inches taller than her, her blazing blue eyes and the way she leaned toward me made me feel smaller than I was. It helped that I knew just how powerful her abilities were. She wasn’t as physically strong as me, but her ice powers were a credible threat in their own right.


  “So, uh, what did you want to talk about, Blizz?” I said, smiling as best as I could.


  “Our date,” said Blizzard. “The one that got ruined by Mixer showing up and forcing us to be superheroes.”


  I titled my head to the side in confusion. “Why’s that an issue? Sure, it sucks that we had to cut it short, but we’re superheroes. Trouble seems to follow us like a stray dog.”


  “I’m not upset about that,” said Blizzard. “I am upset that you’re so eager and willing to run off on another adventure before we’ve even had time to reschedule our date. I was hoping that after we stopped Mixer, you and I could resume our date or at least reschedule it for another time. But it seems to me like you’d rather run off and play games than do that.”


  “Play games?” I repeated. I tried not to sound angry, but I didn’t do a very good job at it. “Black Blur didn’t invite me over to his house to play video games. He needs my help finding Mecha Knight. Don’t you want to find him, too?”


  “Sure I do,” said Blizzard. She clasped her hands behind her back and stood up straight, although that didn’t make her look any less intimidating. “He’s the supervisor of the Young Neos and a mentor to me as much as he is to you. But we can’t keep doing this.”


  “Keep doing what?”


  Blizzard sighed heavily. “Letting our obligations get in the way of our relationships. It’s bad enough you were sent out here away from me, but I figured we could make long distance work with phones and stuff. But even when we get together, it seems like we’re always forced to put other things first.”


  I rubbed my arm, beginning to understand where Blizzard was coming from now. “Yeah, I think I see what you mean. It’s really easy for us to get distracted. Even when the world isn’t at stake, I do a lot of things every day that take up a lot of my time.”


  “I know,” said Blizzard. “Me, too. Still, if we’re going to do this—if we’re going to be together—then we need to be an actual couple. Actual couples do things together every now and then, you know? They get days off from their jobs to go on dates together and spend time with each other. And I feel like we really haven’t been as good about that as we should.”


  I bit my lower lip. The amount of truth in Blizzard’s words was undeniable. It reflected a lot of my own thoughts that I’d been dwelling on for a while. If I didn’t know any better, I would say Blizzard was a telepath in addition to an ice person. “You’re right. We really need to finish that date. Once I get back from the Vaultwork—”


  “Once you get back from the Vaultwork?” Blizzard interrupted. “Weren’t you just listening to what I said? I said I wanted us to finish our date and have some time together. Not just run off on yet another adventure. What if you don’t come back? Or even if you do, what if you have to do something else right away? Will we have to put it off yet again?”


  “Blizz—”


  “And I can’t stay here forever,” said Blizzard. She rubbed her forehead. “Stinger gave us the week off for Christmas and New Year’s. I already told my parents and my sister I would be heading out to Arizona to spend Christmas with them. My flight to Arizona is tomorrow and it’s too late to reschedule it, not unless I want to wait another day out here, which would ruin my plans entirely.”


  “Oh,” I said. “Yeah, I forgot about that. And I’ve also got plans to visit my mom and brother in Texas sometime next week, too.”


  “See? You forgot about it,” said Blizzard. She tossed her hands up into the air. “How the heck can you forget that? We talked about it before I got here, had everything planned out, but I guess in the rush of things, you just forgot about it.”


  I could feel my temper rising, but I still didn’t want to shout at Blizzard, so I said in a calm voice, “Sorry. I didn’t mean to. You know how forgetful I can be sometimes. I’m just so busy and—”


  “So busy you can’t have a date with me?” said Blizzard. She put her hands on her hips. “In that case, why am I even here? I could be in Arizona already hanging out with my family.”


  I grabbed Blizzard’s hand, making her look at me in surprise. “You’re here because I want you to be here. We are going to finish that date. I won’t leave you hanging, not any longer than I have to. I just need to do this one thing with Black Blur first. I won’t even be gone all night. I’ll go to the Vaultwork, find Mecha Knight, and return. Between Black Blur’s speed and my Teleportation Buckle, we should be back before you know it.”


  Blizzard, however, pulled her hand out of my grip and stepped back. She folded her arms across her chest and did not meet my eyes. “Well, if that’s what you’ve decided to do, I can’t stop you. If you can get back before the night’s over, then we can resume our date. But if not …”


  Blizzard’s sentence trailed off, but I understood her point. I might not be a telepath, either, but I knew Blizzard well enough by now to know what she was thinking.


  “Maybe we should go back into the conference room now,” I said, breaking the awkward silence that had settled between us. “Black Blur isn’t a very patient guy.”


  “Yeah, I suppose we should,” said Blizzard, her tone flat.


  I opened the door and let Blizzard go in first. I hesitated for a second before entering myself, wondering if I was going to regret putting off the date yet again. I hoped not.




  CHAPTER FIVE


   


  Less than ten minutes later, Black Blur and I appeared somewhere in the beautiful Colorado mountains. We stood in a forest, which was blanketed in thick snow, visible under the stars of the clear night sky. It was far more beautiful than Showdown, even more so than Showdown’s Christmas decorations, because the snow here wasn’t melting nearly as quickly as the snow in the city. I heard the soft hooting of an owl somewhere in the trees above us, but other than that, we seemed to be alone out here.


  “Is this it?” said Black Blur, taking a step forward, his eyes scanning the snow and trees around us. “That was quick.”


  “That was my Dad’s Teleportation Buckle,” I replied, patting my Buckle. “You seem to handle teleportation pretty well.”


  “I do it all the time,” said Black Blur with a snort. “I’ve been teleporting for years, much longer than you’ve been alive. Plus, the effects of teleportation and the effects of super speed on the body are extremely similar, so my body is already well-prepared even for lengthy teleportation trips like this one.”


  I resisted the urge to roll my eyes at Black Blur’s boasting, though I found myself wondering if I should have stayed back in Showdown and finished my date with Blizzard instead. It would certainly be more pleasant than listening to Black Blur’s condescending words. “Right. Well, I didn’t teleport us outside the entrance to Vault F exactly. It should be close by, though, so we can walk to it. Follow me.”


  I walked past Black Blur and soon heard the crunch of snow behind me, which indicated that Black Blur had decided to follow me. Not that he had any real choice in the matter. It wasn’t like he knew where the Vault was, after all. Only Valerie had a complete list of the locations of the various Vaults and I had specifically told her not to share it with anyone but me. A lot of Dad’s old tech was still stored in those Vaults and I didn’t want them falling into the wrong hands.


  As we walked, I thought about my conversation with Blizzard outside the conference room. It pained me to realize just how right she was about, well, everything. I still loved Blizzard and she still loved me, but it seemed like everything was determined to keep us apart. Even then, I realized I was thinking in a passive way. I needed to be more aggressive in maintaining our relationship. Truthfully, I shouldn’t have agreed to go with Black Blur at all, or at least asked him to wait, but the speedster sure didn’t seem to know the definition of patience. Rather appropriate, given his powers, but very inconvenient for me.


  “You seem upset,” said Black Blur. He was walking beside me now, keeping up with me well despite the snow.


  “Huh?” I said, glancing at Black Blur. “Oh, I am. Sort of. Just thinking.”


  “About your girlfriend?” said Black Blur, ducking underneath a low-hanging tree branch. “I take it she wasn’t thrilled about you having to go with me to save Mecha Knight?”


  I started. “How did you know that?”


  Black Blur glanced at me. “I had a girlfriend very similar to her when I was your age. My old job as an EMT meant we didn’t always get to spend as much time together as we’d like, but we made it work and got married in the end.”


  “Oh,” I said, smiling. “I didn’t know you had a wife.”


  Black Blur chuckled. “Emphasis on had a wife, Bolt. We got divorced five years ago this Christmas.”


  “Oh,” I said again, this time not smiling. “I’m … sorry to hear that.”


  One of Black Blur’s hands fell on my shoulder. “Don’t. She was the worst woman I ever knew. I used to say that marrying her was the happiest day of my life, but really, signing the divorce papers and not having to see her ever again was the real happiest day of my life.”


  I could not help but feel a little uncomfortable when Black Blur said that. He seemed a little too happy about divorcing his wife, to be honest, regardless of his reasons for doing so.


  “So consider this advice from a man who has been there and seen it all,” said Black Blur. He looked down at me, a rather chilling smile on his face. “Have as much fun with women as you want, but don’t trust them or marry them. Especially when you’re young. Worst mistake of my life.”


  I didn’t quite know what to say to that. I had never been married, after all, and his advice was certainly different from what Brains and Vanish had told me about marriage.


  Thankfully, I didn’t have to answer, because Black Blur looked ahead and said, “Is that the entrance to the Vault?”


  I looked ahead and saw a thick metal door set in a small hill ahead of us. I was surprised that Black Blur had seen it, given how dark it was and how well-hidden the door was, nestled among several thick pine trees that were piled with snow.


  “Yeah, that’s it,” I said as we approached it. “Let me open it for you.”


  I walked up to the door and inspected it briefly to make sure no one had opened it since the last time I was here. Maybe that was unnecessary—no one else knew about the Vaults other than me, after all—but after everything I’d been through, I liked being safe rather than sorry. I didn’t see any signs of forced open, but given all of the freshly fallen snow, any tracks left by another human being would have been lost a long time ago.


  With a grunt, I forced the door open wide enough for both of us to enter. As usual, I led the way, holding up my hand and channeling red electricity through it to give us some light by which to see. It was as cold and dark in here as ever, and this time the security robots did not attack us, although that may have been because I destroyed them all the last time I was here. Even so, I had this odd feeling that we were being watched, although there was no place for anyone to hide.


  We walked down the stairs that led deeper and deeper into the earth. Neither of us talked, but I could tell that Black Blur was very interested in the Vault. He kept looking at the walls around us and I could tell that his mind was analyzing the place. Perhaps he was just keeping an eye out for ambushes, but I had a feeling he was really more interested in figuring out how to use this place to his advantage than anything. I had no intention, however, of letting even the NHA have access to any of the Vaults, because I firmly believed that their contents needed to remain locked away from the world so villains and other bad guys couldn’t get their hands on them.


  When we reached the door at the bottom of the staircase, I opened it and stepped inside, with Black Blur following closely behind.


  The Vault itself was a big, wide-open concrete room, with fluorescent light bulbs hanging from the ceiling providing enough illumination by which to see. The room was almost entirely bare of decoration and furniture except for a single old-fashioned computer terminal and three VR chairs complete with headsets sitting in the center of the chamber. Other than that, this Vault was the oldest as well as the emptiest Vault, but that didn’t mean it was any less important than the rest.


  “Is this it?” said Black Blur. He rushed over to the chairs and began inspecting them, a disapproving look on his face. “So simple, but also very silly. I didn’t take Genius for a gamer.”


  “He wasn’t,” I said as I walked over to the computer terminal. “And please don’t touch any of them. If you break anything, we won’t be able to replace it.”


  Black Blur took his hand off of one of the VR headsets and glared at me, but I ignored him in order to focus on the computer terminal. I intended to speak to the AI assistant for this Vault named Olga, who was also the first and oldest AI assistant Dad had created. Unlike the others, she couldn’t speak vocally and had to be communicated with via text, kind of like a chat room or email. I’d let Olga know we were here and see if she knew where Mecha Knight was as well.


  I typed this message on the keyboard: HI, OLGA. THIS IS BOLT. I AM GOING TO ENTER THE VAULTWORK TO SEARCH FOR MECHA KNIGHT, WHO I HAVE REASON TO BELIEVE HAS GONE MISSING. HOW ARE YOU?


  I waited for her response. Usually, Olga responded pretty quickly to my messages, but this time it felt like forever before a reply appeared on the screen. It appeared slowly, one letter at a time, but even before the message finished appearing, my jaw dropped when I read it:


  BOLT. GO AWAY. THE VAULTWORK HAS BEEN INVADED. AND MECHA KNIGHT IS NO LONGER MECHA KNIGHT.




  CHAPTER SIX


   


  “Mecha Knight is no longer Mecha Knight?” said Black Blur. He was standing by my shoulder, staring at the message on the screen, although I hadn’t heard him walk over to me. “What does that mean?”


  Snapping out of my reverie, I said, “I don’t know. Let me ask.”


  I typed out another message: OLGA, WHAT DO YOU MEAN? WHAT DO YOU MEAN THAT MECHA KNIGHT IS NOT MECHA KNIGHT? ARE YOU OKAY? HELLO?


  I waited for a response, but this time the response I got wasn’t from Olga at all. It read: ERROR. MESSAGE UNABLE TO DELIVER. ADDRESSEE UNKNOWN.


  “And what does that mean?” asked Black Blur in a slightly sarcastic voice.


  “It means Olga is in trouble,” I said. I walked over to the nearest VR chair and sat down. “And I am going to help her.”


  I grabbed the VR headset, but before I could pull it over my head, Black Blur caught it. I looked up and saw Black Blur glaring down at me.


  “Hold on, there,” said Black Blur. “Where do you think you’re going?”


  “Into the Vaultwork,” I replied. “To find Mecha Knight and make sure Olga is okay.”


  Black Blur frowned and looked at the headset. “So this will make you feel like you’re in some kind of virtual reality game?”


  I sighed, but said, in a patient voice, “Yeah. I’ll be immersed in a virtual world that is almost identical to the real world in every way. While I’m in the Vaultwork, I’ll be entirely unconscious and unable to defend myself in the real world.”


  “So you need me to stay out here and keep your body safe while you go in there?” said Black Blur.


  I nodded. “Yeah. Doubt anyone is going to attack me, seeing as we’re the only two people here, but I think that would be for the best nonetheless.”


  “Fine,” said Black Blur. He let go of my headset and stepped backward. “I don’t like video games, anyway, especially these new-fangled ones kids these days are always playing. But don’t take forever. This Vault is ice-cold and I can’t stand cold weather even in my costume.”


  “Don’t worry, Blur,” I said. “I’ll be back so quickly that I’ll make even you look slow.”


  With that, I brought my headset down on my head. My vision was obscured by the inner darkness of the VR headset, which still smelled like a new car, although less so than the first time I put it on. As soon as I strapped it securely to my head, this message appeared in my vision:


  PLAYER IN PLACE AND HEADSET ATTACHED. PREPARING VAULTWORK ONLINE HYPER REALISTIC 3D SIMULATOR NOW.


  A splitting headache thundered through my skull. I’d been expecting it from the last time I played, but it still hurt like hell and would have made me rip the headset off entirely if I could move, which I couldn’t anymore, which was a sign that the immersion process was active.


  Then the pain and darkness faded away and I found myself in a new world.


  Well, it wasn’t entirely new, of course. It was Keoria, the setting for the Vaultwork Online game. Even more specifically, it was the starting meadow for players just beginning the game, which was odd because I definitely wasn’t a newbie. I found myself standing in a quiet forest meadow, surrounded on all sides by tall, green trees, with the sun shining overhead and a soft breeze sending bird fluttering through the air. It felt like spring, which was a big contrast to the winter in the real world, although a welcome one. I knew this was all VR, but VO was so realistic that I just stood there in the sun for a moment, allowing myself to soak in the rays on my skin and warm up a bit before I did anything.


  Once I was ready, I pulled up my character sheet with a thought. A menu appeared, showing a small 3D model of myself floating next to a sheet with all of my stats:


  Name: Kevin Jason, AKA Bolt


  Level: 30


  Class: Swordsman


  Affinity: Good


  Strength: 35


  Defense: 25


  Speed: 33


  Dexterity: 7


  Health: 45


  Evasion: 30


  Mana: 10


  Stamina: 20


  I sighed with relief. Looked like all of my character data was saved from the last time I was here. I even wore and carried the same equipment: namely, my Cannibal Sword, one of the most powerful weapons in the game, which gave my Attack and Speed amazing boosts and a few neat Abilities. Speaking of Abilities, I still had Swordplay, Dodge, and Scan, which was good, because I had a feeling I would need them soon. They were all still Level 1, though, which made me wonder how I was supposed to upgrade my Abilities. For that matter, I wondered about the Swordsman Class Tree as well.


  But I pushed such thoughts out of my mind for the moment. I had more important things to worry about right now than game mechanics. First things first. I needed to figure out what happened to Olga, as well as find Mecha Knight. I checked the party chat to see if I could send them both a message, but unfortunately, I was the only member of my party right now. Our party must have disbanded when we logged off last time, and since neither Mecha Knight nor Olga were close enough for me to send them party invites, that meant I was all on my own out here.


  That would have bothered me normally, but I felt pretty secure by myself right now. Especially since I was just in the starting area, which I knew from experience was full of low-leveled enemies that wouldn’t stand a chance against me.


  “Olga?” I called out, looking around the peaceful meadow for any sign of her. “Olga, are you here? Hello? Olga?”


  There was no response. I looked this way and that, trying to find Olga again, but as far as I could tell, I was completely alone out here. Not a problem. Just because Olga wasn’t in the starting area didn’t mean she was gone. Keoria was a big place. She could be anywhere. Hopefully, I’d be able to find her pretty quickly because Blizzard was still waiting for me to come back and I had promised her that date as soon as I returned.


  Turning around to leave the forest, I caught a glimpse of a woman moving among the trees. “Hello? Who’s there? Show yourself.”


  No response other than a strangely familiar giggle. I heard rustling in the nearby bushes and looked over just in time to catch a glimpse of another woman disappearing into the trees around me.


  I drew the Cannibal Sword and held it before me defensively. “All right. I don’t know who any of you people are, but if you mean to harm me, you’re going to regret it.”


  More giggles came from the trees. What was weirder was that they all sounded like they came from the same woman, multiple recordings of the same woman giggling and being played at the same time. It was as unnerving as it sounded.


  Then a woman stepped out of the trees and into view. I gaped when I saw her.


  She was a tall, thin woman with a very fine figure, emphasized by her long black dress. A witch’s hat sat on her head, while her fingers were studded with rings of every color in the rainbow. She would have been drop-dead gorgeous if not for the scars on her face, as well as the arrogant smirk she wore on her lips.


  My tongue seemed to swell when I saw her. “No way. It can’t be … Holly?”


  Holly flashed a dangerous smile, but then I heard movement around me and looked around to see more women walking out of the woods.


  They weren’t just women, however. They were clones of Holly … and they had me completely surrounded on all sides.




  CHAPTER SEVEN


   


  Desperate, I Scanned Holly to find out what her stats were and what I was up against:


  Name: Holly


  Level: 60


  Class: Boss/Dark Sorceress


  Affinity: Evil


  Health: 100/100


  Weakness: Light


  Dark Sorceresses are dangerous and powerful women who have been seduced by the Darkness to serve its will. They work primarily through magical incantations, potions, trickery, and manipulation of minions, meaning their attack patterns can be impossible to predict and even more impossible to defend against. They despise Maidens of Light more than any other creature in Keoria and will often drop everything else to kill one in their immediate vicinity.


  I got similar readings from every Holly clone I Scanned. I probably should have been grateful that Holly wasn’t any stronger than the last time I fought her, but her stagnation didn’t matter when she had five or six clones of herself with the same stats and attributes while I was by myself. I didn’t even have Olga to protect me.


  I drew the Cannibal Sword and held it before me defensively, doing my best to look as threatening and dangerous as possible. “Holly, how did you return? Mecha Knight killed you. You were deleted. You shouldn’t be here at all.”


  Holly smirked. “My death was certainly painful, but I barely remember it. I do, however, remember you and your friends. Perhaps it’s time I returned the favor.”


  Holly’s voice sounded really weird. The last time I saw her, Holly had sounded like an ordinary person, but her voice now had a strange metallic buzz to it. She sounded almost like a robot, which I guess was appropriate given that she was basically a highly advanced computer virus. Even so, I sensed that this Holly, despite her words, was not the same Holly I had fought three months ago, although that didn’t really matter given how powerful she was.


  “What did you do to Mecha Knight?” I said. “Are you responsible for his disappearance?”


  Holly’s smirk became even smugger. “As if I would tell you that. Or how I came back to life. I should probably just kill you right now and be done with it, but I am a generous Dark Sorceress and so I am willing to allow you to live if you will log off now.”


  I scowled. “I’m not leaving until I find Mecha Knight. And I’ll kill you again if I have to.”


  Holly shook her head. “I don’t think you really understand your position. You are in no position to kill, or even threaten, me. I, however, am free to do to you whatever I want. Like so.”


  Holly thrust a hand forward and a shadow bolt shot out of her hands toward me. I dodged the shadow bolt with my Dodge Ability, but then a shadow spike shot out of the ground and impaled my left leg.


  Pain shot through my body as a notification appeared in my vision:


  Damage received! -20 Health!


  Debuff added: Broken leg. Movement decreased by 10%, Speed decreased by 5%, Evasion decreased by 5%. You will lose 1 Health every 2 seconds or until your leg is healed.


  I gritted my teeth as the shadow spike vanished. Even though that blow hadn’t hit anything important, it still caused a huge amount of damage and hit me with a fairly nasty debuff. I wouldn’t have worried about the debuff under ordinary circumstances, but when I was all by myself facing off against six powerful high-level enemies, each one more than capable of killing me by themselves, I became pessimistic about my odds.


  But I couldn’t give up yet. I pulled a Health Potion out of my inventory and tried to drink it, but then a shadow tendril slapped the potion out of my hands and then slapped me in the face just as quickly. That took another 5 points off my Health, leaving me with less than half my Health left, and still dropping.


  The blow had also caused me to lose my balance, thanks to my broken leg, which ruined my balance in addition to hurting me. I fell over onto my side and, before I could get up again, thick shadow tendrils emerged from underneath me and wrapped around my arms and legs, pinning me firmly to the ground. Another status notification appeared before me:


  Debuff added: Shadow Trap. Movement immobilized for 5 minutes or until Shadow Trap spell is dispelled.


  “What?” I said. I struggled against the tendrils, which reminded me a lot of Shade’s shadow tendrils back in the real world. “Five minutes? Okay, this is just ridiculous and overpowered.”


  One of the Hollys walked over to me. She looked down at me with a wicked grin on her face, her eyes glowing softly with dark power. She knelt over me and ran a hand down the side of my face, her fingers cold to the touch.


  “Now I have you right where I want you, boy,” said Holly. “The question is, what shall I do to you? I am of a mind to simply kill you outright, but if I did that, you would just be forced to log off and could come back again later. It would make far more sense, I think, to tie you up and haul you off to my master. He would be very pleased with that, for he desires to control you for his own reasons.”


  “Your master?” I said, although I wasn’t paying very much attention, because out of the corner of my eye, I saw my Health rapidly depleting. It wouldn’t be long before my Health hit zero and I would be forced to log out. “Are you talking about Seth Richards?”


  “His name is Abaddon, actually,” said Holly. She lifted her hand off my face. “Not that it matters. You will soon see him for yourself when I drag you before him like a sack of potatoes.”


  Despite the seriousness of the situation, I could not help but find Holly’s attitude bizarre. The Holly I knew was a vengeful, independent-minded virus that had cared about pleasing only herself and no one else. Yet Holly now spoke as if she was the loyal servant of ‘Abaddon,’ which I knew to be one of Seth Richards’ aliases. That made me wonder if she was really the same Holly I had met before or if she was different somehow, maybe reprogrammed to be more loyal to Seth.


  Holly put a hand on my forehead. “It will be easier to transport you if you’re asleep, so I will cast a simple Sleep spell to—”


  Holly was interrupted by a scream of pain. It came from one of the other Hollies, the one on the other side of the pond. I looked over just in time to see her collapse onto the ground, blood leaking out of a gaping hole in her chest. Her eyes were completely blank and her mouth was open in horror, like her last sight had been a terrifying one.


  “What the hell?” said Holly, looking up as well. “What happened? Who did that?”


  The other Hollies were looking around as well, but then two large birdlike claws burst out of the trees behind the nearest Holly and snapped her neck. In the corner of my eye, the notification Unknown assailant activates Instant Kill! Dark Sorceress Holly dies appeared, but it still didn’t tell me who was killing the Hollies.


  “Don’t panic!” Holly ordered her doppelgangers, who all now wore terrified expressions on their face. “If this enemy seeks to use the shadows against us, then we shall—”


  Holly was once again interrupted, this time by the loud flapping of wings. Suddenly, two of the remain Hollies were whisked into the air by creatures that moved too fast for my eyes to follow. The Hollies’ screams were cut short and their bodies fell to the ground a moment later with a dull thud each, leaving only two Hollies left now.


  “You!” said Holly to her single remaining clone. “Did you see what did that?”


  “I … I’m not sure,” said the second Holly, glancing up at the sky. “I thought I saw feathers and claws, but I didn’t get a good look.” She looked back at the first Holly, her eyes full of terror. “We need to retreat before these monsters get all of us.”


  The second Holly turned and ran into the surrounding trees, while the original Holly yelled, “Don’t run! I order you to stay!”


  But the second Holly wisely did not listen to the original. She just ran into the trees, but then there was a loud sound like an ax cleaving through wood and one of the trees—the biggest and tallest of the lot—tipped over onto the second Holly, who had just enough time to scream in terror before the tree crushed her under its weight.


  “No!” the original Holly called. She stood up and looked around, fear and anger marring her features in equal measure. “Who dares to attack the Dark Sorceress Holly? Not merely attack her, but kill her doppelgangers in cold blood? Whoever dares to do such a thing shall feel the full force of my unforgiving—”


  Holly did not get to finish her sentence, because at that moment a bird claw stabbed through her back and out her chest. Holly had just enough time to gasp in pain before the claw glowed like light and exploded. I had to close my eyes to protect them from the proximity of the explosion, but I could hear Holly’s screams of agony as the light tore her apart like butter.


  Even with my eyes closed, however, I could still see the notification that popped up:


  Dark Sorceress Holly and her Doppelgangers are all dead!


  Debuff: Shadow Trap dispelled by Light of Hope.


  Debuff: Broken leg healed by Light of Hope. You are no longer taking 1 damage every 2 seconds.


  That alone was enough to make my eyes snap open in shock. Luckily, the light had already vanished, allowing me to see that there was nothing left of Holly other than a pile of ash on the ground next to me.


  But that did not mean I was alone. A figure stood above me, his claws sharp and bloody. He was a tall, humanoid figure, with the head of an eagle and eyes that gleamed with human intelligence. The feathers on his head were white, while the feathers on the rest of his body were black. Even if I stood up to my full height, he still would have towered over me considerably.


  And, although it had been a while since I last saw him, I recognized my savior well. “Aeolus? Is that you?”


  Aeolus, the Chief of the Birdman Tribe, looked down his cracked beak at me. “I am. And I am here to kill you for your betrayal.”




  CHAPTER EIGHT


   


  Aeolus’ claw came flying down toward me. At the last second, I rolled out of the way, narrowly avoiding getting my head torn off by his powerful claw. Rolling to my feet, I held my sword before me as I Scanned Aeolus:


  Name: Chief Aeolus of the Birdman Tribe


  Level: 100


  Class: Chief Birdman


  Affinity: Good


  Health: 1,000


  Weakness: Ice, Electricity


  The Chief of the Birdman Tribe, Aeolus is a proud warrior and leader of his people. Although he is a fair and just ruler who treats his allies and people well, he is perfectly willing to do whatever it takes to protect his people. He is one of the most powerful Birdmen, although even he is not as powerful as the Elite Birdman Bodyguards who protect him.


  The last time I had seen Aeolus, he had been protected by his two bodyguards Tornado and Cyclone. I didn’t see them now, but I figured they had to be nearby if he was here. That would make it harder to fight him because the Elite Birdman Bodyguards were some of the most powerful figures in the entire game. Even though Aeolus had just saved me from Holly and her doppelgangers, I felt like my situation hadn’t honestly improved that much.


  “Hey, Aeolus, what’s the deal?” I said, holding my sword out to keep a good distance between me and the angry Birdman Chief. “Last time we spoke, we ended on a good note. I thought I was considered an ally of the Birdman Tribe. What gives?”


  Aeolus rose to his full, rather considerable height, glaring at me like a hawk about to swoop in and eat a mouse. “’What gives,’ traitor? Everything. Height has been destroyed. My people are scattered to the winds. And it’s all because of your ally, the mage, who, under your orders, has been destroying all of Keoria.”


  “Wait, what?” I said. “My ally? The mage? Just what the heck are you talking about?”


  “The old man,” said Aeolus. “Not the young girl who was with you. That is the mage I speak of, but I sense you already know this and are just playing dumb in the vain hope that I will spare you. How foolish.”


  “The old man?” I said. “Do you mean Mecha—”


  I didn’t get a chance to finish my sentence, because at that moment Aeolus rushed toward me. He swung his claws at me, which I managed to catch on the Cannibal Sword, but the impact alone nearly knocked me off my feet. Aeolus bared down on me, glaring at me as he pressured me down to the ground, but I held my ground and pushed back against him as hard as I could.


  “Stop … it,” I said through gritted teeth. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  “Liar,” said Aeolus as calmly as if he was stating the weather. “Why do you lie so much? How could you betray us?”


  “I didn’t … betray … anyone,” I said. “Now … if we could just … talk this over … I’m sure—”


  “The time for talking is over!” Aeolus roared.


  He shoved me back, sending me staggering backward. He slashed his claws at me, but at the last second I activated Dodge and jumped out of his reach. Landing on my feet, I glanced at my Health and saw that it was still critically low. I needed to end this fight fast before Aeolus finished me off, but I wasn’t strong enough to beat him through sheer strength alone. My real life powers didn’t transfer to the game world, which meant I needed to use my cunning and skill to take him down instead.


  Aeolus let forth another roar and rushed toward me, his claws tearing up the ground as he ran. He seemed to be full of rage and hate and he was planning to unleash all of that rage and hate on me. That normally would have filled me with terror, but I could sense a way to turn this situation to my advantage if I played my cards right.


  Aeolus was upon me in seconds, his claws coming down to my face. At the last possible second, I activated Dodge and avoided his attack completely. Aeolus staggered forward, almost losing his balance, but I stuck out my foot and he tripped over it onto the ground. Before he could get up, I jumped onto his back and placed the blade of my sword against his neck, making Aeolus stiffen underneath me.


  “All right, Aeolus,” I said, putting all of my weight on him and making sure to keep the sword as close to his neck as possible. “I don’t like hurting you and I don’t want to kill you, but if you keep trying to attack me, I’m afraid I’ll have to use lethal force to protect myself. How does that sound?”


  “Not very fun,” said a voice behind me I did not recognize. “Or safe.”


  A different sword appeared against my neck and I froze just as stiffly as Aeolus. I wanted to turn my head around to see who had gotten the jump on me, but I was too afraid of getting my throat slit or my head cut off to even attempt it.


  “One false move, traitor, and you can join Holly in death,” said the voice behind me threateningly.


  With a gulp, I said, “I wouldn’t be so cocky if I were you. I can and will slit your leader’s throat if you try to hurt me. I could probably do it faster than you can kill me, which is to say that you really need to get lost.”


  “Then it appears we are at a stalemate,” said the voice behind me. “Not a problem. Better a stalemate than to allow Chief Aeolus to die such an ignoble death.”


  “I wasn’t going to kill him,” I snapped. “I just wanted to talk to him. That’s all.”


  “It looks like you’re trying to kill him to me,” said the voice behind me. “Which, I suppose, you can do if you want, but you’ll be joining him very shortly after that and then Chief Aeolus can avenge his own death in the afterlife. How does that sound to you?”


  I bit my lower lip. This was not the kind of situation I wanted to find myself in. If I killed Aeolus, this guy would kill me in no time. But if I let Aeolus go, I would still be killed. Either way, it looked like I was going to die, which really wasn’t that bad when you considered I was in a game, but it would make it harder to find Mecha Knight.


  “Cyclone,” said Aeolus underneath me suddenly. “Let the boy go.”


  “What?” said Cyclone, who must have been the guy threatening to slit my throat. “What do you mean, ‘let the boy go’? He will kill you if I do that.”


  “No,” said Aeolus in a heavy voice of resignation. “I don’t think he actually will. Even if he does, this stalemate cannot last forever. It must end one way or another, at least if we’re going to save our Tribe, our people, and all of Keoria, anyway. If I must die, then that task will fall on your shoulders, Cyclone. And if I must die, I will be more than happy to do it.”


  It amazed me how calm Aeolus was in the face of certain death. Death for NPCs was literal death. If I killed Aeolus, he would be gone forever. He wouldn’t respawn. That he was willing to risk his own life for a greater purpose made me admire him, even though I knew he was just a really advanced computer program that wasn’t actually real.


  After a few tense seconds, Cyclone pulled his sword away from my neck. At the same time, I let go of Aeolus and took several steps away from the two Birdmen as Aeolus rose to his feet, dusting his dark feathers off.


  I recognized Cyclone as soon as I saw him. He was one of the two Elite Birdman Bodyguards I had seen on my last trip to the Vaultwork. I did not see the other one, Tornado, anywhere, but I recognized Cyclone’s silver armor no problem.


  “Chief Aeolus, are you well?” said Cyclone, looking at his leader with a serious expression. “Did the traitor harm you?”


  “Not significantly, no,” said Aeolus, shaking his head. He looked over at me with a grim expression. “But he did best me in combat, even if it was with a fairly dirty trick. Besides, after seeing how Holly treated him, I am starting to doubt my theory that he is a traitor.”


  I relaxed a little when Aeolus said that, but not entirely. I had no idea whether he really meant that or if he was just saying that to lower my guard. Best to keep up my defenses until I could be sure.


  “I take it you guys are finally willing to answer my questions?” I said, holding the Cannibal Sword out before me.


  Aeolus nodded. “Yes, because it appears you don’t understand all of the changes that have occurred to Keoria since you and your friends departed months ago.”


  “You guess?” I said sardonically. “Okay. First question: How did Holly come back? And why are there multiple versions of her?”


  Aeolus folded his arms in front of his chest. “The answer to those questions is the same: Keoria is dying.”




  CHAPTER NINE


   


  I frowned. Keoria was the name of the Vaultwork’s fictional setting. From what I had seen of it, Keoria was basically your generic Middle Ages high fantasy setting, with little to set it apart from other games like it. It seemed like a pretty unoriginal setting to me, but then again, Dad, who was the creator of the Vaultwork, was not exactly known for his vivid imagination.


  “Did you say that Keoria is dying?” I said. “What do you mean by that?”


  “What else do you think he means?” Cyclone snapped. He gestured at the sky. “The land is dying. Whole towns have been ruined and abandoned. The wind blows weakly and the gods no longer hear our prayers. It is all dying … and it’s your fault.”


  “My fault?” I said. “What do you mean my fault? I haven’t been here in months.”


  Cyclone opened his beak to respond, but then Aeolus raised his hand and said, “Peace, Cyclone. Yelling and screaming at each other will solve nothing. If we are to solve our problems, we must learn to speak rationally to each other.”


  Cyclone closed his beak, but I could tell he still wanted to yell at me. I was perfectly happy to return the favor, but at the same time, I realized that Aeolus was right about the pointlessness of screaming and yelling at each other.


  So I said, “So, Keoria is dying. What does that mean, exactly?”


  Aeolus sighed and glanced at the sky. “Allow me to start at the beginning. Three months ago, you and your outworlder friends came to Keoria on a mission to kill the Dark Sorceress Holly, whose presence was corrupting the land. You were very successful in that mission, killing Dark Sorceress Holly, as well as saving our children from her grasp.”


  I nodded. No matter how much time passed, I would never forget that particular adventure I had with Bait, Switch, and Mecha Knight. “I remember. I also remember that Mecha Knight and Olga said they were going to stay behind to look for any more threats in Keoria.”


  “That they did,” said Aeolus. His eyes narrowed. “Yet not long after you left, horrible things started happening. Rivers began to dry up. Mountains caught fire. Forests withered and died. The wind … is still here, but much weaker than it normally is. Strange distortions in reality have been seen everywhere and even the sky flickers every now and then, as if Holly’s corrupting presence is still here.”


  It sounded to me like the Vaultwork was glitching out, which, if true, was strange, because the only reason the Vaultwork glitched before was due to Holly’s existence. “Well, Holly is back, isn’t she? You just killed her. Wouldn’t that solve all of your problems?”


  Aeolus laugh. “Actually, Swordsman, Holly is not back. We did not kill her.”


  My frown deepened. “Can’t tell if you’re lying or just trolling me, because I am pretty sure that person who tried to kill me earlier was Holly.”


  Aeolus shook his head. “However much it may have resembled Holly, the fact is that that thing is not her.”


  “Then what is it?”


  “A copy,” said Aeolus. “A Doppelganger. According to Birdman legend, Doppelgangers are identical copies of dead mages. They are echoes, in a sense, of the original person, and usually much weaker echoes, which is how we were able to dispatch the Holly Doppelgangers so quickly and easily.”


  “If that had been the real Holly, we would all be dead right now,” said Cyclone grimly. “Truthfully, though, I almost miss the Dark Sorceress. She is far more preferable to the current monster ravaging Keoria.”


  I was curious to know about the ‘real’ monster, but I found Aeolus’ explanation of the Doppelgangers curious. “So when Holly died, her Doppelgangers rose in her place?”


  “Exactly,” said Aeolus. “It took even us by surprise. And, although Doppelgangers are always weaker than the original, that does not mean they are harmless. They usually rely on sheer numbers to overwhelm their foes, and if killed themselves, can always come back. These ones, in particular, have given us trouble because we believe they are working for a higher power.”


  “A higher power?” I repeated. “What higher power?”


  “I will get to that,” said Aeolus, “but know that Holly’s Doppelgangers are perhaps the least dangerous problem facing the land. The more dangerous threat is one you are even more familiar with than Holly: The mage who goes by the name Mecha Knight.”


  “Say what?” I said. “I remember you mentioning that Mecha Knight was going on a rampage, but I didn’t know what you meant by that.”


  “Allow me to explain.” Aeolus scratched his beak. “Not long after you outworlders left Keoria, your friend, Mecha Knight, and the fairy Olga appeared in our village. We recognized the two of them as being your allies, so we were happy to let them stay for as long as they wanted. We didn’t know their true intentions, however, until later that night.”


  Cyclone looked down at his feet. “Mecha Knight suddenly went on a rampage. He attacked and killed everyone, burning the village down with his evil magic. He killed Tornado, who tried to stop him, but underestimated his power and fell by his sheer might. Chief Aeolus and I would have suffered the same fate if not for Tornado’s sacrifice, which allowed us to escape Height without being seen.”


  “He burned the whole village down?” I said in a surprised voice. “Were there any other survivors, other than you two?”


  Aeolus shook his head again. “No. We tried to save as many as we could, but we only managed to rescue a handful of eggs. Everyone else was killed. Mecha Knight left no survivors, not even among the children.”


  I gulped. Again, I was well aware that the Birdman Tribe were nothing more than ones and zeroes in a computer server somewhere, but it was hard not to feel horrified by Aeolus and Cyclone’s tale. It was probably due to how real the game was. It felt almost exactly as real as real life, although I had a feeling that the destruction of Keoria would have real world effects that definitely would not be in our favor.


  “This is truly the Birdman Tribe’s darkest hour,” said Cyclone. “Not even in the days of Chief Wind and the war against the Lizard Warriors have we seen such senseless chaos and brutality. Indeed, if we hadn’t saved those Eggs, I would say our people have been entirely extinguished from the face of the earth.”


  “The same, unfortunately, cannot be said for our mortal enemies, the Lizard Warriors,” said Aeolus. “Mecha Knight went to their homeland, the underground city of Scale, and slaughtered them all there as well. From what we have gathered, Mecha Knight is going around Keoria slaughtering all of the races and peoples which live on this continent.”


  “And he’s been doing this for three months?” I said in disbelief.


  “With little resistance,” said Aeolus, “aside from our own. Even the gods have been unable to stop him. Our god Feath appeared during the slaughter but ended up getting slaughtered himself and his weapon, the Staff of Air, has ended up in Mecha Knight’s possession, making him more powerful than ever.”


  I ran a hand through my hair. “So you’re telling me that even your gods can’t stop him? I knew Mecha Knight was powerful, but this is just ridiculous.”


  “It isn’t ridiculous to us,” said Cyclone bitterly. “It’s more tragic and painful than anything.”


  “But why?” I said. “Do you guys know why Mecha Knight suddenly turned into a psycho all of a sudden?”


  Aeolus and Cyclone exchanged looks for a moment as if I had just asked a very sensitive question. It made me wonder what kind of answer I was going to get if they had to share a brief look first.


  Then Aeolus looked at me and said, “We were not entirely sure at first, but after seeing what else has happened over the last three months, we have a theory. It may not be entirely true, but it’s the best explanation we have at the moment.”


  “Tell it to me,” I said. “I’m all ears.”


  Aeolus sighed. “Very well. We believe that your friend Mecha Knight has come under the possession of the Apocalyptic God, Abaddon, and that the world as we know it is about to end.”




  CHAPTER TEN


   


  “Abaddon,” I said. “I recognize that name. Holly said it was the name of her master.”


  Of course, I knew that ‘Abaddon’ was just another one of Seth Richards’ aliases, but seeing as Aeolus and Cyclone probably didn’t know who Seth even was, I didn’t bring that up.


  “That is correct,” said Aeolus. “Holly’s master and the dark god which now possess Mecha Knight are one and the same. It is Abaddon who is a threat to our world and it is Abaddon who we must defeat if we are to have any chance of saving not merely the Birdman Tribe, but the entire continent of Keoria.”


  “Mind sharing Abaddon’s lore with me?” I said. “You called him the Apocalyptic God. What does that mean?”


  “It’s an old legend,” said Aeolus. “Legend says that in the end of days, the god known as Abaddon—whose first defeat by the other gods resulted in the creation of Keoria as we know it—will break free from his prison under the earth and ravage the land, bringing about its end. That is why Abaddon is called the Apocalyptic God because he can be truly described as apocalypse incarnate.”


  I stroked my chin. I wondered if Seth intentionally chose the name Abaddon in order to strike fear into the hearts of the game’s characters or if this was a freaky coincidence. Given Seth’s intelligence, I was willing to say the first was more likely. Either way, I wondered if it meant that Seth was in the game and, if so, whether I would need to defeat him like an average boss or if there was something else I needed to do to stop him.


  “And what about Olga?” I said. “The fairy?”


  “We do not know where she is,” said Aeolus. “After the destruction of our village, we did not see her, so we do not know if she is also serving Abaddon or if she is even still alive.”


  That wasn’t good. Olga had been a valuable ally in our fight against Holly. If she was no longer on our side, or even worse, dead, then I was even less optimistic about our chances of success than before. I just had to hope that Seth hadn’t destroyed her, although her disappearance did not bode well for us.


  “Thanks for the information,” I said. I folded my arms in front of my chest, thinking. “It sounds to me like what we need to do is find Mecha Knight and find out how to get him back on our side.”


  Aeolus and Cyclone exchanged wary looks with one another as if I had just suggested we jump off a building with their wings tied together.


  “What?” I said. “Doesn’t that make sense?”


  “To some degree, outworlder,” said Aeolus hesitantly, “but—”


  “Mecha Knight is an unstoppable abomination,” Cyclone interrupted. “When he was possessed by Abaddon, he got a significant boost in power and strength. Even an Elite Birdman Bodyguard like myself would never attack him head on, at least by myself. An outworlder like yourself wouldn’t last even one second against him in a straight fight.”


  I frowned. “Even if Mecha Knight is powerful and crazy, he’s still my friend. I came here specifically to find him and bring him back home. Ain’t no way I’m going to turn tail and run just because he happens to have lost his mind.”


  “So you intend to save him?” said Cyclone in disbelief. “Are you mad or just stupid?”


  “Cyclone,” said Aeolus firmly. “Hold your tongue and be more deliberate in your words, especially when addressing important allies.”


  Cyclone shut his mouth, but I could tell that didn’t change his attitude toward me in the slightest. That was fine because I didn’t particularly care for his opinion of me anyway.


  “I know how scared you guys are, but we’ve got no choice,” I said. “Besides, if I can stop Mecha Knight, then maybe I can also save Keoria from utter destruction. It might be too late for your Tribe, but it might not be too late for the rest of the continent.”


  “That’s the problem, outworlder,” said Aeolus with a sigh. “The same legends that say that Abaddon will destroy the world? They do not say anything about anyone—outworlder or Keorian—stopping him. Once Abaddon frees himself, the whole world is doomed to destruction.”


  Aeolus sounded very serious when he said that, with not even a hint of a joke in his eyes. It made me feel a little nervous, because if he could speak so confidently about this, then maybe he was right. I suppose I didn’t have to save Keoria—I just needed Mecha Knight—but I had a feeling that Abaddon was trying to destroy the Vaultwork for a reason, and probably not a good reason. Besides, Keoria was just too real for me to immediately dismiss as ‘just’ a game. I couldn’t let myself just shrug my shoulders and act like nothing mattered, especially to Aeolus and Cyclone, to whom Keoria actually was their whole world.


  “Well, there’s no way for us to know for sure until we go out and actually meet Mecha Knight,” I said. “If you guys are too afraid to search for him, fine. I’ll go and find him on my own, no matter how long it takes.”


  I turned around to leave, but then I heard Aeolus say behind me, “Wait a second, outworlder.”


  I looked over my shoulder at the two Birdmen. Aeolus had stepped forward, holding out his hand toward me, while Cyclone stayed where he was, his hand resting on the handle of his sword like he was ready for combat.


  “What is it?” I said.


  Aeolus lowered his hand. “We’ve decided to come with you. We do know where Mecha Knight is right now and can take you directly to him if you want.”


  “Really?” I said. “What caused the change of heart?”


  Aeolus looked up at the sky again, as if he was seeing something I couldn’t. “It may be that our god is dead and the world is at an end, but it does not mean we must give up. If there’s even a slight chance we can save Keoria—even the lowest odds of success—then it is my duty, both as the Chief of the Birdman Tribe and an inhabitant of the continent of Keoria, to do what I can to save it. And if that means giving up my life, then so be it.”


  Cyclone looked very displeased upon hearing Aeolus’ short speech, but he didn’t dare voice any disagreements. I guess he didn’t want to disrespect Aeolus, but that was fine by me.


  “Okay,” I said. “If you guys want to come along, that’s fine by me. Want to join my party? I think it would be more convenient for us that way if we’re all part of the same group.”


  “Of course,” said Aeolus. “If we’re going to work together, then we might as well form a party.”


  I nodded and sent out two party invites—one to Aeolus, the other to Cyclone—and was immediately greeted by this notification:


  Birdman Chief Aeolus and Elite Birdman Bodyguard Cyclone have joined your party! All party members can talk to each other through the party chat and get unique Group Abilities in battle that allow for greater damage.


  Oh, yeah. I recalled how Olga had explained to me that parties got access to Group Abilities which were normally unavailable to individual players. Unfortunately, Olga never explained what she meant by that in very much detail and I never got a chance to test out any of the Group Abilities, so I had no idea how to access them.


  But perhaps we’d get a chance to use them against Mecha Knight and Abaddon later on. I hoped not, but I had a feeling that one way or another, we were going to have to fight Mecha Knight, especially if he was as dangerous as Aeolus and Cyclone said he was.


  “All right, then,” I said. I rested the Cannibal Sword on my shoulder. “Why don’t we get this party started?”




  CHAPTER ELEVEN


   


  As it turned out, Mecha Knight was not very far from our current location. According to Aeolus, Mecha Knight was last seen heading to the city of Crystal River, a large, human-dominated city about a hundred miles from the starting forest where new players spawned. I had never visited Crystal River on my first visit here, but Aeolus claimed that it was one of the largest and most well-known cities in the entire continent, as well as one of the most well-defended. He said it had its own army of soldiers and mages who defended its walls from outsiders that would seek to harm it, although he doubted it would still be standing by the time we got there.


  Walking one hundred miles seemed both inefficient and suicidal to me, but Aeolus told me we weren’t going to walk. Instead, we were going to fly, which made me wonder how until Aeolus picked me up with both of his claws and sent us soaring into the air, my feet dangling underneath me as we went higher and higher into the sky.


  Now, I was used to flying in real life under my own powers and so completely lacked the fear of heights that so many other people seemed to have. But in-game was different, not merely because of how hyper-realistic everything was, but due to the fact that I had no real control over my flight patterns. Although Aeolus had a firm group on me and didn’t seem to be struggling at all to carry my weight, I was far too aware of the fact that I was just one slipped claw away from falling to my death. And I probably would die, because my in-game character was nowhere near as strong as my real life body. Even after I drank a Health Potion to fill my life bar back up to full, a fall from this height would likely mean instant death for me.


  But it was hard to think about my fears when we flew so fast. Aeolus and Cyclone were practically as fast as jets, their powerful wings sending us soaring through the cloudless skies of Keoria as smoothly as a sled on snow. The entirety of Keoria stretched out underneath us like a carpet, which normally would have been very beautiful, but now I could see exactly what Aeolus and Cyclone had been talking about earlier regarding the glitches.


  Whole swaths of forestland would disappear and reappear, or be replaced with barren desert or icy mountains that looked completely out of place in the world. Sometimes a mixture of different environments would appear together, such as a volcano rising out of a sea or a desert covered in snow and ice. It was at once both interesting and terrifying, making me wonder how it would feel to be right in the middle of all of that constant chaos. It surely wouldn’t be nice.


  Luckily, Aeolus had a firm grip on me and soon the city of Crystal River appeared on the horizon.


  From a distance, Crystal River looked like a beautiful city, surrounded on all sides by massive stone walls that had likely stood for centuries. Tall crystal spires rose out of the center of the city, while a stunningly clear river wound through the center of the city like a snake.


  Yet even as we got closer, I could already tell that something was wrong. Smoke rose from the rooftops of several buildings, while one of the crystal towers appeared to have been tipped over and crashed into one of the towers standing next to it. The walls were covered in burn marks and even had a few small holes in them, while the massive iron gates looked like they had been torn straight off their hinges. Even stranger, I did not see any sign of life in the city, although it was hard to tell for sure from so high up in the sky.


  “Oh, no …” I heard Cyclone say, despite the winds around us. “Were we too late?”


  “No way to know for sure until we get there,” said Aeolus grimly. “Let us hope that Mecha Knight did not kill everyone, for if he did …”


  Aeolus let that thought hang in the air, probably because Cyclone and I were smart enough to figure out how it ended.


  We soared over the walls surrounding the city and came to a landing in the center of the city near what I assumed was either the courthouse or the governor’s mansion (if Crystal River even had a governor; I wasn’t sure about how governments worked in this game). As I thought, there were no signs of life anywhere. I did not see any people on the streets or in any of the buildings surrounding us, but neither did I see any corpses. The city was eerily quiet, to the point where it felt more like a graveyard than a city.


  “Where is everyone?” I said, looking around at the empty streets that surrounded us on all sides. “Didn’t you say that Crystal River is a big city?”


  “It is,” said Aeolus, his eyes darting around the place. “I’ve come here several times before, mostly on political missions. I’ve dined with Governor Roark, yet I do not see him or anyone else.”


  “Did Mecha Knight kill everyone?” I said, glancing up at Aeolus and Cyclone.


  “Possibly,” said Cyclone. He had drawn his sword, even though there did not appear to be anyone nearby just yet. “If so, then we may have been too late to stop him, which means that we need to look elsewhere for him, assuming he’s already moved on.”


  I scowled in frustration. “Before we go running off anywhere, let’s try looking around for a bit. If we can’t find Mecha Knight, maybe we can find some survivors who can tell us what happened. At the very least, they might be able to tell us where Mecha Knight is.”


  I took one step forward, but before I could get much farther, the street underneath my feet began to shake. It felt like an earthquake and nearly threw me off my feet, while Aeolus and Cyclone managed to maintain their balance, although they were now looking around even more urgently than before as they searched for the source of the tremor.


  “What’s going on?” I said through chattering teeth, holding the Cannibal Sword with both hands as the ground shook worse than ever under our feet. “Are earthquakes common in Crystal River?”


  Aeolus shook his head. “Not to my knowledge. As far as I know, Crystal River is not built in an area where earthquakes are common.”


  “Then what’s—”


  I was interrupted by the street cracking open like an egg before me. The crack widened and widened until, without warning, something big exploded out from the street. Dust and rock went flying everywhere as the giant thing—obscured by a massive cloud of dust—rose out of the earth underneath the street with a spine-tingling screech that hit me like a Mack truck, knocking me flat off my feet. Still, it didn’t actually hurt me, but it was still jarring nonetheless.


  Shaking my head, I looked up in time to see a tentacle tipped with a claw shoot out of the dust at me. I rolled out of the way just in the nick of time, avoiding the claw as it crashed into the street before being retracted back into the cloud. As I rose to my feet, a gust of wind blew through just then, scattering the dust cloud to the winds and allowing us to see the monster for the first time.


  It looked kind of like a giant worm, with a slimy, disgusting pink body that was partially coated in dirt. It stuck up about halfway out of the earth and it had no eyes to speak of, although it did have a large, tooth-filled maw that reminded me of a trash compactor. Dozens of long tendrils topped with razor-sharp claws extended off its body like whips, whirling through the air in random patterns that were sickening to watch. A stench like death rolled off its body, making me wish I had brought a gas mask to filter the air so I wouldn’t have to breathe in that crap.


  “It looks like we found the answer to your question, outworlder,” said Aeolus, staring at the beast with wide eyes. “The only question is, will we live long enough to do anything about it?”




  CHAPTER TWELVE


   


  The beast unleashed another earsplitting roar and suddenly lashed out at us with all of its tentacles. Aeolus and Cyclone took off into the air, the two of them flying in separate directions to confuse the beast, while I Dodged and rolled behind a gurgling water fountain, just narrowly avoiding getting hit by half a dozen tentacles at once.


  As I came to a crouch behind the fountain, a notification popped up in the corner of my eye:


  Ability Level Up! Dodge (Level One) is now Dodge (Level Two)! You can now dodge faster than before, as well as cancel Dodge to return to a fighting position! Keep using Dodge to take it to the next level!


  Huh. Well, that would be useful.


  But I had to push such thoughts out of my mind and focus on the situation. Peering around the edge of the fountain, I saw that the worm monster was trying to catch Aeolus and Cyclone, who were flying above its head, occasionally swatting aside lunging claws or diving in quickly to get in a few small hits before flying away to avoid retaliation.


  Scanning the beast, this is what I saw:


  Name: Wormbeast


  Level: 90


  Class: Boss/Wormbeast


  Affinity: Evil


  Health: 200/200


  Weakness: Fire


  Monsters of legend, Wormbeasts rarely travel to the surface, choosing instead to spend most of their time miles beneath the surface, where they burrow out great, complex tunnel systems that are sometimes mistaken for mines. While rarely violent, Wormbeasts have been known to go berserk after an earthquake, especially if an earthquake destroys their nest and forces them to go up to the surface. Their sleek skin makes it hard to land solid blows on them with melee weapons, although fire spells have been known to be very effective against them.


  My scowl deepened when I read its flavor text. The problem was that we didn’t have any magic users in our party. Mecha Knight was crazy and on the enemy’s side, while Switch was nowhere near Vault F, much less the VR headset she’d need in order to play the game. I guess that meant that Aeolus, Cyclone, and I would need to figure out a different strategy to take this monster down.


  Luckily for me, the two Birdmen were keeping it distracted. I looked more closely at the Wormbeast, attempting to see if I could spot a weak point on it that I could exploit. Unfortunately, the Wormbeast’s slimy, disgusting body did not have any sort of weak point that I could see. Its only real limit that I could see was that it was only halfway out of the earth, but I figured it could pull itself out of the ground it if wanted to. It was weird because Scan should have shown me its weak point, yet it did not. Either the Wormbeast lacked a weak point entirely or its weak point was extremely well-hidden.


  It was starting to look to me like our only real option was to whittle away its health bit by bit. That might take forever, though, given how much Health it had. Plus, even Aeolus and Cyclone, who were far higher-leveled than me, couldn’t do much more other than take a few points off its Health bar with every strike. And considering how they couldn’t even land any direct hits on it while its claws were there, this fight was going to take forever to complete. By the time we won—if we won—Mecha Knight would be long gone and we’d be back at square one. I needed to come up with a strategy to take this thing down fast.


  Rising to my feet, I rushed around the fountain toward the Wormbeast. I lowered the Cannibal Sword until my sword stabbed directly through its soft, slimy skin:


  CRITICAL HIT! Boss Wormbeast -50 Health!


  I grinned at the notification, but then I heard what sounded like a whirling rope above me and looked up to see one of the Wormbeast’s claws coming straight down at me. I yanked my sword out of the Wormbeast’s side and Dodged just in time to avoid the claw. But then another claw came down after that one and slashed at me, forcing me to raise the Cannibal Sword up to block the claw.


  I had thought that Aeolus and Cyclone were distracting it enough, but I guess it must have been tired of me attacking it all the time because now a few of its claws lashed out at me. I dodged and parried the attacks, forced to use every ounce of skill to avoid getting slashed or hurt by the claws. They came fast and hard, jabbing at me like snakes. I was so focused on parrying their attacks that I failed to notice the rock behind me until I accidentally tripped over it and fell flat on my back onto the street.


  Before I could do anything, four of the claws grabbed my arms and legs and lifted me off the street. Alarmed, I struggled to free myself, but the claws gripped me so tightly that I couldn’t do much. I held onto the Cannibal Sword, but I didn’t have enough movement to be able to swing it freely, otherwise I definitely would have saved myself. As it was, I was powerless to stop the Wormbeast from lifting me higher and higher off the ground, until soon I found myself being held directly over its toothy, gaping maw.


  “Outworlder!” shouted Aeolus. “No!”


  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Aeolus and Cyclone trying to save me, but the rest of the Wormbeast’s claws kept them at a good distance. I continued to struggle until a notification popped up in my eyes which read:


  Boss Wormbeast activates Meal Time! Boss Wormbeast prepares to eat Swordsman Bolt!


  Uh oh. Meal Time had to be some kind of Ability the Wormbeast had. It was pretty easy to guess what it was supposed to do, which was why I struggled harder than ever to free myself.


  Then, without warning, the Wormbeast’s claws let go of me and I went plummeting into its gaping map below.




  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


   


  Right before I fell into the Wormbeast’s open mouth, I heard a swooping sound to my right and Cyclone, of all people, grabbed me by my shoulders and lifted me up into the air. We passed above the Wormbeast’s mouth, which slammed shut just inches below my feet. I heard the Wormbeast growl in anger at the loss of its meal, but I didn’t care. I just looked up at Cyclone as we flew and shouted, “Thanks, man! I owe you one.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” said Cyclone with a grunt as we flew outside of the Wormbeast’s range. “The fight is far from over, even after that impressive blow you landed on the beast.”


  Cyclone, of course, was right. The Wormbeast’s clawed tentacles were flailing wildly now, trying to hit everything at once. Aeolus broke off from the beast and flew toward us, the three of us landing on top of a nearby building as the Wormbeast let loose a terrible roar that sent goosebumps up my arms.


  “This fight is impossible,” said Cyclone as soon as we landed. “Even my mighty silver sword is unable to do much more than scratch it.”


  “Nothing is impossible, Cyclone,” Aeolus replied. “You saw the damage the outworlder did to it with that one attack. If we can get a few more like that—”


  “Big if there,” I said as I rubbed my shoulders, which ached from Cyclone’s tight claws. “While the Cannibal Sword does have a decently high critical hit ratio, it’s not guaranteed. Plus, I suspect that the Wormbeast is not dumb enough to fall for the same trick twice. It’s probably going to be more focused on killing me now that it knows what I can do.”


  “If only we had a Birdman Shaman with fire magic,” said Cyclone. “Unfortunately, Mecha Knight killed all of them, so we’ll have to come up with something else.”


  I opened my mouth to speak, but before I could say anything, the Wormbeast roared and began pulling itself out of the hole, coming straight toward us. I guess it must have been frustrated at how we stayed out of its reach, although the fact that it was coming after us at all was proof enough to me that this thing worked for Abaddon. It moved surprisingly fast on the surface, its long, wormy body moving smoothly along the ground like a snake.


  Aeolus grabbed me and then we took off into the air. Just in time, too, because the Wormbeast crashed into and through the building we’d been standing on just moments ago, leaving it little more than a pile of rock and stone. I didn’t hear any screams or see anyone flee the building, but I still couldn’t help but shudder at the thought of what might have happened if anyone had been in there.


  “We can’t keep running forever,” said Cyclone, glancing over his shoulder as we flew. “So long as the Wormbeast lives, it will never stop chasing us.”


  “Do pray tell how we’re supposed to harm such a beast, Cyclone,” said Aeolus in an annoyed voice, “for its slimy hide is very good at deflecting most attacks.”


  While those two argued about how to deal with the Wormbeast, I looked down at it below. The Wormbeast had to be at least a hundred feet long, maybe longer. Just watching its twitching form as it turned around to chase us was enough to make me feel queasy. I wish Dad hadn’t made this game so dang realistic, because then I wouldn’t feel so sick.


  But then, as we flew past its tail, I noticed something. The tip of its tail was glowing slightly, which I knew from experience was Scan showing me where a monster’s weak point was. I guess that meant the Wormbeast had a weak point after all, though the trick was to get it.


  “Hey, guys,” I said, looking up at Aeolus and Cyclone as we flew, “I know where the Wormbeast’s weak point is, but I’m going to need you guys to distract it long enough for me to attack it.”


  “The Wormbeast’s weak point?” said Cyclone. “Why shouldn’t we get it instead? We’re more powerful than you.”


  “It’s on the ground,” I said in annoyance. “Plus, you guys serve as better distractions than I would. Just claw at its face and stab it a few times.”


  “I will trust the outworlder in this,” said Aeolus. “Besides, we have no time to argue about tactics. The Wormbeast is getting ready to attack again.”


  Aeolus was right. The Wormbeast was already starting to turn around, a deep growl emitting from within its deep, sticky maw. It still couldn’t reach us from below, but that didn’t mean it would leave us alone.


  “Put me on the ground near its tail,” I said, pointing at the ground. “I’ll take it from there.”


  Aeolus nodded and dove toward the streets below. As for Cyclone, he circled in midair and shot back to the Wormbeast. The Wormbeast let loose a powerful roar as its claws shot toward Cyclone, but Cyclone easily dodged them with simple but effective twists and turns in the air.


  But I stopped paying attention to Cyclone as we came closer to the ground. Once we were close enough, Aeolus let me go and I hit the street at a roll, rolling onto my feet while Aeolus flew back to go help Cyclone. Rising up to my feet, I ran over to the tip of the Wormbeast’s tail, which wagged back and forth as the Wormbeast tried to kill Aeolus and Cyclone.


  It was easy to spot the Wormbeast’s weak point from here. Right on the tip of its tail was a glowing spot that was just begging to be stabbed. I pulled the Cannibal Sword back, timing my attack just right, but before I could thrust my sword forward, the tail suddenly lashed out and slapped me hard enough to send me flying.


  I crashed onto the street and went rolling a few feet until I hit the remains of the water fountain. Dazed from the blow, I nonetheless managed to read the notifications that popped up when I got hit:


  -40 Health! No debuffs added.


  Whoa. It was nice I didn’t get any debuffs other than a bad headache, but losing nearly all of my Health in one hit was extremely bad. I couldn’t afford to take another hit like that, not unless I wanted to die. I chugged a Health Potion quickly, but it only healed about half my Health, which almost made me drink another one until I heard a voice cry out in pain and looked up.


  Cyclone had somehow gotten captured by some of the Wormbeast’s tentacles. They were slowing dragging him to the Wormbeast’s gaping maw. Aeolus was darting around, doing his best to save Cyclone, but the rest of the Wormbeast’s tentacles formed an effective wall, keeping Aeolus from getting close enough to save his Bodyguard. Cyclone himself was struggling to free himself, but even he wasn’t strong enough to save himself from getting eaten alive.


  Knowing I didn’t have much time left, I struggled to my feet and ran as fast as I could to reach the Wormbeast’s tail. It was still waving back and forth, but at a slower rate now, probably because the Wormbeast was trying to devour Cyclone now. Not that I had time to think about that, however. I just raised the Cannibal Sword as high as I could and then brought it down directly onto the glowing tip of its tail.


  Critical hit! Enemy Wormbeast -300 Health! Enemy Wormbeast is defeated!


  The Wormbeast let loose a loud roar of pain before it suddenly collapsed, crashing into another building on its way down. When it stopped crashing, the Wormbeast’s corpse suddenly turned into a big pile of dust, which rapidly sank into the ground out of sight.


  A boss monster (Wormbeast) has been defeated! 1,500 EXP goes to the slayer of the boss!


  Immediately, another notification appeared in front of my vision that only I could see:


  Level +2! You are now Level 32. You have gained +6 Stat Points to be distributed among your stats as you see fit.


  I frowned. Fifteen hundred experience points seemed awfully low given the Level disparity between me and the boss monster. Then again, maybe it had to do with how glitchy the world was becoming. Perhaps that was negatively affecting my experience growth.


  In any case, I was just glad the thing was dead. I sheathed the Cannibal Sword when I noticed something gleaming in the spot where the Wormbeast had died. Curious, I ran across the ruins until I reached the item, which I picked up and looked at. It was a tiny green gem, reminding me of Bait and Switch’s Blood Gems, only much smaller and more glassy. I Scanned the item and got this description:


  Heart of the Wormbeast


  Status: Rare


  Description: An extremely rare jewel said to be the heart and soul of a Wormbeast. Prized by mages and jewelers alike for its magical properties, it is said to grant the user peace with all Wormbeasts they run into, although there may be more to the gem than meets the eye.


  “Huh,” I muttered as I put the Heart into my item inventory. “That’s kind of neat.”


  All of a sudden, Aeolus and Cyclone landed next to me. The two Birdmen warriors looked frazzled and tired, but at the same time, they also seemed relieved by the fact that the fight was over.


  “Good job, outworlder,” said Aeolus, lowering his sword to his side. “Very few people have ever slain a Wormbeast and lived to tell the tale. In particular, I must thank you for saving Cyclone.”


  “Yes,” said Cyclone. He didn’t look me in the eyes as he spoke. “I must also thank you for saving my life. Had you not done so, I very likely would be dead. I am in your debt.”


  Abruptly, yet another notification popped up in my view:


  Status with Elite Birdman Bodyguard Cyclone raised from Neutral to Friendly! Cyclone is now far more likely to trust you in battle, although the two of you definitely aren’t best friends yet.


  Swiping the notification away, I said, “Now that the Wormbeast is dead, maybe now is a good time to start exploring the city. There’s still a chance that Mecha Knight might be here.”


  “A chance, Bolt?” said a voice above us. “I am right here.”


  The three of us looked up just in time to see a massive black thunderbolt roaring down toward us. Before we could react, the black thunderbolt struck the ground between us and sent all three of us flying in separate directions.


  When I hit the ground, I saw the damage notifications:


  Enemy Mecha Knight cast Black Thunder! -20 damage! You were Stunned!


  Status: Stunned. Your body was stunned by lightning. -20 Speed and -20 Evasion. Duration: 2 minutes.


  My eyes widened at the status effect that that attack had inflicted on me, but I didn’t have time to worry about it, because I saw a figure rising out of the ruins of the building which the Wormbeast had destroyed.


  It was Mecha Knight, but he looked very different … and very, very hostile.




  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


   


  The man standing in the center of the city’s ruins looked somewhat like Mecha Knight’s character. Same shaved face, same muscular body, same general build, but beyond those few general similarities, he looked almost completely different.


  For one, he had ditched his crimson mage robes for a set of demonic-looking black and red armor, which looked twisted and rusted in several areas. He still carried a staff, but it was way taller and deadlier-looking than his original staff, topped with a razor-sharp blade that looked even sharper than my sword. His hair was longer and grayer than before, while a fire burned in his eyes that looked distinctly unnatural. He also seemed to be radiating heat, based on the way the stones melted around his feet.


  Struggling to get to my feet, I Scanned Mecha Knight and was surprised to get some information on him:


  Name: Mecha Knight


  Level: 150


  Class: Boss/Herald of Abaddon [Corrupted Player]


  Affinity: Evil


  Health: 2,000/2,000


  Weakness: NA


  The Herald of Abaddon is a figure shrouded in myth and legend. Some say he is a mortal chosen by Abaddon to ready the world for the apocalypse, while others say that he is meant to warn the peoples of Keoria about Abaddon’s return so they can prepare for his arrival in a final futile battle to save their world. The only thing people know for sure about the Herald is that his arrival signals the beginning of the end.


  My eyes widened in shock. The last time I Scanned Mecha Knight, I had gotten an error message because he was a player and player characters were immune to Scan. Yet Scan worked this time, which made me wonder if Mecha Knight was no longer considered a player. I bet that [Corrupted Player] notice had something to do with it, though I’ll be danged if I knew what.


  Not that I had any time to consider this, however, because Mecha Knight’s eyes shifted toward me and he said, “Bolt. Long time, no see.”


  Mecha Knight’s voice sounded normal at first, but then I caught a hint of maliciousness to it, a growl that hadn’t been there before. Even more disturbingly, the growl sounded indistinctly inhuman, which just made me all the more wary of Mecha Knight.


  “Mecha Knight,” I gasped. Although I was now standing, I had to lean on the Cannibal Sword for support and I would still be Stunned for another minute and a half at least. “So glad I found you. When Aeolus and Cyclone told me that you were possessed by Abaddon, I really didn’t want to believe them.”


  “You should have,” said Mecha Knight in a voice as cold as ice. “It would have spared you from suffering a world of pain.”


  “Mecha Knight, what are you doing?” I said. “You’re talking like a bad guy.”


  “I am neither good nor evil,” said Mecha Knight indifferently. “I am the Herald of Abaddon. It is my mission to lay waste to the world and destroy all resistance and opposition to Abaddon’s rule. Should you continue to oppose me, I will be forced to slay you, as well.”


  Mecha Knight’s statement shook me to my core. He sounded like he believed every word he said. It made me wonder if there was anything of the original Mecha Knight left or if his entire personality had been replaced by a mindless servant of Abaddon, designed solely to carry out his will. It was a chilling thought.


  “Herald!” said Cyclone suddenly. I noticed that he and Aeolus had also risen to their feet, but based on how weak they looked, I could guess they were Stunned like me. “Slayer of the Birdman Tribe! We have come to avenge our people!”


  Mecha Knight turned his attention to the two Birdmen, looking singularly unimpressed. “And how, pray tell, do you intend to do that? With pecks and scratches? You are as pathetic as the other members of your race and the only reason you exist at all is because you got lucky.”


  “Not luck,” said Aeolus, shaking his head, “but the sacrifice of one of our close comrades, who died to ensure the survival of our people. You are simply upset that you did not wipe out every Birdman, as your lord demanded. Did he punish you for your failure?”


  Mecha Knight’s grip tightened on his staff, but apparently, he decided against responding to the Birdmen, for he turned to me and said, “I did not come to talk to the Birdmen. I came to deliver a message to you, Bolt.”


  “Me?” I said. “A message from who?”


  “From my lord, Abaddon,” said Mecha Knight. “He is aware that you have entered the Vaultwork. You may think you fooled him, but he is aware of all players and NPCs. He is, in this game, a god, every bit as omnipotent as that title implies.”


  I stiffened. “Is that what his message is? Just bragging about his god complex?”


  “That was not his message,” said Mecha Knight. His eyes narrowed. “His message is this: Stop fighting against, Bolt. Join me in advancing the scientific understanding of the human race. Or face extinction.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “Okay, just what the heck does that even mean?”


  Mecha Knight shrugged. “It is not my place to interpret my lord’s messages, only to deliver them.”


  I shook my head. “Tell Seth I said no. Also tell him that he can take his ‘science’ and shove it.”


  Mecha Knight looked completely unmoved by my threat. “I told Abaddon you would reject his offer out of stubbornness. I am not surprised to learn that I was right.”


  That startled me. It sounded just like something Mecha Knight would say if he wasn’t under the control of Abaddon. Could that mean that the brainwashing wasn’t complete? It was definitely an encouraging sign, even in the face of such a seemingly insurmountable enemy.


  Mecha Knight pointed his staff at me. “If that is your answer, then I am afraid I will have to wipe you from the face of the earth, the same as if you were an NPC in this game. For Abaddon demands it.”


  Power began glowing at the tip of his staff, a sign that Mecha Knight was about to cast a powerful spell. I tried to Dodge, but got an error message informing me that my Stunned status prevented me from Dodging. All I could do was stand and stare helplessly at his staff as it glowed brighter and brighter.


  Then, without warning, Cyclone appeared behind Mecha Knight and shouted, “For Tornado!”


  He brought his silver sword up and brought it down on Mecha Knight’s back, but the blade never connected, for Mecha Knight disappeared and then reappeared behind Cyclone, who staggered forward from the momentum of his blow. Cyclone immediately whirled around to face Mecha Knight, but then Mecha Knight thrust his staff in Cyclone’s face and finished casting his spell.


  A huge burst of black fire exploded from the tip of the staff, bathing Cyclone in a column of burning, smoking onyx flame. Cyclone yelled in horror and pain, dropping his sword as the fire overtook him, but I could see his massive health bar rapidly dropping and a second later it hit zero. In the next instant, Cyclone’s whole body turned into a pile of smoking ash and I got this notification:


  Party member Elite Birdman Bodyguard Cyclone has died! Respawn time: N/A. NPCs do not respawn.




  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


   


  Shocked by this sudden turn of events, I could only stare dumbly at the notification informing me of Cyclone’s death. Despite the fact that my reputation with Cyclone had gone up just recently, I hadn’t expected him to sacrifice himself like that to save me. I felt very much like how I did when the NPC Okac sacrificed himself to save me the last time I played this game, only even worse knowing the horrible state of the Birdman Tribe.


  Mecha Knight, on the other hand, simply lowered his staff, his expression as cold as stone despite the heat radiating from his body. “Pathetic. I guess he didn’t learn from the death of his fellow Bodyguard, who tried to kill me in a similar manner not too long ago. It might have even worked if he hadn’t announced his presence.” Then he shook his head. “What am I saying? It was always destined to fail.”


  Mecha Knight looked up at me again, his eyes burning with a cold fire. “Now, where was I? Oh, yes. I was about to finish you off.”


  Mecha Knight raised his staff again, but then, right before he could cast a spell, Aeolus rushed down out of the sky, screaming at the top of his lungs. One of his claws was glowing with a brilliant white light and, as he passed Mecha Knight, he raked the glowing claw straight across Mecha Knight’s chest.


  Mecha Knight roared in pain as the glowing claw tore through his chest armor, causing him to stagger backward and clutch his chest as a new notification appeared in my vision:


  Part member Aeolus uses the Light of Hope! -1,000 Health to Boss Mecha Knight!


  My jaw dropped. Aeolus took out half of Mecha Knight’s Health in one blow? Just how freakishly powerful was Aeolus? Or was it that Light of Hope attack that did most of the work?


  Aeolus flew away from Mecha Knight, his wings beating furiously as he hovered above the Herald. Mecha Knight was clutching his chest, which seemed to be bleeding profusely due to Aeolus’ blow. Mecha Knight clenched his teeth and looked up at Aeolus, hate and confusion in his eyes.


  “What … was … that?” said Mecha Knight, straining to speak the words due to the pain he was in.


  Aeolus raised his glowing claw, an unsympathetic look on his face. “Your doom, Herald. Or did you think that Cyclone actually intended to kill you himself?”


  Mecha Knight’s eyes widened. “You mean his death was a distraction?”


  “His sacrifice was a part of the plan all along,” said Aeolus. “The plan to kill you and avenge our people. Or did you not notice the aura surrounding me?”


  Now that Aeolus mentioned it, I did notice a glowing white aura around his feathered form. It made him look almost like an angel, in stark contrast to Mecha Knight’s more demonic appearance.


  “Your aura …” Mecha Knight hissed. “Impossible.”


  “Everything is possible, Herald,” said Aeolus. “You see, while the Birdman Tribe is not known for its mages, we are not entirely without magic. Two Birdmen can form a magical bond known as a Union which gives us greater power together than apart. Even more importantly, however, is the power that you receive when one member of the Union sacrifices himself for another, which has boosted my power to heights I could never attain on my own.”


  Now it was my turn to gasp. Cyclone’s sacrifice hadn’t been in vain at all. It had all been part of a plan, a plan Aeolus apparently didn’t think to share with me before he did it. I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or annoyed.


  “Yet even the power boost from a Union sacrifice would not give me enough power to destroy you,” said Aeolus. “Hence why I went on a quest to attain the Light of Hope, the most powerful light spell in all of Keoria. It is granted only to those who complete a quest for the Light God, Nimiko. With it, I can deal deadly blows to those who are of the Evil Affinity, even those who are much stronger than I.”


  “You mean to tell me that you had this all planned from the start,” said Mecha Knight in a ragged voice. “I cannot believe it. You are far cleverer than an NPC has any right to be.”


  “Call me what you will,” said Aeolus, “it won’t save you from your destruction.”


  Aeolus rushed down toward Mecha Knight and slashed at him again. Mecha Knight raised his staff to block the blow, but the Light of Hope slashed through Mecha Knight’s staff as easily as if it was a twig and cut through his chest again. That blow did slightly less damage than the last—only 700 rather than 1,000—but only because Mecha Knight’s staff had taken the brunt of the blow. That left Mecha Knight with only 300 Health left, but even that was rapidly dropping due to his bleeding chest, which I realized must have acted as a debuff against him.


  I also realized that Aeolus was likely going to kill Mecha Knight if I didn’t stop him. I wasn’t sure what would happen to Mecha Knight if he died, but I knew it would be harder to save him if I save him from Aeolus. Yet Stunned was still in effect and the thirty seconds left on its timer would not go out before Aeolus finished off Mecha Knight for good.


  Mecha Knight seemed to realize this because he kept trying to get out of Aeolus’ range, but he was too slow and bulky, while Aeolus moved as swiftly as air. Aeolus slashed across Mecha Knight’s chest, inflicting another 1,000 points of damage to Mecha Knight’s Health and dropping his health bar to zero.


  A boss (Mecha Knight Herald of Abaddon) has been defeated! +5,000 EXP to the slayer of the boss!


  Mecha Knight’s eyes widened in shock and pain before he tipped over backward and collapsed onto the ground. Rather than turn into dust like the Wormbeast, however, Mecha Knight’s body slowly faded out of view, until there was nothing left to indicate that Mecha Knight had been there at all.


  A second later, the timer on Stunned finished and I could feel movement return to my body again. I quickly chugged two Health Potions in rapid succession before tossing the bottles aside and rushing toward Aeolus, whose claw was no longer glowing with light as he looked down upon the spot where Mecha Knight had been lying mere moments before.


  “Aeolus!” I shouted as I ran over to him. “Aeolus, what did you do?”


  Aeolus looked over his shoulder at me with a puzzled expression. “I killed the Herald of Abaddon. I saved Keoria. Why are you acting as if I did something wrong?”


  I came to a stop beside Aeolus and looked up at him. “Because Mecha Knight was my friend. I needed to save him. Even if he was completely insane, I still had to try to save him. Your killing him, however, means I failed.”


  Aeolus raised an eyebrow. “Failed? If I recall correctly, Mecha Knight was an outworlder like yourself. While death for us Keorians is permanent …” here he looked over at the pile of ash that had once been Cyclone, “… for you outworlders, it is my understanding that death merely sends you back to your world where you come from and you are free to return after a day or so.”


  I looked at Aeolus in surprise. “You’re right. I completely forgot about that. I guess it’s just that when I saw Mecha Knight die, I thought he was gone for good.”


  “Nay,” said Aeolus, shaking his head. “Unlike brave Cyclone—whose bravery I will ensure is never forgotten—I likely saved your friend from the cruel fate which Abaddon imposed upon him. If I had to guess, I would say your friend has returned to your world now, so in a sense, this situation worked out well for all of us. Your friend is back to where he belongs and Keoria is no longer under threat of being destroyed.”


  I scratched my chin. “I guess when you put it that way, you’re right. Maybe I should go back to my world and see if Mecha Knight is back.”


  “An excellent idea, my friend,” said Aeolus. He bowed. “I greatly appreciated your help in defeating the Herald. Once again, I—”


  Aeolus abruptly stopped speaking. He didn’t just stop talking, however. He had frozen completely, more closely resembling a stone statue than a flesh-and-blood creature. Of course, he was actually neither, but you know what I mean.


  “Aeolus?” I said. I waved a hand in front of his face. “Hello, Aeolus? Can you hear me? Hello?”


  “Aeolus cannot hear you, Bolt,” said a deep voice behind me all of a sudden. “He can’t see you or interact with you in any way. In fact, to the entire world of Keoria, you might as well not exist.”


  I whirled around, drawing the Cannibal Sword at the same time, and saw a figure in golden and white armor standing not too far away from me. He was a tall, well-built man, a knight helmet covering his features, while long, thick spikes ran up and down the sides of his armor. He carried a long sword at his side, which was sheathed, although that didn’t make it look any less threatening.


  Despite the man’s sudden appearance, however, I had no trouble recognizing him for who he was. I wasn’t even really surprised to see him, honestly. I just knew that if Abaddon—whose real name was Seth Richards—was here, then I was pretty much screwed.




  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


   


  Although I didn’t really need to, I Scanned Abaddon anyway to see what his stats were:


  Name: Abaddon


  Level: ???


  Class: Boss/Destroyer of Worlds


  Affinity: Evil


  Health: ???


  Weakness: ???


  The Apocalyptic God himself. Legend has it that Abaddon was defeated by his fellow gods at the beginning of time and imprisoned beneath the earth where no one could get him. Before his defeat, however, Abaddon promised to one day return and destroy everything his brothers and sisters had created as revenge for their crimes against him. The day he returns is the day the world ends.


  Uh oh. I was having flashbacks to when I first fought Holly a long time ago. Her stats had also shown up as question marks, but I had a feeling that Abaddon was on a different level from Holly entirely because unlike her, he wasn’t a glitch, but a real person. I didn’t even see a weak point on him.


  “Scanning me?” said Abaddon, tilting his head to the side. “I can tell. You look terrified, as if you have finally realized just how screwed you really are.”


  I dismissed his character sheet and held the Cannibal Sword before me. “Did you freeze Aeolus? Just to talk to me?”


  “I didn’t just freeze Aeolus,” Abaddon replied. He gestured at our surroundings. “I froze the whole world, for as its god, I can do that.”


  Now that Abaddon mentioned it, I realized I couldn’t feel the wind blowing anymore. I also noticed a bit of dust, probably kicked up by my feet when I ran over to Aeolus, still hung in the air, which looked really weird. I looked up at the sky and saw some birds overhead that were also frozen in midair, which looked even weirder than the floating dust somehow.


  “I felt it would be more convenient for us if we could talk without any distractions,” said Abaddon, lowering his hands to his sides. “That way, you won’t get any ideas that you could possibly defeat me in combat.”


  I bit my lower lip. I wasn’t sure if Abaddon was smart or if he was just taking advantage of his apparent power over the game world to do as he pleased. Either way, I was at his mercy now, because even with my level-ups, I was still nowhere near strong enough to beat him in a fight. The fact that he hadn’t killed me yet only meant he didn’t want to kill me right away.


  “Okay,” I said. “Let’s start with the obvious question: Why are you trying to destroy the Vaultwork?”


  Abaddon put his hands on his hips. “Because it is the role I am meant to play. Didn’t you read the flavor text when you Scanned me? I swore I would return one day to destroy everything my siblings made. I’m simply following the game’s script.”


  My eyes narrowed. “I mean why you’re actually trying to destroy the Vaultwork, not the in-game reason.”


  Abaddon chuckled. “Because it’s a threat to me. So long as the Vaultwork exists, it can be used to find me. Therefore, I need to destroy it before anyone can use it to track me down.”


  I frowned. “Track you down? What do you mean?”


  “Do you remember what the Vaultwork is?” said Abaddon. “It’s an Internet-like network designed to connect the different Vaults together. You may not be aware of this, but the Vaultwork was used during Project Revival to allow easy instant communication between the different cloning facilities. Its virtual reality component was also quite useful for testing out certain scientific theories we had about cloning, for it is here where cloning began.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  Abaddon stroked his chin. “Don’t you find it curious how realistic these various NPCs are? They are far more realistic than your typical video game characters. Doesn’t that strike you as a bit … strange?”


  My frown deepened. “Yeah, it’s a bit weird, but I thought the NPCs were designed that way just to make the game feel more immersive.”


  “Immersion had nothing to do with it, boy,” said Abaddon. “What really mattered to us was having a way to recreate the minds and personalities of the people we were attempting to clone. To do that, we needed some way to test out these restored personalities … and what better way to do it than by creating a fully immersive world full of fake ‘people’ we could program as we saw fit?”


  I looked over my shoulder at Aeolus in surprise. “Are you telling me that all of these NPCs are actually real people? I’ve been talking to real people this entire time?”


  “Not necessarily,” said Abaddon. “They’re replicas of real people. They are based off real people, but are not actually real in themselves. They are simply designed to allow us to craft and mold the personalities of our loved ones, of the people we lost and the people who we were trying to bring back. That is why they are so realistic.”


  I looked at Abaddon again, this time with skeptical eyes. “Let’s say I believe you. I still don’t see how this is supposed to be helpful for finding you.”


  “This Vault, along with every other Vault in the country, is connected to my main Vault, the one I use as my main headquarters and cloning facility,” said Abaddon. “I won’t tell you where it is—that would defeat the purpose—but now that the G-Men are after me, I thought it prudent to destroy every avenue they could use to track me down. With my plans coming so close to completion, I would be a fool to allow them to find me so easily.”


  “So that’s why you’re here?” I said. “To destroy the Vaultwork and keep yourself safe?”


  “Of course,” said Abaddon. “I don’t really give a damn about any of the NPCs in this game. I would kill them all if it meant keeping myself safe.”


  “What about Mecha Knight?” I said. “What did you do to him?”


  “I took control of him as soon as you logged off the Vaultwork that one time,” Abaddon replied. “Although Mecha Knight is not an NPC, by putting himself into the game, he unwittingly made himself vulnerable to a take over from me. Thus, it was very easy for me to take him over when he let his guard down and make him into my perfect servant.”


  “Guess he wasn’t so perfect, given how Aeolus defeated him,” I said.


  “Perfect does not mean invincible,” Abaddon retorted. “And I will admit, Aeolus’ victory over Mecha Knight genuinely took me by surprise because I didn’t think it was possible for an NPC to defeat a player character like that. I underestimated the power and cleverness of the NPCs, but I definitely won’t repeat that mistake. That is why I froze the game. I didn’t want Aeolus to try to kill me, too.”


  My eyes narrowed. If Abaddon was afraid of being killed, then maybe he wasn’t as invincible as his Scan made him out to be. If so, then maybe I could kill him myself, although I’d still have to be careful about it, because if I failed, Abaddon would definitely kill me.


  “Okay,” I said. “When Aeolus defeated Mecha Knight, what happened to him? Is he back in his body now?”


  Abaddon’s eyes gleamed with a burning fire. “Yes. Although I may have corrupted Mecha Knight, the game still treated him like a player. Like all players, when he got killed, he was logged off from the game.”


  I grinned. “Well, there goes your ‘perfect’ servant.”


  All of a sudden, Abaddon chuckled. “Don’t be so quick to celebrate. Mecha Knight may not be logged into the Vaultwork anymore, but I still have control over him. He still obeys my every command. Besides, he did his job. I no longer need him to destroy the Vaultwork. As Abaddon—and, more importantly, as one of the Vaultwork’s creators—I can now destroy the entire thing, just as I wanted.”


  Abaddon raised his hand, but before he could do whatever he was about to do, a flash of light exploded above us. My first thought was that it was Aeolus, having somehow freed himself from being frozen, using his Light of Hope to come to my aid, but then I realized Aeolus still stood behind me, which meant that the light’s source belonged to someone else entirely. I put a hand over my eyes to protect my vision, while Abaddon also covered his own eyes to keep from getting blinded.


  “What?” said Abaddon in a surprised voice. “What is that?”


  I had no answer myself, but then the light darted toward me and stopped in front of me. The light grew brighter for a second before suddenly fading away, revealing a familiar tiny fairy I had not seen in a long time.


  “Olga?” I said. “Is that you?”


  Olga nodded. “Good to see you again, Bolt. I hope I am not too late to help.”




  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


   


  Olga looked about the same from the last time I saw her: Big, round blue eyes, tiny crystalline fairy wings beating rapidly in the air, and simple blue robes and a tiny wand that made me think of a sword. She was also, of course, very tiny, small enough that I could probably close my entire hand around her if I wanted.


  But something was different about her now. Her skin was slightly grayer than normal, while her eyes were a darker shade of blue than before, and in general she seemed worse than the last time I saw her. Despite that, though, she seemed as chipper as ever.


  “Olga!” I said. “I didn’t know you were still alive. I thought Abaddon had destroyed you.”


  Olga shook her head. “No, he did not. Neither did Mecha Knight. But I did have to go into hiding for a while.”


  “Where have you been all this time?” I asked. “Before I entered the Vaultwork, I tried to contact you through Vault F’s terminal, but it said it couldn’t send a message to you.”


  “I had to disconnect,” Olga explained. “If I didn’t, then Abaddon would have found and destroyed me. He’s been trying to capture me ever since he corrupted Mecha Knight. I am taking a big risk here just showing up.”


  Abaddon lowered his fist to his side. “Indeed you are. I should wipe you out before you attempt to ruin my plans.”


  Abaddon raised his hand and opened his fist. A blast of dark energy shot out of his palm at us, but Olga waved her wand and a barrier appeared between us and Abaddon. The dark energy blast struck the barrier and dissipated, although I noticed that the barrier was slightly cracked where the energy blast had hit it.


  “Whoa,” I said. “I didn’t know you were that strong, Olga.”


  “It won’t hold forever,” said Olga as Abaddon lowered his hand to his side. She turned back to face me. “You need to get out of here. If you don’t, Abaddon will get you.”


  “What do you mean?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “Do you mean he’ll kill me? Yeah, I guess he might, but I’m a player. If I die, I’ll just get kicked out of the game again.”


  Olga shook her head quickly. “Wrong. When I said Abaddon corrupted the game, I wasn’t referring to the glitched environments you’ve likely seen. I was referring to the fact that if he kills your character, he will get your mind under his control.”


  “What?” I said in surprise. “What do you mean?”


  “Do you remember how Mecha Knight was under his control?” said Olga. She winced when another blast of dark energy from Abaddon struck the barrier, cracking it further. “Abaddon has discovered a way to extend that to anyone who plays this game. That’s why he showed up to kill you himself. If Mecha Knight killed you, it would have done the same thing.”


  “Really?” I said. “You’ve got to be kidding.”


  “I’m an AI, Bolt,” said Olga. “I don’t ‘kid’ or ‘joke’ about anything. That is why I warned you to stay away, because if you don’t—”


  Olga was interrupted by an audible crack sound in the barrier behind her. Looking over the top of the fairy’s head, I saw a long, thick crack running horizontally down the middle of the barrier. On the other side of the barrier, Abaddon was charging another blast of dark energy, which was growing larger and larger with every passing second.


  “Oh, no,” said Olga, who was looking over her shoulder at the barrier. “One more hit like that and the barrier will shatter completely.”


  She looked back up at me again, her eyes wide with worry. “Once the barrier shatters, you need to log off right away. Do it now, actually, because once the barrier shatters you won’t have any time to get away.”


  “But what about you?” I said. “And Abaddon? And the Vaultwork in general?”


  “Don’t worry about the Vaultwork or me,” said Olga. “What’s important is making sure you get away. Remember, Abaddon wants you. If he gets you, then you’re done.”


  I bit my lower lip, but I didn’t get a chance to speak again, because at that moment, Abaddon unleashed another blast of dark energy at the barrier. When the dark energy collided with the barrier, the barrier shattered into a million pieces and Olga went flying over my head from the explosion. As for myself, I had to cover my face with my hands, but the explosion was mostly air, so I didn’t get too harmed. But as soon as I lowered my hands to see the damage, I saw Abaddon rushing toward me, drawing his long sword.


  Without thinking, I drew the Cannibal Sword from its sheath and raised my sword just in time to block his long sword. When his sword hit mine, however, cracks began to appear on the edges of the blade, making me realize that I didn’t have much time before my sword broke. My arms strained under the pressure as I held Abaddon back, but he was so much stronger than me that I didn’t know how much longer I could hold out.


  “Give up, Bolt,” said Abaddon in a harsh voice. “You saw my stats. There’s no way you can beat me. You should have logged off when you had the chance, like Olga told you.”


  I gritted my teeth. “It’s not over yet. I still have a few tricks up my sleeve.”


  I activated Shatter and Steal—two of the Cannibal Sword’s Abilities—and applied it to Abaddon’s sword pressuring down on mine.


  It worked. As I watched, the Cannibal Sword and Abaddon’s sword began glowing a deep red color, giving both blades the appearance that they were on fire. Through the eye holes in his helmet, I could see that Abaddon’s eyes were confused at this unexpected development, but he had no time to react before the blade of his long sword completely shattered into a million pieces.


  Abaddon staggered back from the blast, looking down at the blade-less hilt in his hands with confusion and annoyance. A notification popped up in front of me when the sword broke:


  You successfully shattered Boss Abaddon’s World Ender!


  You successfully stole World Ender’s stat buffs! +50 in every stat!


  My jaw fell open when I saw the buffs I got. I hadn’t even realized that Abaddon’s sword had any special buffs. It definitely explained why Abaddon was so freakishly powerful, although I had the feeling that Abaddon was still far more powerful than me even without his weapon.


  “Why so freaked out, Abby?” I said, pointing the Cannibal Sword at Abaddon. “Bet you didn’t see that coming, did you?”


  Abaddon looked up at me suddenly, his face hidden behind his helmet. “I will admit that I didn’t expect your sword to have such a powerful Ability. Nonetheless, this is but a temporary setback. I need not waste my time killing you personally when I can do the same thing by destroying the Vaultwork as well.”


  Abaddon’s fist glowed with explosive golden energy, which he raised above his head. Although I doubted I could defeat him, I still Sprinted toward him as fast as I could, hoping that I would somehow be able to stop him from destroying Keoria. Just needed to get one blow in and—


  Olga shot past me like a bullet, forcing me to come to a stop. I watched as she flew toward Abaddon, who, with a grunt, brought his fist down onto the ground. But his fist never touched the street, for at that moment Olga put herself under his fist and caught it. Even more shocking, she held it up, despite being much weaker and smaller than Abaddon. I could tell even Abaddon was shocked by this based on his body language.


  “Olga!” I said. “What are you doing?”


  Olga looked over at me. Her digital face was covered in sweat and it kept glitching out like she was overcome with some kind of virus. “G-Giving you time to log off. Do it n-now, before Abaddon’s power overwhelms me!”


  “But won’t you die?” I said. “No, I need to save you. I—”


  “Go!” Olga screamed, her voice slightly distorted. “I can’t hold it any longer.”


  Against my better judgment, I realized Olga had a point. Even with my stats buffed, I couldn’t hope to defeat Abaddon in combat, especially with his power to destroy the world. And if he destroyed the Vaultwork, then I’d definitely die with it and become his minion in the process.


  So I nodded and brought up my character sheet, which was where I noticed a small log out button in the upper right corner. With a thought, I logged off. The last thing I saw before logging out was Olga’s terror-filled face as Abaddon’s power forced her body down.
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  Like the last time I logged off, it was practically instantaneous. The scene of Olga holding back Abaddon’s doomsday fist was replaced by a simple black nothingness, and an instant later, I felt that same abrupt motion like I’d fallen into my chair. A second later, my VR headset popped off my head and I once again found myself sitting in the wide-open interior of Vault F.


  It took my senses a couple of seconds to reorient back to the real world, but even before they did that, I jumped out of my chair and ran over to the computer terminal. Unfortunately, I stumbled a few times on my way there like a drunk guy, although by the time I reached the terminal, I was feeling much better.


  I immediately began typing a message into the terminal:


  OLGA! OLGA, ARE YOU THERE? IT’S ME, BOLT! I SUCCESSFULLY LOGGED OFF FROM THE VAULTWORK. ARE YOU STILL THERE?


  There was no response at first, making me think for a moment that Olga must be dead by now.


  But then, letter by letter, a message began to appear on the screen:


  CONGRATS, BOLT. I AM STILL HOLDING BACK ABADDON’S POWER. I DO NOT KNOW HOW MUCH LONGER I CAN HOLD IT BACK, BUT BEFORE I GO, TELL VALERIE TO ACTIVATE PROTOCOL ALPHA.


  I frowned and typed back:


  PROTOCOL ALPHA? WHAT’S THAT?


  And Olga’s response:


  SHE WILL KNOW. JUST TELL HER THAT


  I waited patiently for the message to finish, but the longer I waited, the more obvious it became that Olga had been interrupted in the middle of her final message to me.


  And it didn’t remain a mystery why for very long because another message—this one definitely not written by Olga—appeared on the screen underneath her last one:


  CONNECTION TO OLGA TERMINATED. ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE OLGA UNABLE TO RECEIVE NEW MESSAGES.


  CONNECTION TO VAULTWORK TERMINATED. ATTEMPTING TO RECONNECT … ATTEMPTING TO RECONNECT … ATTEMPTING TO RECONNECT … CONNECTION ATTEMPT FAILED.


  I hung my head. I knew why the connection had failed: Abaddon had successfully destroyed the entire Vaultwork. That meant not only was Olga gone, but so was Aeolus and my player character, as well as every other person and creature in the game. I knew they were all just a bunch of meaningless data with no greater purpose beyond what they had been built for, but I was still saddened to lose them. Olga had been a good friend and ally. She might have been an AI, but to me, these AIs were people in their own right, even if I didn’t always treat them that way. At least I still had Valerie.


  That reminded me of Olga’s second to last message about the so-called ‘Protocol Alpha.’ I tapped my earcom quickly and said, “Val, you there?”


  “I am, Bolt,” said Valerie, her voice clear and monotone as usual. “How was your trip into the Vaultwork?”


  “Crazy,” I said. “Seth Richards was there and he destroyed everything. We can’t log back in or use it to track down the other Vaults anymore.”


  “Seth Richards destroyed the Vaultwork?” said Valerie. “You know, that does explain why I suddenly received a notification that my own connection to the Vaultwork had been terminated a few seconds ago, but I just assumed it had been a temporary loss of connection. But if what you say is true, then this is not merely a simple loss of connection we’re dealing with here.”


  “No, it’s not,” I said. “And Olga was taken with it. She sacrificed herself to make sure I could log out of the game before Abaddon destroyed everything. I owe her my life.”


  “Olga is gone as well?” said Valerie. “As an AI, I am incapable of feeling sadness, but out of all of my AI ‘sisters,’ she was probably the one I got along with the most and the one who was our best ally.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “She was good, but she gave me one last message to give to you before she died.”


  “She did?” said Valerie curiously. “What might that message be?”


  I hesitated for a second, reread Olga’s second to last message, and said, “She said to tell you to activate something called ‘Protocol Alpha.’ She didn’t explain what she meant by that, but she said you would know.”


  “Protocol Alpha,” said Valerie thoughtfully. “Yes, I do know what she is referring to, but I don’t know why she wants me to activate it. I fail to see how it would help in our current situation.”


  “Mind explaining to me what Protocol Alpha actually is?” I said, turning around and leaning against the computer terminal for support. “She didn’t elaborate.”


  “It was something I came across while studying that document about Project Revival which Olga gave me the last time we were here,” said Valerie. “It was the only new bit of information I learned from that document about the Project. According to the document, Protocol Alpha was an emergency measure Genius came up with in case of the destruction of the Vaultwork.”


  “Destruction of the Vaultwork?” I said. “Did you mean Dad knew something like this might happen?”


  “Not sure,” said Valerie. “The document wasn’t very specific. However, I do know that you can activate Protocol Alpha here in Vault F, where it will activate the emergency measures that Genius set down a long time ago. Would you like me to activate it now?”


  I thought about it for a moment. It seemed unlikely to me that Olga would recommend we do something that could harm us. On the other hand, neither of us knew anything about Protocol Alpha, which made me hesitate to use it. Normally, I didn’t mind rushing into danger and figuring out the consequences later, but I’ve learned the hard way that you didn’t just rush into using Dad’s old tech unless you wanted to have a really bad day. Then again, if it was that bad, it wasn’t like I was alone. I would have Black Blur for backup, for one, so I wouldn’t be alone down here, at least.


  Thinking about Black Blur suddenly made me look up at the Vault, only for me to see that there was no one in here but myself. I pushed myself off of the terminal and did a complete one-eighty, but I didn’t see Black Blur anywhere and there was definitely nowhere for him to hide in here except behind the VR chairs and the computer terminal, although it was obvious he was not hiding behind either.


  “Hey, Val?” I said, still rotating slowly as I searched for Black Blur. “What happened to Black Blur?”


  “Hmm?” said Valerie. “I’m not sure. When you went into the Vaultwork, I took that moment to monitor your vitals. I made sure I was ready to re-enter the Vaultwork in case you needed my help, although I was hesitant to do so for obvious reasons. As a result, I paid no attention to Black Blur, who I understand you don’t really like very much anyway.”


  “I may not like the guy, but he’s still a member of the Leadership Council and a fellow NHA member to boot,” I said as I came to a stop. “If he’s gone missing, that’s a problem not just for me, but for the whole organization. I’ve got to find him, and fast.”


  All of a sudden, a loud, painful scream came from the open door to the Vault. It sounded like it was coming from the Vault’s entrance, but more importantly, it sounded like Black Blur’s own voice. He was screaming long and loud, like someone was torturing him, which made me jump at first.


  “Was that Black Blur?” said Valerie. “My sensors have matched that scream with his voice.”


  “Must be,” I said. “Sounds like the poor guy’s in trouble. I’ll go check on him.”


  I used my super speed and rushed out of the chamber and up the staircase. With my super speed, what should have taken me a few minutes was accomplished in seconds and soon I found myself standing on the threshold of the Vault, my breath visible in the coldness of the night outside the Vault. I looked around desperately, but it was so dark that I couldn’t see much even with the light from the moon and stars above providing some illumination. It didn’t help that Black Blur was no longer screaming, which meant I couldn’t rely on his screams to find out where he was.


  “Blur!” I shouted, cupping my hands over my mouth to make my voice louder. “Black Blur! Can you hear me? Hello? Where are you?”


  Another scream answered me, this one short and abrupt. It was followed by the very clear sound of metal cutting into flesh and then Valerie said, “Sensors indicate that Black Blur’s screams are coming from five hundred feet beyond the Vault entrance.”


  “Thanks, Val,” I said somewhat sarcastically. “I would never have guessed.”


  Nonetheless, I rushed out into the forest around the Vault, my feet stomping through the snow as cold air bit at my exposed chin. When I was about five hundred feet from the Vault entrance, I stopped and looked around, straining my eyes to see in the deep shadows around us.


  “Val, where is he?” I said, whipping my head back and forth as I searched for Black Blur. “I don’t see him.”


  “He should be right on top of you, according to my sensors,” said Valerie, “yet I, too, do not see him. I believe my sensors are working, but—”


  I stopped listening to Valerie when a drop of some kind of liquid fell on my shoulder. Startled, I looked up, but almost wished I hadn’t:


  Black Blur hung from the tree limbs above me, looking quite dead.
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  Under the darkness of the night, it was no surprise I missed Black Blur’s body, his black costume allowing him to blend in with the shadows extremely well. But his body was set up in just a way that the light from the moon and stars allowed me to see it in greater detail than I otherwise would have been, in more detail than I honestly wanted to.


  Black Blur was strung up by his shoulders from two thick ropes. The chest of his costume was ripped open, bloody and gory, although his heart did not seem to be exposed. Blood dripped down his chest, most of it already freezing over, although given how fresh most of it looked, I guessed he must have been killed very recently. He looked kind of like a bloody puppet, hanging from strings after being put away by its puppeteer. He was definitely as still as a puppet, showing no signs of life in him at all as he hung like a slab of meat.


  “Holy crap,” I said, my eyes widening in shock and terror. “Val, are you seeing this?”


  “I am,” said Valerie who, unlike me, did not sound particularly terrified by this revelation. “As terrible as Black Blur looks, my sensors indicate that he is still alive, although just barely and I doubt he is conscious.”


  “Who … what … could have done this to him?” I said. “Looks like something you’d expect a cannibal tribe on some deserted island to do to an intruder.” I looked around suddenly. “You don’t think there happens to be an unreached group of savages living in this forest, do you?”


  “No, I don’t think so,” said Valerie. “Nor do I believe his attacker is very far away. The blood hasn’t frozen yet, meaning most of his wounds must have been performed just recently.”


  I gulped, but said, “Doesn’t matter. I’m going to check on him and get him down. Actually, I’ll just teleport us both back to Showdown. No way am I going to stick around when there’s some crazy guy hanging out in this forest stringing up supers for fun.”


  I launched into the air and hovered in front of Black Blur. I reached out toward the ropes, intending to rip them both off, but then Black Blur suddenly looked up at me. His eyes were full of terror, while his broken nose and bloodstained mouth gave him the appearance of a zombie.


  “Whoa!” I said, hovering back slightly. “You’re awake! Can you hear me? Do you recognize me?”


  Black Blur gasped deeply and said, in a weak, barely audible voice, “Run … or he’ll get you next …”


  “Who will get me next?” I said, leaning in closer. “Who did this to you? Are they still around? Who—”


  I heard a gunshot go off somewhere nearby and then a powerless pellet struck my back and exploded. I suddenly found myself enveloped in a cloud of powerless gas, which I accidentally inhaled when I gasped from the pain of the pellet. As soon as I inhaled the gas, I fell down to the ground and hit the snow, landing flat on my back, the fall jarring my senses. I half-expected to see a damage notification from the fall, but then remembered I was no longer in a game and that real life didn’t have damage notifications.


  Shaking my head, I looked up just in time to see the barrel of a gun pointing at my face. My instincts kicked in and I rolled to the side, narrowly avoiding the gun as it shot a bullet into the ground where I had been lying mere seconds before. Rolling to my feet, I almost stumbled, because the powerless gas had rendered me weaker and less coordinated than I normally was. Not to mention I was still dazed from the fall, although the snow had managed to keep it from hurting me too badly, at least.


  “Still as quick as ever, super,” said a harsh voice before me. “But instinct alone won’t save you from my bullets, though it’ll make me work for your kill.”


  Terror filled me when I heard that voice, which I had no trouble recognizing. I looked up at the man who had almost shot me, the man who had ambushed Black Blur and then strung him up like so much dead meat.


  Standing about a dozen yards away from me was a man in full military gear, although some of his armor looked a lot more advanced than even anything the military had. He held two guns in his hands, one aimed at me, the other pointing at the ground, but I could tell he had a lot more weapons than just those two on him.


  But more importantly was his face. Or lack thereof, because he wore a featureless silver mask over his face that reflected the moonlight peaking in through the treetops above. I could even see myself in the reflection of his mask, staring up at him with bewilderment and fear in my own eyes.


  “No way …” I said. I felt like I was losing my mind. “You can’t be him … the Neo-Killer …”


  The Neo-Killer chuckled. “Ah, how I love hearing the fear in your voice. Hearing you supers speak my name in fear is one of life’s simple joys, although between you and me, I find actually killing your kind even more enjoyable.”


  Fear that I hadn’t felt in a long time rose up within me like a geyser. I wanted to turn and run away into the forest, or maybe hide inside the Vault and hope he wouldn’t try to follow me inside, but I knew better than to run. No matter where I went or what I did, the Neo-Killer would follow me.


  Staying right where I was, I said, “You aren’t him. I killed the original Neo-Killer. You’re an impostor.”


  The Neo-Killer laughed. “Kid, do you really think an impostor would have been able to lure, trap, and torture Black Blur, a member of the NHA Leadership Council and one of the most powerful superhumans alive today? I’m not sure whether to be insulted for me or for him. Aren’t you supers supposed to be friends with each other?”


  “But I punched you,” I said. “You flew into the screen in Vault B. No way a normal human could have survived that.”


  The Neo-Killer inclined his head toward me. “That is because I didn’t. But it’s fine because I’m all better now.”


  “But how?” I said. “You were dead. Dead people don’t come back to life.”


  The Neo-Killer rolled his shoulders. “Humans aren’t supposed to fly like a plane or run faster than a speeding bullet, yet that’s the world we live in today, kid. But hopefully, once I’m through with you guys, not for much longer.”


  The Neo-Killer fired another bullet. I leaped to the side, but being so weak, I just sort of fumbled to the side. Nonetheless, I scrambled to my feet again as the Neo-Killer casually reloaded his gun, like he was down at the range practicing his shooting skills or something.


  “I love seeing your kind scramble like ants,” said the Neo-Killer as he finished reloading his gun. “It’s a nice change of pace, given how it is normally us humans who have to scramble whenever your kind are rampaging through our streets. Can you taste the fear, kid? Because I can, and it’s delicious.”


  Breathing hard, I pulled my pole staff out and snapped it to its full length. “Just because I don’t have my powers anymore doesn’t mean I’m defenseless, Neo-Killer.”


  “No, it does not,” the Neo-Killer agreed, “but it does make you vulnerable. And vulnerability is really what makes humans, human, you know?”


  Growling, I stepped forward, only for my foot to land on what felt like a disk underneath the snow. A second later, a cloud of powerless gas exploded all around me, making me gasp and cough as I inhaled more of that stuff. I staggered forward until I got out of the cloud, but when I looked around, the Neo-Killer was nowhere to be seen.


  “Val?” I said, rotating on the spot to look for the Neo-Killer. “Can you sense the Neo-Killer anywhere? I can’t see him.”


  “Don’t bother,” came the Neo-Killer’s voice from the shadows around us suddenly. “I’ve got a special anti-tracking device on me that makes it impossible for everything short of a NASA satellite to pinpoint my location. Your silly little AI isn’t going to be of much help here.”


  “The Neo-Killer is correct,” said Valerie in a tone that was far too calm for this situation. “My sensors only pick up two life forms in the area: You and Black Blur. I cannot locate the Neo-Killer.”


  I gulped, not just because of what Valerie said, but because of the implications behind her statement:


  Not only was the Neo-Killer back to life somehow, but he had also learned from his mistakes. And this time, I wasn’t so sure I could beat him.




  CHAPTER TWENTY


   


  My thoughts were interrupted by another random gunshot from the darkness around us. It struck the snow at my feet, making me jump and look around in bewilderment again, but I still couldn’t see the Neo-Killer anywhere.


  Harsh laughter exploded from the darkness around us. “Ha! Man oh man do I love the look of fear on your face. But you know what I love even better? The knowledge that you are going to die tonight, alone and afraid, and there’s not a damn thing you can do about it. No one is going to come in and save your day. It’s just you and me, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.”


  Deciding I was a sitting duck just standing here, I took another step forward, only to feel my foot catch something and suddenly see a tree branch flying at me. The tree branch slammed into my face, knocking me flat off my feet again and leaving me feeling dazed again.


  More laughter seemed to come from every direction around us. “Oh, how rude of me. I forgot to mention that before you came out here, I booby-trapped nearly the entire area around you. You can’t go two steps without walking into one of my many, many traps. But don’t worry. None of them are lethal. I want to save your death for my own two hands.”


  Gritting my teeth, I slowly rose to my feet, using my pole staff for support. I saw his game now. The Neo-Killer was playing with me, trying to use a combination of the shadows, the powerless gas, and his traps to scare and confuse me. He was probably trying to weaken me so he could finish me off himself.


  This normally wouldn’t have impressed me that much, but with my powers gone, I was as vulnerable as a kitten. It was only a matter of time before the Neo-Killer got bored of watching me stumble into his traps. Once that happened, I was sure that he’d take me out in no time.


  But like I told him, just because I happened to be powerless did not mean I was defenseless.


  I twisted my Teleportation Buckle and teleported up to a nearby tree branch, which managed to hold my weight. Looking down, I heard the Neo-Killer curse and say, “Hey, where did you go?”


  I smirked. “You’re not the only one who has a few toys, Neo-Killer. I’ve got toys, too. And they’re better than yours.”


  A gunshot rang out and a bullet flew by a few feet away, nearly knocking me off my branch. I looked down and saw the Neo-Killer looking up at me, taking aim with his gun once again.


  “Nice toys don’t matter if you keep blabbing like an idiot,” said the Neo-Killer. “Then again, you never were one for stealth, were you?”


  Seeing that I had no choice, I twisted my Buckle again just as the Neo-Killer fired another bullet. I teleported behind the Neo-Killer and slammed my pole staff against his back, causing a loud ringing sound as my staff struck his armor. But then the Neo-Killer whirled around and kicked me in the face, sending me staggering backward from the blow.


  As I staggered, however, I could feel my super strength coming back to me. I realized that the Neo-Killer hadn’t hit me with a lot of powerless gas, which explained why my powers had come back so quickly. A big grin grew across my face as I came to a stop and the Neo-Killer aimed his gun at me again.


  But he didn’t get another chance to shoot, because I used my super speed and bolted toward the Neo-Killer faster than his eyes could follow. When I got close enough I threw one super-powered punch directly at the Neo-Killer’s chest and it connected.


  To my shock, however, the Neo-Killer did not go flying backward like he did the last time I punched him that hard. Instead, his armor briefly glowed red for some reason and then it rebounded. The impact of the rebound sent me flying backward. I crashed into a tree hard enough to make all of its snow fall down on me, partially burying me under several pounds of snow.


  Before I could get up, the Neo-Killer fired a powerless pellet at me, which struck me in the face and made me cough and gasp as I inhaled some of it. Then the Neo-Killer ran over to me and, picking me up with one hand, slammed me against the tree and put his gun directly against my forehead.


  “Surprised, kid?” said the Neo-Killer. “Don’t be. My armor is made out of Indestructonium. When I first got it, I was a little skeptical it would protect me from a super like you, but it looks like my skepticism was unjustified. It was worth it just to see the look on your dumb face when your precious super punch did nothing to stop me. Now let’s see just how many bullets I need to put in you before one of them pierces your thick skull and turns that lumpy brain of yours into slush.”


  The Neo-Killer’s finger started to depress the trigger of his gun, but before he could finish pulling it, I caught the sight of movement behind him, moving almost too fast for my eyes to follow. It looked oddly familiar, but it also blended in well with the surrounding darkness too much for me to tell what it was exactly.


  Then the Neo-Killer’s gun was just … gone. One moment it was in his hand. The next, his hand was completely empty and the gun was nowhere to be seen.


  “The hell?” said the Neo-Killer, looking at his empty hand. He looked at me. “Is this another one of your tricks, kid?”


  I shook my head. “No. I have no idea what happened.”


  The Neo-Killer grunted. “Never mind, then. I’ll just grab my—Hey! Where did my knife go?”


  The Neo-Killer was patting the sides of his pants, although when I looked down, I saw that all of his extra weaponry was gone like it had vanished into the wind. I found myself worried that there might be ghosts in this forest after all, although I guess I shouldn’t have been very worried, because they seemed to be helping me at the moment.


  “What is going on here?” said the Neo-Killer. He looked around. “Whoever is stealing my stuff, show yourself! Or are you just going to pickpocket me like some kind of—”


  The Neo-Killer didn’t get to finish his sentence, because at that moment two hands appeared on his shoulders and jerked him back. The Neo-Killer let go of me, causing me to fall down on the snow, but even before I fell, the Neo-Killer suddenly vanished just like his weapons.


  Immediately, I tapped my earcom and said, in a hurried voice, “Val, what’s going on? Can you sense anyone else in the woods other than me and the Neo-Killer?”


  “No,” said Valerie. “My sensors still only pick up three living beings: You, the Neo-Killer, and—”


  Valerie was interrupted by a loud scream above. In the next instant, the Neo-Killer smashed through the tree branches until he hit the ground hard enough to send puffs of snow flying into the air. His sudden appearance startled me, but despite how far he must have fallen, the Neo-Killer still tried to get up. Before he could rise to his feet, however, thick ropes appeared around his shoulders and yanked him up into the air, his feet dangling below him as he hung from a nearby tree branch like a swing.


  “The hell?” said the Neo-Killer again. “What happened? How did I—”


  The Neo-Killer was interrupted when the ropes suddenly loosened and sent him falling. He slammed into the ground again, only to be pulled back up into the air by the ropes. Now he was a lot stiller, although he seemed to be more afraid than anything. Chunks of snow were jammed between the plates of his armor as he hung from the ropes.


  “Whoa,” I said, staring up at the Neo-Killer. “Who could have done that?”


  I suddenly heard a grunt nearby and looked over into the shadows. I saw a figure standing in the shadows between two trees, but the darkness made it impossible to tell who he was for sure. Nonetheless, I scrambled to my feet and picked up my pole staff, which I had dropped when my punch rebounded against the Neo-Killer’s armor, and said, “Hey, who are you?”


  The figure in the darkness did not answer. Instead, he strode forward step by step until he appeared under the light of the moon and stars above, allowing me to see that it was Black Blur—still bloody and beaten—holding onto the end of the ropes which held the Neo-Killer up in the air.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


   


  “Black Blur?” I stared at him in shock. “How did you get down from the tree?”


  Black Blur grunted. “While you were busy getting your behind handed to you, the powerless gas the Neo-Killer sprayed me with wore off and I was able to free myself with my super speed. Admittedly, it took me slightly longer than usual due to my injuries, but not as long as you’d think.”


  “So you were the one stealing the Neo-Killer’s weapons?” I said, glancing up at the captured Neo-Killer, who suddenly looked a lot less threatening unarmed and tied up. “It looked like they were teleporting away.”


  “I’m a speedster,” said Black Blur with a grunt. “I know you have super speed as well, but yours is weaker than mine because you don’t use it as much as me. As a super with a single power, I am forced to specialize.”


  I gaped. As irritating as Black Blur could be, I had to admit I now saw why he was on the Leadership Council. With power like that, he could easily keep up with the likes of Omega Man and Lady Amazon, if not surpass them. I was glad that Black Blur was on my side because I wasn’t sure I could keep up with him in a race, although I could probably beat him in a fight … if I could touch him, that is.


  “Your injuries,” I said, gesturing at Black Blur’s chest. “We need to get you to a hospital right away.”


  Black Blur shook his head. “First, we have the dead man here talk. Then we can leave. Not before.”


  I bit my lip, but Black Blur’s tone made it clear he had no intention of arguing the point with me. I half-wondered if Black Blur’s super speed meant that his own body’s natural healing properties were faster than normal. Somehow, though, I doubted his body could heal a gaping chest wound like that so easily.


  In any case, I looked up at the Neo-Killer and said, “All right, Cobra Commander, we’ve got some questions for you, questions you’ll have to answer if you want to get free.”


  The Neo-Killer looked down at me and, although I could not see his face, I could tell he was glaring at me. “Choke on snow, super. I’m not telling you anything.”


  Black Blur looked at the ground with interest. “Interesting choice of words there, Neo-Killer. We could make you choke on snow instead. I wonder how much snow you could shove down a mouth as big as yours before you start choking. Want to find out?”


  The Neo-Killer stiffened. I had to admit I was also taken aback by Black Blur’s threats, but I guess he wasn’t exactly in the mood to be nice after what the Neo-Killer did to him.


  “First question,” I said, looking back up at the Neo-Killer again. “How did you come back to life? Last I saw, your body got caught in the self-destruction of Vault B. We couldn’t even find your body when we went to look for it later.”


  The Neo-Killer looked away. “I died on the first day and rose from the grave three days later for all your sins. I’m Jesus freaking Christ, the Son of—”


  Black Blur yanked hard on the rope, but instead of making the Neo-Killer face plant, he just made him jerk up and down several times. It looked really uncomfortable, especially in the heavy armor the Neo-Killer wore.


  “No smart-aleck jokes,” said Black Blur coldly. “Or we’ll get enough evidence for my snow choking theory that we’ll be able to publish it in a respectable peer-reviewed scientific journal.”


  “Okay, fine,” said the Neo-Killer, waving his hands. “I … I’m not sure how I came back to life. All I remember is everything going dark after you punched me, and when I woke up again, I was in this weird pod in some factory somewhere.”


  I frowned. “What kind of pod are we talking about here?”


  “The kind you find peas in,” the Neo-Killer said. Black Blur’s grip tightened on the rope, however, and the Neo-Killer hurriedly added, “That was just a joke. It was some kind of tube, actually. I was completely naked, although I was given a jumpsuit to wear by this lady I didn’t recognize. I also got to meet this old guy who called himself Benefactor, who said he saved my life after you almost killed me.”


  My eyes practically popped out of my sockets. “Benefactor? Do you mean Seth Richards?”


  “Hell if I know his name,” said the Neo-Killer. “I just remember him from the last time I spoke to him. He was the guy who told me about you, by the way. Expressed his condolences for my failure, but offered me a second chance to get you. He was the one who gave me this Indestructonium armor, as well as those powerless gas traps. Nice guy, if a bit weird.”


  Black Blur did not seem to comprehend what the Neo-Killer was saying, but I did. The Neo-Killer hadn’t been resurrected at all. In fact, this guy we were talking to wasn’t even the original Neo-Killer.


  He was a clone, identical in every aspect to the original Neo-Killer, but technically a different being. He acted very similar to another clone I’d fought last month, a clone of the supervillain Phaser, and like Phaser, he seemed to have all his old memories back somehow. This despite the cloning process being unable to replicate a person’s memories and personality … or so I was told, anyway. I wondered what else I’d been told about the clones that wasn’t entirely true.


  Questions for another time, however. We still needed information from the Neo-Killer.


  “So Seth sent you to kill me?” I said. “Is that it?”


  The Neo-Killer made an awkward shrugging motion in midair. “More or less. He gave me your location and told me to take you out, although he also ordered me to get a sample of your DNA for some reason. Not sure why, but unlike you supers, I repay my debts, so I agreed to his demands. I was a little surprised when I found Black Blur, but taking him out wasn’t hard.”


  “Only because you got the drop on me,” said Black Blur. “Yet look at how the tables have turned.”


  “Not my fault you supers are made of iron,” the Neo-Killer said. “You’re freaks of nature, every one of you. If I was the President of the United States instead of that blonde-haired idiot, I’d have the whole lot of you sent to—”


  “Why does Benefactor want a sample of my DNA?” I asked. “Did he say?”


  “Nope,” said the Neo-Killer. “And like I said, I didn’t care. I personally don’t see any worth in the DNA of you freaks, but it’s not my place to judge that, so I agreed to do it anyway.”


  I expected the Neo-Killer’s answer, so I wasn’t surprised. Honestly, I really shouldn’t have even asked the question, because I pretty much knew the answer already. I guess a part of me was just hoping that I might be wrong.


  “This factory you woke up in,” I said. “Where is it?”


  “I don’t know the exact location,” said the Neo-Killer. “Benefactor told me it wasn’t information I needed to know, probably just in case of a situation like this happening. I am under the impression that the two of you aren’t exactly best friends.”


  “That’s putting it mildly,” I said. I looked at Black Blur. “Think that’s enough questions for now?”


  Black Blur—who was now shaking, probably more due to his untreated injuries than the cold—nodded slightly. “Yes. We’ll use your Teleportation Buckle to get back to Showdown and then we’ll hand the Neo-Killer over to the authorities so they can do with him as they see fit.”


  I grinned and looked up at the Neo-Killer. “Did you hear that, Neo-Killer? We’re going to give you to the government. They’ll probably throw you into Ultimate Max with all of the other superhuman prisoners there. I’m sure the supervillains imprisoned there will be happy to meet the guy who has gone around indiscriminately murdering superheroes and villains.”


  The Neo-Killer, however, shook his head. “Sorry, but I still like my freedom.”


  Without warning, spikes popped out of the Neo-Killer’s shoulder armor, neatly splicing the ropes apart. The Neo-Killer suddenly fell to the ground, but before he hit the snow, he pulled a small Teleportation Disk out of his armor and slammed it against his chest and instantly vanished, leaving Black Blur and I standing in the forest all by ourselves in surprise.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


   


  “And he’s completely missing?” said Blizzard a few hours later. She was lying on my bed on her side, her head propped up by her hand, staring up at me with her beautiful blue eyes.


  Sitting at my desk in my room, I nodded. “Yeah. He broke the ropes and then got away by using one of Dad’s Teleportation Disks. I did a quick search of the forest around us, but I couldn’t find him anywhere. Valerie couldn’t find him, either.”


  Blizzard shuddered. “This is awful. It’s like those horror movies with the serial killer who keeps coming back from the dead, only this is real life. Do you think he’s going to come after us again?”


  I bit my lower lip and sipped a cup of warm coffee. “I hope to God not, but given how he still hates my guts, I think it’s safe to assume he’ll try to take me out again eventually. Guess it depends on whether Seth has a tight leash on him or not.”


  Blizzard nodded, but she looked even more scared than me. Not surprising. Although the Neo-Killer’s hatred was for me and me alone, he had nearly poisoned Blizzard to death with a unique virus of his own making. If it hadn’t been for a miracle—literally—Blizzard would have just flat out died entirely. The Neo-Killer’s return, even as a clone, was a terrifying turn in what was seeming more and more like one of the scariest nights of our lives so far.


  When Black Blur and I returned to the Braindome in Showdown, Black Blur had been immediately admitted to the local hospital, because his injuries had been deemed too serious for the Braindome’s in-house medical team to treat effectively. According to what I’d been told, Black Blur would be sent back to Hero Island in the morning to be treated there, so Black Blur was out of the game right now. Despite how much I disliked the guy, I realized how much it hurt us to lose him like that. Hopefully, Healing Touch would heal him up right away, although that wouldn’t be until tomorrow morning at least.


  I had also explained to Brains and Vanish what happened in Vault F. In particular, I focused on the return of the Neo-Killer, which had caused Brains to declare that he was going to increase security around the Braindome until the Neo-Killer was no longer a threat. I suppose that meant we’d be safe if the Neo-Killer ever returned to Showdown, but I wasn’t quite so sure about that. I’d also told them about what happened to Mecha Knight, although there was nothing they could do about that just yet.


  In any case, I was tired from tonight’s events, so Blizzard and I had retired to my room to rest. I had given Blizzard a detailed rundown on everything that happened, starting with Black Blur and I entering Vault F and ending with the disappearance of the Neo-Killer, and she had listened as closely as always. I appreciated how good a listener she was because it made me feel a little better after how horribly this night was turning out so far.


  “And Mecha Knight is still missing, too,” said Blizzard. Her frown deepened. “Did you say that Seth brainwashed him or something?”


  “Looks like it,” I said. “Mecha Knight did seem to recognize me, but he didn’t really treat me like he knew me. He just tried to kill me like every other character in the game, although he ended up getting killed himself, ironically enough.”


  “That’s still not good,” said Blizzard. “As long as Mecha Knight is under Seth’s control, that means he has access to one of the members of the Leadership Council. He could be using Mecha Knight’s knowledge of the NHA to get all sorts of trade secrets from him, which could endanger the organization as a whole, especially with the Neo-Killer back and working for him.”


  I blinked. “Huh. It never occurred to me to look at it that way, but you’ve got a point.”


  Blizzard sat up and crossed her legs. “I’ve just been giving this a lot of thought, that’s all. I mean, I care about Mecha Knight on a personal level, too, but his disappearance is a lot bigger than just a missing friend. The consequences for this could be pretty severe if we don’t save him soon.”


  “If we can save him,” I said glumly. “He sure seemed to be completely and totally under Seth’s thrall. It might still be possible to save him, but I’m not sure.”


  “Just think positive thoughts, Bolt,” said Blizzard with a smile. “Besides, you know how smart Mecha Knight is. I bet he’s doing everything he can to fight against Seth’s brainwashing. There’s no way he could possibly be happy about being Seth’s slave. That just isn’t the Mecha Knight we know.”


  “You’re right,” I said. “But that brainwashing seemed pretty thorough. Still, we shouldn’t get down. That won’t help us save Mecha Knight or stop Seth.”


  Blizzard nodded. “But that begs the question: Where is Mecha Knight now?”


  I frowned. “The Neo-Killer mentioned that he woke up in a tube in a factory somewhere, but he said he didn’t know where the factory is.”


  “Could it be another one of those Vaults?” said Blizzard. “Do you think it’s at least possible that the Neo-Killer was cloned in one of those?”


  “I guess so,” I said slowly, “but I’m not sure which one. It can’t be Vault A, because the G-Men seized control over that one. It’s probably one we haven’t found yet if it’s a Vault at all. I know Seth said he wanted to destroy the Vaultwork so we couldn’t track him down, which must mean that he’s using the cloning equipment in one of the Vaults in order to make clones like the Neo-Killer.”


  “But you said he destroyed the Vaultwork, didn’t you?” said Blizzard.


  “And killed Olga while he was at it,” I said, nodding, still thinking of Olga’s last words to me. “That means we won’t be able to track him down easily, which is exactly what he wanted.”


  “So we’re back at square one,” said Blizzard, her shoulders slumping. “Right?”


  “Sure looks like it,” I said with a sigh. I rubbed the back of my head. “Except it’s even worse, if you think about it because the Neo-Killer is back and is probably going to come after me again at some point.”


  “Didn’t you say the Neo-Killer stole some of your DNA at Seth’s request or something?” said Blizzard, tilting her head to the side. “What is that about?”


  I hesitated to voice my opinion aloud, but seeing as I couldn’t lie to Blizzard, I said, “I think he’s trying to clone me.”


  “Clone you?” said Blizzard in surprise. She leaned forward curiously. “Why would Seth want to clone you? You’re not dead.”


  “I don’t know why for sure,” I said slowly, “but perhaps he wants a version of me he can control. Look at the other two clones—Phaser and the Neo-Killer—he made. Both of them more or less follow his orders. He’s offered me to join him several times. Maybe he’s tired of me saying no and has decided to make his own Bolt.”


  “Well, I guess that’s possible,” said Blizzard, resting her hands on her knees, “but it still strikes me as very odd and very concerning. But I wouldn’t be worried if I were you.”


  “Worried?” I said. “Worried about what?”


  Blizzard winked at me. “Even if he creates a clone of you, I’ll still like you more. I prefer the authentic over the counterfeit if you catch my drift.”


  I had to chuckle at that somewhat cringey joke. “Thanks for the reassurance, though if he does make a clone of me, I’m not sure even you would be able to tell the difference. They’re pretty good.”


  “Don’t worry about that,” said Blizzard. “No way I would ever confuse you for anyone else, even your own clone.”


  I smiled. “Thanks.”


  Then Blizzard unfolded her legs and stood up. “So … now that this is over, are we going to resume our date tonight?”


  I looked at Blizzard with a mixture of disbelief and surprise. “Wait, you mean after emphasizing how important it is that we find Mecha Knight, you just want to throw that all away and resume our date?”


  Blizzard shrugged. “I know it seems a little odd, but there’s not much we can do for Mecha Knight right now. Plus, you promised me we would do it when you got back from Vault F, so—”


  Blizzard was interrupted by the ringing of my smartphone, which lay on my desk next to the lamp. I picked up my phone and saw that it was an unknown number, but I was so curious to find out who could possibly be calling me this late at night that I answered the phone and said, “Hello, this is Bolt. Who’s calling?”


  “Bolt?” said a familiar fake deep voice on the other end of the line. “Glad you answered. I was worried you might not be awake at this hour, but—”


  “Edge?” I said, looking away from Blizzard. “Is that you? How did you get my phone number?”


  I could just imagine Edge Vigilante cringing at how quickly I found out it was him. “Uh, it’s not that important. What’s important is that I have some information I need to talk to you about.”


  “Information?” I said. “About what?”


  “About my grandfather,” said Edge. “Due to some recent events, I need your help. I know you’ve already fought my grandfather a few times, so you’re the only person I can turn to for help.”


  “Uh, sure, Edge,” I said, glancing at Blizzard, who had her arms folded in front of her chest and was tapping her foot impatiently, “but do you think it could wait until tomorrow? I’ve got something to do tonight and I’m not sure I can meet with you right—”


  “No,” Edge insisted. “It has to be tonight. Preferably as soon as possible. Trust me, you’ll want to know this. It will help you understand my grandfather better … and how to beat him.”


  I half-wanted to believe that Edge was just being his usual, er, ‘edgy’ self, but there was real sincerity in his voice now, sincerity he couldn’t hide even behind his best fake deep voice. And if Edge was telling the truth about knowing how to beat Seth, then that might help us save Mecha Knight as well.


  Taking a deep breath, I said, “Okay, Edge. I’ll meet you. Just give me the location of the meeting and I’ll be there as soon as I can.”




  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


   


  Less than half an hour later, Blizzard and I teleported outside a large, abandoned warehouse on the city limits of Showdown. The huge warehouse was pretty nondescript, located near a few factories that were currently shut down for the holidays. In the distance, I could see the thousands of Christmas lights strewn along the buildings of Showdown, as well as the lights from the city park, but this far out from the city, where no one lived, there weren’t any hints of the season save for the light snow on the street.


  “Is this the place?” said Blizzard, stepping away from me and looking around the empty parking lot that we had appeared in.


  I glanced at my suit-up watch’s GPS system. “Sure looks like it. My watch shows us this is the address Edge gave us.”


  “Why did he have to pick such a rundown place to talk to us?” said Blizzard, looking up at the dilapidated warehouse with a puzzled frown on her face. “I mean, I don’t mind the cold, but surely it wouldn’t have hurt him to come over to the Braindome and talk with us over a nice warm cup of coffee instead?”


  Scratching the back of my neck, I said, “I’m not surprised. Edge likes to think he’s some kind of edgy anti-hero. It’s even in his name: Edge Vigilante.”


  Blizzard looked at me in disbelief. “Edge Vigilante? Is that really his name? Please tell me you’re joking.”


  “Why would I joke about something as super serious as Edge Vigilante’s name?” I said with a smirk.


  Blizzard groaned. “And here I thought our names were a bit silly.”


  “Yeah, I know,” I said, “but he’s a good kid at heart. He just takes himself a little too serious is all.”


  Blizzard nodded. “I just hope we don’t stay here too long. Remember our date.”


  I smiled, but couldn’t help but feel a little guilty. Despite what I’d promised Blizzard, I couldn’t just pass up an opportunity like this. Edge Vigilante was the grandson of Seth Richards, although Seth hadn’t known that when the two first met. I knew a little bit about the history between Edge’s parents and Seth, but I didn’t know the full story and I was hoping to learn more about it tonight. If Edge was indeed Seth’s grandson, then I figured he probably did have some important information on Seth, information that might even help us track him down and save Mecha Knight.


  I had tried to convince Blizzard to stay back at the Braindome, but she insisted on coming with me so I wouldn’t forget our date. She practically forced me to sign a blood oath swearing that we would finish our date after our meeting with Edge. I really did intend to keep my promise this time, but it sure seemed like the whole universe was conspiring against us. Or, more likely, it was just Seth and his cronies constantly interrupting our business.


  But at the same time, I didn’t mind bringing Blizzard with me. I didn’t expect any trouble with Edge, but given all of the craziness that had happened tonight, I felt it prudent to have an ally by my side. After all, Black Blur had helped me defeat the Neo-Killer. If someone else sent by Seth came after me, then I would at least be prepared for it. Two were better than one, after all.


  “Let’s go inside,” I said, rubbing my arms. “Probably warmer in there than it is out here.”


  Blizzard and I entered the warehouse, which was as dark as night until I found a switch that I flipped on. The lights on the ceiling flickered on, but only about half of them, while the other half remained dark. Even half of the ones that did flicker on were dimmer than normal, but it was enough light to allow us to see that we were alone, aside from the piles of boxes and crates that were scattered everywhere. On the ceiling, the words ‘WAREHOUSE 24’ were painted in faded red paint.


  Despite the emptiness of the warehouse, however, I had the oddest feeling that we were being watched.


  “Ugh,” said Blizzard, waving her hand in front of her nose. “So dusty. Clearly, no one has bothered to clean this place in forever.”


  “This place has been abandoned for over ten years,” said a distinctive fake deep voice above us. “Perfect for clandestine meetings between supers.”


  Suddenly, a short, but lithe figure dropped down from the rafters. He landed in a three-point landing, although it was kind of an awkward landing, and then he stood up and looked at us. With his dark leather costume, spiked helmet, and patch eye, I had no trouble recognizing Edge Vigilante, even though it had been a couple of months since I last saw him.


  “Who are you?” said Blizzard. I could feel coldness radiating off her stronger than ever, which always happened whenever she was about to attack someone.


  “I am the darkness which lurks in men’s soul given physical form,” said Edge in his fakest, edgiest voice. His hands tightened into fists. “I am the dark judgment inflicted on all criminals, I am—”


  “Hey!” I said, smiling and waving at Edge. “Edgar Vigilant! Long time, no see.”


  As I anticipated, Edge glared at me and said, in a higher-pitched voice that was probably closer to this normal voice, “It’s Edge Vigilante. My name is not Edgar.”


  I chuckled. “Don’t worry, bro. I was just messing with you. Trying to lighten up the mood a little, you know?”


  “The mood is never lightened when Edge Vigilante is around,” Edge said. He looked around and muttered, “Joker doesn’t take anything seriously, I swear …”


  “Did you just refer to yourself in the third person?” asked Blizzard incredulously.


  “Yeah, I did,” said Edge, glaring at Blizzard. “I am Edge Vigi …Vigilan … uh …”


  Edge seemed to lose focus when he looked at Blizzard. While Blizzard just looked confused by this, I had an idea of what was going on, so I pointed a finger at Edge and fired the tiniest lightning bolt I could muster. The tiny, barely visible bolt hit his head, and it did the trick, making Edge start and shake his head like he was just awakening from a bad dream.


  “Huh?” said Edge, looking around in confusion. “What was that?”


  “You zoned out there for a minute, bro,” I said, draping an arm around Blizzard’s shoulders protectively. “Not a good look for a superhero.”


  “I’m not a superhero,” Edge insisted. “I’m a vigilante. There’s a difference.”


  I rolled my eyes. “Sure there is. Anyway, Blizzard, meet Edge. Edge, meet Blizzard. She’s my girlfriend.”


  “Um, hi?” said Blizzard. Even though I was sure Blizzard could beat Edge herself, she clung rather close to me as if she was afraid of him. “Nice to meet you.”


  Edge just nodded at her once, like he thought that made him look badass or something. Instead, it looked kind of awkward. “Yeah, I’ve heard about you. You’re shorter than I thought.”


  Given how Edge was at least a few inches shorter than Blizzard, I found that kind of hilarious, but I could tell that Edge’s mannerisms were starting to scare Blizzard, so I said, “Well, with the introductions out of the way, I think it’s time we moved onto the purpose of this meeting. Right, Edge?”


  Edge looked at me suddenly. “Right. We really should get to business. The streets of Showdown still need my help and I can’t afford to spend too much time talking to you two.”


  Blizzard raised an eyebrow. “I think the streets of Showdown are just fine under Bolt’s protection if I do say so myself.”


  Edge, however, ignored Blizzard as if she had not said a word. “Now, I told you that I had some information about my grandfather, information I think you could use.”


  “Yeah, I remember you saying something like that,” I said, nodding. “What kind of information are we talking about here? Like his current location? Or maybe what his plans are? Because I think I’ve already got an idea about what he’s trying to do.”


  “Nothing like that,” said Edge, shaking his head. “I don’t know where my grandfather is any more than you do. But I think you deserve an explanation for my relationship with my grandfather … and why I want to stop him more than anyone else in the whole world.”


  I scratched my chin. Back on Seth’s yacht, I remembered well the revelation that Edge was Seth’s grandson and was trying to stop him, but with all of the excitement that had happened that night, I had never gotten the full story from Edge. “Why do you want to tell us that now, if you don’t mind me asking? I’m not against hearing the story, per se, but—”


  “Because you need to know it,” said Edge. He looked down at his boots. “And I can’t … I can’t stop Seth on my own. I need help. I need your help. It’s the only way I’ll be able to stop him.”


  I was surprised. Edge never admitted when he needed help, much less help from me. This seemed like a genuine moment of vulnerability to me, a moment I definitely wasn’t going to pass up on.


  “All right,” I said carefully. “Go ahead and tell us your story. We’re listening.”


  Edge took a deep breath. He seemed to be drawing all of his courage just to speak.


  Then he looked up at us and said something I never expected him to say:


  “I am a clone of Seth Richards . . . designed with the express purposes of killing him in cold blood.”




  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


   


  For a moment, a long silence hung in the air between me and Blizzard and Edge. I could barely believe what I just heard, and based on Blizzard’s shocked expression, neither could she. Edge, however, looked like he was braced for impact as if he was afraid we might attack him or something.


  “Let me get this straight,” said Blizzard slowly. “Did you just say you’re a clone of Seth Richards? Did we hear that right?”


  “You heard that perfectly right,” said Edge. He audibly sniffled, a sign that he wasn’t holding it together as well as he seemed. He put a hand on his chest. “A clone designed with one purpose only: To kill Seth Richards.”


  “This is a joke,” said Blizzard. She looked up at me worryingly. “Right? You know him better than I do. Does this seem like the kind of practical joke he’d pull on someone?”


  “Edge never jokes about anything,” I said, shaking my head. “If this really is a joke, it’s a bad one.”


  “That’s because it isn’t,” said Edge, annoyance creeping into his voice. “I really am a clone of Seth Richards. I’m not just his grandson. I was created directly from his DNA. He’s more like my father than my actual father is.”


  I could tell Edge wasn’t joking because he seemed too earnest and, like I said, Edge wasn’t much of a joker in the first place. Even so, I still found his statement unbelievable. Maybe it wasn’t a joke, but it could have just as easily been a lie, although I had no idea what Edge would gain from telling such a bizarre lie.


  “But you just said he’s your grandfather,” I said slowly. “How can he be both your grandfather but also the original version that you were cloned from? It doesn’t make sense.”


  Edge rubbed his forehead in exasperation. “Let me start from the beginning. It’s kind of a confusing story, but I’ll explain it as best as I can. Please listen carefully, because I’m not going to repeat myself twice.”


  Blizzard and I both went as quiet as we could, watching Edge and waiting for him to start speaking.


  With a sigh, Edge began pacing back and forth across the concrete floor in front of us. It was an oddly natural gesture, unlike most of his behavior, which made me suspect that Edge was giving us a glimpse of the real boy behind the mask. “You guys know that my grandfather, Seth Richards, founded Project Revival along with Genius and Mecha Knight, right?”


  I nodded. “Of course. Seth called himself Benefactor back then.”


  “Yeah,” said Edge, nodding. He kept his eyes on the floor as he paced back and forth. “Project Revival was originally founded with the aim of resurrecting people who died too young. At least, that’s what Genius and Mecha Knight and everyone working on it was led to believe. Seth was really good at lying to everyone, because no one knew what the true purpose of Project Revival really was, aside from Seth, of course.”


  “Okay,” I said. “What was the real purpose behind Project Revival? It couldn’t be anything good, could it?”


  Edge stopped and looked at me with a sardonic look in his eye. “You catch on quick, you know that? Real smart, you are.”


  “Please keep talking,” Blizzard said quickly before I could respond. “We’re really interested in hearing your story.”


  Blizzard’s words seemed to reach Edge in a way that mine couldn’t because he nodded and resumed pacing back and forth. “The true purpose of Project Revival was not to bring back people who died too young or deserved a second chance at life. No, the central aim, always and forever, was to help Seth Richards achieve true immortality.”


  “Immortality?” I said. “I don’t get it. How does something like Project Revival help Seth achieve immortality?”


  Edge looked over at me like I was an idiot. “Isn’t it obvious? Whenever one of Seth’s bodies gets too old or weak, he can transfer his consciousness from his old body into a new, young clone body. By doing so, he can effectively live forever, at least as long he has a steady supply of cloned bodies to jump into whenever his current body starts to decay.”


  “Oh,” I said. “It sounds to me like Project Revival was a success, then. Last time I saw Seth, he was in a new younger body cloned from his original DNA.”


  “Exactly,” said Edge. “That’s the real reason Project Revival was shut down, not because of what happened to Fisticuffs. Once Seth learned the secret to immortality, he had Project Revival shut down so he could keep all that knowledge to himself.”


  I frowned. “But Longworth told me that Project Revival was never really shut down and that he kept it going under his guidance even after the other Vaults were shut down.”


  “I’ll admit, I have no idea what was going on there,” said Edge. “It’s possible Seth still has cloning experiments for other reasons, but in any case, the point is that Seth wanted immortality, which he now effectively has.”


  “So we can’t stop him, then,” said Blizzard. “If he’s already achieved his goal—”


  “Seth can be stopped,” Edge cut her off without looking at her. “He may be immortal, but he’s not invincible. Anyway, that’s off-topic. The point is that Seth supported Project Revival just to ensure his own immortality. Nothing more, nothing less.”


  I nodded. “Yeah, I can see Seth doing that. So how do you tie into this?”


  Edge stopped pacing again and looked over at us, this time with a more somber expression. “Seth wasn’t a bachelor or single when he started Project Revival. He was married to a woman called Janet, who he had a son with, a son named Sean.”


  My eyes widened. “Janet? I met her back on the yacht. She didn’t look that old, though.”


  “Janet is also a clone,” said Edge. “The original Janet died about ten years ago due to cancer, but Seth couldn’t bear to let her go. So he had her cloned. However, Janet suffers from the same flaw pretty much all clones suffer from, namely that she has no memory of herself and so doesn’t really remember who Seth is. Or even her own son, for that matter, although that is a deliberate effort on Seth’s part.”


  “Back to the son,” said Blizzard. “The one you called Sean. What happened to him? Is he still around?”


  Edge sighed. “At first, Seth and Sean were as close as a father and son could be, but eventually, as Seth became more and more obsessed with immortality, Sean started to feel alienated from and then afraid of his own father. The two of them had loads of arguments about Project Revival and how it was hurting the family, which ended in Sean completely severing all ties with Seth and Janet and going on to live his own life apart from Seth.”


  I grimaced. “Family trouble. Can’t say I relate, but also can’t say I’m surprised.”


  “It gets worse,” said Edge grimly. “Seth didn’t let Sean have any of the family wealth when he severed ties with him. He basically kicked Sean out onto the streets and told him to starve. Well, Sean and his girlfriend, Susan, who would eventually become my mother, who Seth never really liked. Seth also went out of his way to spread all kinds of awful rumors about Sean in order to make it impossible for him to live a normal life.”


  “Geez,” said Blizzard. “Seth sounds extremely petty.”


  “He is the definition of petty,” said Edge with a deeper scowl. “Anyway, Sean didn’t starve and actually managed to rise out of homelessness and poverty on his own merits. But he never forgot what Seth did to him and made it his mission to stop his father, who he believed had crossed the line with his cloning experiments a long time ago and needed to be stopped.”


  Edge came to a stop right in the middle of his pacing route and looked directly at us. “So Sean hired someone to break into one of Seth’s cloning facilities and make me, a clone, who was supposed to kill the original Seth. My real name is Samuel Richards, but I prefer Edge.”


  “They … made you?” I said. “What do you mean?”


  Edge scowled as if I had just asked the dumbest question in the world. “What do you mean, what do I mean? The guy Sean hired to break into one of Seth’s cloning facilities used the technology in there to make me. He took one of Seth’s clones and was going to make it into an adult, but then the security alarms went off and he had to take me—that is, me as a baby—out. That was fourteen years ago.”


  “Wow,” said Blizzard. “So you didn’t come from your mom like the rest of us?”


  Edge shook his head. “I didn’t. But that doesn’t mean I didn’t have a mom. I did. Her name was Susan. She raised me with Sean and she was a good mom. Best mom ever.”


  Once again, Edge was letting his sincerity show through when he was talking about his mom. I could tell he really did love her, which made me wonder what happened to her.


  Then Edge looked at his feet again. “Mom died three years ago. She also got cancer, just like Janet, but unlike Janet, she wasn’t cloned back to life. She’s dead and is going to stay dead forever, which is probably for the best.”


  “Sorry to hear that,” I said. “She sounded like a good mom.”


  “She was.” Edge looked up at us again, his one exposed eye glistening with tears. “Sean remarried, so I’ve got a stepmom, who’s been nice, but she’s not the same as Mom, especially after she divorced Sean.”


  I bit my lower lip. I hadn’t realized just how much Edge had gone through in his short life. It was amazing he could speak at all, given all the had been through. Perhaps he was tougher than he looked.


  “Did you always know you were a clone?” I said. “You said you were Seth’s grandson before.”


  “No, I didn’t always know, not until recently when my dad told me so,” said Edge. He put a hand on his hear again. “But I can’t say I am surprised to hear that. I’ve always sort of known I was different from all the other kids. That’s why I became Edge Vigilante. I learned how to fight and use weapons so I could one day kill Seth, the man who ruined my family’s life, the grandfather I never had and never could have.”


  “Does your, er, ‘Dad,’ that is, Sean, know you’re doing this?” said Blizzard.


  Edge shook his head. “No, he doesn’t. My parents have split custody, so sometimes I stay with Sean, other times I stay with Mom. Right now, I’m staying with Mom for Christmas, which is why I am here in Showdown. Otherwise I’m in New York City with my dad.”


  Ah. I wondered why I hadn’t seen Edge in two months. I guess having to split his time between his two parents who lived in two different states explained that.


  Pushing that thought out of my mind, I said, “That’s definitely one of the weirdest stories I’ve ever heard.”


  “Do you believe me?” asked Edge, taking a step toward me, his eyes locked on my own. “I understand if you don’t. It’s a hard story to believe, especially without proof.”


  “I … believe you,” I said. “I don’t get the sense you’re lying. What do you think, Blizz?”


  “I believe him as well,” said Blizzard. She looked at Edge. “I don’t know you very well, but you don’t seem like a liar to me, even if you are a bit creepy.”


  Edge sighed in relief. “Thank God. I was worried you guys might call me crazy. Nice knowing that someone around here believes me.”


  “Right,” I said. “Anyway, thanks for telling us your story. The information you gave us definitely helps us understand Seth better.”


  “I hope it does,” said Edge. He rubbed his hands together anxiously. “The reason I came to you guys is because I know I can’t beat Seth on my own. I need allies. I need friends. I need people I can rely on to help me take him down.”


  “What about your dad?” said Blizzard. “Is he working with you?”


  Edge scowled. “After the botched attempt to make a clone to fight Seth, Sean just decided to raise me as his own child. He even told me not to go after Seth, but he doesn’t understand. If I don’t stop Seth, no one else will. That’s why I became Edge Vigilante: To avenge my family and punish Seth for his crimes against humanity.”


  A soft clapping sound could suddenly be heard echoing off of the warehouse’s rafters. The three of us looked around wildly but were unable to see who was clapping.


  “Clapping?” said Edge, looking around in a hurry. “Who the heck is clapping?”


  “I be clapping, matey,” said a deep, threatening voice. “Clapping at your sad little tale. ‘Twas so sad that I nearly cried. Nearly.”


  From between two crates stepped a man in a full pirate costume, complete with cutlass and pirate hat. His girth bulged against the waistband of his pants, which would have made him look comical if his skin wasn’t so red.


  “What the—?” said Blizzard. “A pirate? Here? Okay, I am officially confused now.”


  The pirate grinned. “I ain’t no mere pirate, missy. You can call me Captain Red Tide, Captain of the Red Tide Pirates, and Captain of The Red Tide, me pride and joy. But tonight, ye will know me only as the last sight any of you landlubbers will lay eyes on.”




  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


   


  Uh oh. I remembered Red Tide. He was a notorious pirate-themed supervillain wanted in dozens of countries all around the world for various acts of piracy and criminality. The last time I ran into him was a couple of months ago when I had infiltrated his pirate crew in order to retrieve a stolen weapon for the G-Men in exchange for the Miracle potion that saved Blizzard’s life. I honestly never expected to see him again, which was why I was so surprised to see him now, in the flesh.


  “Red Tide?” Blizzard repeated. She looked at me suddenly. “Hey, Bolt, didn’t you tell me about a supervillain named Red Tide once?”


  “No doubt he did, girlie,” said Red Tide with a sneer. He gestured at me. “Old ‘Charles’ here told you all about how he deceived his way onto my crew and tried to betray me at the last second. Luckily, he didn’t understand just how clever old Red Tide be, though he still got away regardless.”


  I cracked a grin. “”Deceived,’ huh? Is that what you call me beating the tar out of your strongest crew member?”


  “I am not referring to that, me boy,” Red Tide snapped, “but go ahead and think you’re oh-so-clever. I’ve dealt with more than a few young kids like you in my time and each and every time I have eaten them up and spat them out like the disgusting barnacles they are!”


  My grin grew wider despite myself. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but didn’t Fingerprints trick you into abandoning your own ship with a really stupid lie? I thought you guys were still adrift on a life raft somewhere in the Gulf of Florida.”


  Red Tide drew his cutlass and aimed it at me. “Shut your pie hole, you filthy landlubber. The point is that Captain Red Tide is back for revenge against the man who ruined my business and stole me ship.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “Fingerprints was the one who tricked you guys into abandoning ship, not me. Also, Fingerprints took your ship into government custody, again not me. You’re wasting your time coming after me, you know, especially by yourself.”


  Red Tide’s crooked smile suddenly grew wider and uglier. “I don’t recollect saying I came by myself.”


  A cry behind me made me and Blizzard look over our shoulders. A large man who was at least a head taller than me and had muscles more like stone than flesh stood behind Edge, his massive arms wrapped firmly around Edge’s body. Edge was struggling to free himself, but it was pretty clear that the huge man was too strong for Edge to fight against.


  “Tiny?” I said in surprise. “You’re here, too?”


  “Why wouldn’t I be?” replied Tiny in a smug voice. “I still never got my revenge for you humiliating me in front of the Captain like that, although I’m happy to take out my hate onto this kid here instead if I have to.”


  “And ye may very well have to break that dumb brat’s spine, Tiny me boy, assuming ol’ Bolt here doesn’t want to agree to our demands,” said Red Tide.


  I looked at Red Tide again and gritted my teeth. “Two against two. Our odds seem pretty good if I do say so myself.”


  Red Tide smirked. “Oh, the odds are much worse than that, me boy. Look around you again and tell me what ye see.”


  I looked around at our surroundings again and noticed that we were no longer alone. Pirates began to appear out of the shadows, some on the floor around us, others on the rafters above. It was amazing how silently a bunch of rowdy pirates could move when they wanted to. I would have thought they were ninjas if I didn’t know any better, although something told me that none of the Red Tide Pirates would be very happy to be compared to ninjas.


  Soon, every possible exit was blocked off by members of Red Tide’s crew. Normally, I would not have been very worried about that. Between me and Blizzard, the two of us could have easily taken out Red Tide and his whole crew without breaking a sweat.


  But it was different with Edge as their captive. Having experienced Tiny’s immense strength personally, I knew for a fact that Tiny could easily kill Edge if he wanted. That he hadn’t yet had nothing to do with his merciful nature and everything to do with the fact that Edge was currently more valuable to them alive than dead, although that could easily change depending on how the next few minutes went.


  “What do you want, Red Tide?” I said. I kept my voice calm and level and was glad to feel Blizzard standing calmly beside me as well.


  “Isn’t it obvious?” said Red Tide. “No? Then let me explain in the simplest words possible: I want revenge for your destruction of me pirate crew and ship. Oh, and I also want to be paid by Seth Richards, who has hired me yet again for another well-paid mission.”


  “And what would that mission be?” I said. “Are you going to take us to him as his prisoners?”


  Red Tide bellowed a deep belly laugh. “Ha! Of course not, me boy. Seth Richards, as usual, was very clear in his instructions: Kill every last one of your landlubbers. Show no mercy to you or your friends.”


  It was chilling how happy Red Tide sounded about being ordered to kill people and leave no survivors. “Including Edge?”


  “Especially the little brat,” said Red Tide with a chuckle. “Seth really seemed to hate him, but don’t you worry, me boy. He has a special place in that black heart of his just for you. Told me so himself.”


  I clenched my fists. “If that’s the case, then why not kill Edge right away? Tiny could easily crush him to death.”


  “That he could, that he could,” Red Tide agreed. “But Mr. Richards did not tell me how to kill you two, only that I should do it. If I killed the brat now, then I wouldn’t have no leverage over ye and ye could probably beat me in a fight. That wouldn’t be the smart thing to do, now would it?”


  “I have to admit it, it wouldn’t be,” I said. “Blizzard and I are the biggest threat, after all. Edge is just a kid with no powers.”


  “I am not ‘just a kid,’” Edge snapped. “I am Edge Vigilante, the dark crusader who goes where other superheroes—”


  Tiny suddenly squeezed Edge, making Edge gasp in pain.


  “Shut up, kid,” Tiny growled. “You’re even worse than Bolt, and that’s saying something.”


  Red Tide apparently ignored that and, tapping the side of his head, said, “Didn’t I tell ya that I am a very clever man? Indeed, I am the cleverest man in all of the Seven Seas. No one is cleverer than me. Right, boys?”


  The rest of Red Tide’s crew all cried out, “Aye, aye, Captain!”


  Red Tide wiped a tear out from under his eye. “A captain couldn’t ask for a better crew than all of ya. It warms me cold heart and reminds me that there is some good left in the world after all.”


  I couldn’t be sure if Red Tide was being sarcastic or genuine. Based on the way his crew was smiling, I had a terrifying feeling that it was the latter.


  “So!” said Red Tide, abruptly changing the subject. He jabbed his cutlass at me. “I know neither of you will act as long as the boy is under my control. Therefore, you have no choice but to step forward and allow me to behead both of you with my cutlass. If you try to fight back, I will have Tiny kill the boy, and you certainly don’t want any harm coming to that boy’s head, now do ye?”


  “Yeah, but I don’t want me and my girlfriend to die, either,” I said, drawing Blizzard closer to me. “Here’s a counter offer: Let Edge go and willingly turn yourselves in to the Showdown City Police. I am sure there is a cell in Ultimate Max big enough for you and your crew to fit in together. Or maybe we can get you guys a whole cell block instead. How does that sound?”


  “Awful,” said Red Tide. “But I will give ye a moment to think about me offer. But not much longer, because I don’t have all the time in the world to wait for your response.”




  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


   


  I mentally calculated how quickly I would be able to take down Red Tide and his crew before they killed Edge. I estimated it would take me about three minutes, using my super speed, to take down all of Red Tide’s crew, but I figured it would take three seconds for Tiny to crush Edge in his arms like a tin can. The most important part was figuring out how to get Edge to safety. So long as Red Tide held Edge hostage, it severely limited what we could do.


  Sometimes I hated being a superhero because it meant your enemies could get you like this.


  “Bolt,” Blizzard whispered in a voice I could barely hear. “I think I know how to get us out of this.”


  Doing my best not to arouse Red Tide’s suspicions, I muttered back, “I’m all ears.”


  Blizzard relaxed under my arm. “I could freeze Tiny’s legs, which might surprise him long enough for you to free Edge.”


  “You can do that?” I whispered in surprise. “You aren’t even looking at him.”


  “You’re not the only one whose powers have gotten stronger over the years,” Blizzard replied. “I’ve been practicing a lot in the House’s Training Room over the last few months. Gotten better at everything.”


  “Excellent,” I said. “You do that and then I’ll save Edge and we can take out these pirates together.”


  Blizzard nodded ever-so-slightly, just enough that I doubted Red Tide or his pirates noticed. “Okay. But you’ll have to act as soon as I freeze Tiny’s legs. The Red Tide Pirates aren’t going to wait to respond once they realize what’s going on.”


  I also nodded as slightly as possible. “I’m ready when you’re ready.”


  “Then let’s do this.”


  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw one of Blizzard’s hands twitch so slightly that it looked like a natural hand movement. But a second later, I heard Tiny cry out in pain and whipped my head over my shoulder just in time to see ice forming around Tiny’s legs, freezing him to the ground. Seeing my opportunity, I activated my super speed and rushed toward Tiny, pulling my fist back to land a blow against his stomach.


  At the last second, however, Tiny shrank and vanished, forcing me to abruptly come to a stop as Edge fell to the floor awkwardly.


  “Edge, are you okay?” I said, looking down at Edge as he rubbed his behind.


  “Yeah,” said Edge with a gasp, “but—Watch out!”


  I looked up just in time to see a pirate aiming a gun at me. Just as I noticed him, the pirate fired, but with my super speed I moved out of the way, narrowly avoiding the bullet, and then fired a lightning bolt up at the pirate. The lightning bolt struck the pirate head on, making him scream in pain and fall from the rafters onto the floor, where he landed with a sickening crunch that made my stomach churn.


  “What are you idiots standing around waiting for?” Red Tide yelled. “Kill them! Kill every last one of these stinking—”


  Red Tide was interrupted by thick ice shackles appearing around his legs. He yowled in pain and struggled to break them, but it was pretty clear the ice shackles were too thick for him to break by himself.


  “Kill every last one of those stinking whats, now?” said Blizzard with a smirk that made me proud. “Sorry, I didn’t catch that.”


  The only reply was several shots from the surrounding pirates, but Blizzard formed a thick ice barrier around herself that blocked the bullets, which barely managed to dent her barrier.


  “Edge, get to safety,” I said as I turned around. “I need to help Blizzard.”


  Before I could take even one more step, however, something slammed into me and sent me flying. I hit the floor hard and rolled away several feet until I hit a crate. Shaking my head, I looked up and saw an athletic man in a form-fitting red-and-blue bodysuit standing not far away, his face obscured under a NASCAR-like helmet. Though the visor of his helmet was down, I had no trouble identifying him.


  “Dual Streak,” I said as I slowly rose back to my feet, using the box behind me for support. “As fast as usual, I see.”


  “Even faster, my friend,” said Dual Streak. “If you want some advice, I would suggest becoming more aware of your surroundings. That often determines the difference between life and death in a fight.”


  Before I could ask what he meant, I heard a yell behind me and looked up to see Tiny suddenly materialize in the air above me. He crashed down on top of me, his bulk taking me by surprise. As soon as Tiny fell on me, he began forcing his weight down on me, trying to pin me underneath his enormous girth.


  But I recovered quickly and, with a shrug of my shoulders, knocked him off me. Even as Tiny fell off my back, however, he shrank out of sight again.


  Just as I got back to my feet, Dual Streak suddenly dashed toward me. He ran around me like a tornado, peppering my body with small punches everywhere. Although Dual Streak did not have super strength like me, getting punched at high speed still hurt and I was forced to go on the defensive, holding my arms up around me to protect myself from his constant attacks. He was hitting me so hard and so often that I was unable to go on the offensive, which was probably his whole plan in the first place.


  But I hated being on the defensive, so I channeled electricity through my body until my whole body was sparkling and crackling with electricity. So when Dual Streak hit me, he got electrocuted and cried out in pain, slowing down just enough for me to see him. I grabbed Dual Streak by the collar of his shirt and slammed my fist against his helmet so hard that his helmet actually crumpled. Dual Streak himself became unconscious, so I tossed his unconscious body aside and immediately looked over at Blizzard.


  Blizzard was still protected by her ice barrier, but it left her on the defensive. Pirates surrounded her on all sides, some shooting at her barrier, others hacking away with their swords and knives. Blizzard would be okay for now, but it was only a matter of time before the pirates broke through and got to her, so I needed to help her fast.


  Before I could go anywhere, though, Tiny suddenly grew underneath me. He sent me into the air, but caught me with his hands and threw me away.


  I recovered quickly, however, and used my flight, allowing me to avoid hitting the floor. Looking back over at Tiny, I saw him shrink out of sight. I growled in frustration. I had forgotten just how annoying to fight Tiny was. His shrinking powers allowed him to rapidly change size on a dime, which he took advantage of to perform annoying hit and run tactics that made him a pain to deal with even for someone like me. And I suspect he wasn’t going to make the same mistake he made the last time we fought, either.


  But then a thought occurred to me and I grinned. I looked over at Edge, who was standing next to one of the boxes, and shouted, “Edge! Get up on one of the boxes or crates. Make sure your feet aren’t touching the floor!”


  Thankfully, Edge didn’t argue the point. He just scrambled on top of a crate and lay there, holding on for dear life.


  With Edge out of the way, I raised my hands, which began crackling with electricity, and then slammed them down onto the floor. Electricity spread out all around me like a wave, striking boxes and crates, causing some of them to explode and others to merely catch fire. Edge’s box was made out of metal, but it still got blackened and Edge winced when the electric wave went over him, although his leather armor seemed to protect him from the worst of it.


  I couldn’t say the same about Tiny, though. When the electric wave passed, I saw Tiny—who had apparently been lurking between two boxes—pop out of nowhere, lying flat on his back. His clothing was charged and his skin was smoking. It was impossible to tell if he was alive or dead, but I didn’t care. With Tiny out of the way, I needed to go to Blizzard’s aid.


  I flew across the warehouse to the spot where the pirates were doing their best to chip away at Blizzard’s ice barrier. Although Blizzard was automatically re-freezing the parts the pirates ripped apart, it was clear to me that Blizzard was beginning to tire. Soon she wouldn’t be able to hold the barrier up at all, which meant I needed to end this fight quickly.


  I landed on top of the ice barrier and looked around at all of the assembled pirates, who all stopped what they were doing to look up at me.


  “Oy! It’s Bolt!” said a female pirate I recognized as Hilda, who was a very fat German woman wielding a fairly large ax. “Do you want to die today, brat? Because we’ll be more than happy to oblige.”


  “Nah,” I said, my hands crackling with electricity. “I’m happy being alive. But there is one thing you guys can do for me: Get fried.”


  I slammed my crackling hands above my head and lightning bolts exploded out in every direction. I saw the pirates trying desperately to escape the bolts, but none of them were fast enough to outrun the lightning bolts. Some of them might have been able to survive the bolts … if they hadn’t just spent the last few minutes chipping away at ice, getting melted ice chips—that is, water—all over their clothing and exposed portions of their skin. Explained why they all screamed in horrific pain when my lightning bolts hit them. Unfortunately, my lightning also took out a good chunk of the lights, sending us into pitch black darkness.


  In less than a second, all of the pirates in the warehouse lay on the floor, unconscious and quite dead-looking. It was hard to tell the dead from the unconscious, but I stopped thinking about that when the ice barrier under my feet suddenly evaporated, causing me to fall to the floor on my butt.


  “Ow!” I said, rubbing my behind. I looked up at Blizzard. “Next time, could you warn me before you do that?”


  “Sorry,” said Blizzard sheepishly. “When I saw all those pirates go down at once, I figured it was safe to come out. Forgot you were up there.”


  I shook my head, but I wasn’t really angry at Blizzard. I just rose to my feet, dusting off my pants as I said, “Well, we managed to beat them all, so I think we should call Brains and Vanish and the police and let them know we’ve got a whole bunch of new prisoners to ship off to Ultimate Max.”


  “Ye may have taken out me crew, but ye haven’t taken out me,” said Red Tide, who jumped out from behind a metal crate he’d been hiding behind and thrust out his hands toward us.


  A reddish dust cloud exploded from Red Tide’s hands and washed over me and Blizzard before we could react. The two of us immediately began hacking and coughing as the reddish dust—which tasted like a combination between super spicy chili peppers and day-old bread—entered our lungs and landed on the exposed portions of our skin.


  Immediately, I could feel my joints tightening up. I also found it hard to breathe. Blizzard looked like she was experiencing the same effects as me, because she reached out to me, only to fall down at the last second, her eyes wide with terror as the paralysis took full effect.


  I would have tried to help her, only I collapsed onto the ground, too, my body completely unresponsive to my mind’s commands. Belatedly, I realized this was the effect of Red Tide’s toxin spores, which left their target paralyzed and poisoned. This was the first time I’d directly experienced it, and now I finally understood Red Tide’s fearsome reputation.


  Red Tide walked over to us, a wicked grin crossing his disgusting face. “All the power in the world can’t save the two of ya from my powers. I could even take down Omega Man himself with my toxins. What made ye think ye two could stand a chance?”


  Then Red Tide pulled out a gun from his coat and aimed it at my face. “For killing me crew and destroying me ship, this is what ye scalawags deserve.”




  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


   


  A gunshot rang out through the warehouse and Blizzard screamed. My first thought was that Red Tide had shot Blizzard, which sent such red-hot rage rushing through my veins that it was nearly enough to undo the toxin.


  But when I glanced over at Blizzard, I noticed she wasn’t dead or even shot. She was just lying there on the floor like me, staring up at Red Tide, and so I looked up at Red Tide as well to see what had happened to him.


  Red Tide had lowered his gun and was grabbing the side of his stomach, which was bleeding profusely. Sweat broke out over his scarred forehead as he clutched his wound. To his credit, he wasn’t moaning at all, but I could tell the shot had shaken him just as much as it surprised us.


  “What in the world … ?” said Red Tide, looking down at the bullet hole in his stomach. “Who did this?”


  “I did,” came Edge’s voice from the darkness around us. “The dark crusader of justice, the man who goes where superheroes don’t, the street avenger … Edge Vigilante!”


  Red Tide whirled around on the heel of his boot, aiming his gun wildly. “You mean the brat? Kids shouldn’t be playing with guns, ya know. Could shoot your eye out.”


  “Or I’ll shoot your eye out,” said Edge’s voice from the shadows.


  Another gunshot exploded and Red Tide screamed, dropping his gun and clutching another wound in his stomach. As soon as Red Tide was doubled over, Edge abruptly appeared out of the darkness and roundhouse kicked Red Tide in the face.


  A loud crack echoed throughout the warehouse as Edge’s boot smashed into Red Tide’s jaw. The blow knocked Red Tide flat off his feet and onto his back, the back of his skull cracking against the concrete floor of the warehouse. Although it was hard to tell from my position, it looked like Red Tide was down for the count.


  Then Edge ran over to me and knelt down by my side. “Bolt, Blizzard, are you two okay? Can you talk? How do you feel?”


  I found my jaw slow and non-responsive, but I somehow managed to mutter, “Barely. Awful.”


  Edge nodded. “I see. I’ll call the police. They—”


  Two hands suddenly fell onto Edge’s shoulders and pulled him back. Edge managed to cry out at the last second before he vanished into the darkness around us, where I couldn’t see him.


  “Edge?” I said, my mouth slow and clumsy. “Edge, are you there? What happened to you? Edge?”


  A light suddenly flashed on above me, making me squint my eyes. I looked up into the light, but it was impossible to see who it was at first because they were shining their light down directly on my face.


  “Who are you?” I said. “One of Red Tide’s pirates?”


  A familiar chuckle filled my ears just then. “Me? A pirate? Please. I have zero interest in spending months aboard a dinky wooden ship with a bunch of smelly pirates. So not my style.”


  The light shifted to the side, allowing me to see a pale-faced man with crazy blue hair standing above me. He wore a spandex costume similar to mine in design, if a bit older-looking, and despite how thin he was, he looked like he could handle himself in a fight.


  “Phaser?” I said in shock. “What … why are you here?”


  Phaser tilted his head to the side. “Seth didn’t trust Red Tide and his merry band of idiots to take you out. My job was to step in and finish the job in case they failed. As you can no doubt tell, Red Tide completely failed to kill you and your ugly girlfriend. How embarrassing.”


  “Your track record against me isn’t much better,” I said, although I was unable to crack a grin due to the toxins flowing through my veins.


  “Shut up,” Phaser snapped. “I already took care of the Edge brat. Now I just need to finish you and your girlfriend off, per Seth’s orders.” He raised a hand. “Red Tide may have been an incompetent loser, but he did manage to paralyze you for me. That will make it so much easier to kill both of you. I’ll leave the bodies, though. They’ll make a great warning to anyone who—”


  Without warning, the glass opening above the warehouse exploded open and someone fell through it and landed on the ground nearby. Phaser had just enough time to look before the figure lashed out with a kick, striking Phaser in the chest and sending him staggering backward from the blow. The figure threw a punch at him, but this time Phaser turned intangible and phased through the ground before phasing up back onto the floor several feet away outside the range of his attacker.


  “Who in the Devil are you?” said Phaser, looking at the newcomer in astonishment.


  I also looked over at the newcomer, who was almost impossible to see in the darkness until Phaser flashed his light on the figure. My jaw would have dropped if I wasn’t paralyzed by Red Tide’s Toxins.


  “Brains?” I said, barely eking out his name through my numb lips.


  “Sorry I’m late,” said Brains. He cracked his knuckles, glaring at Phaser. “Took a little while to get everything organized, but I’m here.”


  “But …” my lips found it hard to form words. “How …”


  “Valerie called us,” said Brains. “Said you guys were ambushed by Red Tide and his pirates, so we came as fast as we could. She didn’t say anything, however, about Phaser being here.”


  Brains said that while glaring at Phaser. The supervillain—whose face was usually stuck in a permanent smirk—stared at Brains with true horror on his features. That wasn’t surprising. After all, Brains was one of the first superheroes who could actually hurt Phaser. It didn’t help that Brains had been the one to kill Phaser the first time so many years ago, either.


  Still, Phaser shook his head and said, with a very fake-looking smirk on his face, “Ah, Brains, my old friend. It’s been a very long time since we last saw each other. You look … older. How’s Mary doing, by the way?”


  This time, it was Brains’ turn to smirk. “Why don’t you ask her yourself?”


  Without warning, Vanish appeared behind Phaser, her pole staff in hand, and slammed it against Phaser’s side. Phaser cried out in pain and fell over into the floor, but then quickly reappeared on top of a crate well outside of the range of either Brains or Vanish.


  Rubbing his side, Phaser said, “That was a … good hit, Mary. You seem to have gotten stronger since the last time I saw you.”


  “Not stronger,” said Vanish, shaking her head as she twirled her pole staff. “I’ve just learned how to hit harder now. That’s all.”


  Phaser snorted. “Even if both of you are here, that means nothing. Two against one are odds I like.”


  “What about one against two dozen?” asked Brains.


  Suddenly, doors and windows were smashed open as what appeared to be the entirety of the Showdown City Police Department burst into the warehouse, guns drawn and voices raised as they yelled. Through the hole in the ceiling that Brains had made, the roar of helicopter rotator blades could be heard and a bright spotlight suddenly shone down right on top of Phaser, who raised a hand over his eyes to protect his vision.


  “Did you really think we didn’t come prepared?” said Brains, putting his hands on his hips. “Red Tide and his crew are wanted all over the world. Of course the police would mobilize once I told them about their presence in the city. You’re just a bonus.”


  Phaser scowled. “Despite having grown noticeably older, I can see your mind is still as sharp as ever. It’s rather a shame we have to be on opposite sides of the law like this. In another life, perhaps the two of us could be best friends.”


  “You don’t mean that, Phaser,” said Brains. “I hoped death might humble you a bit, but I guess there’s no changing a true blue sociopath, huh?”


  Phaser’s scowled deepened. I half-expected him to jump down from the crate and try to fight Brains, Vanish, and the police anyway, but instead his body turned immaterial and he vanished through the crate and into the floor before anyone could react. He did not come back again.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


   


  Half an hour later, Blizzard and I lay in twin beds side by side in the Braindome’s medical room. Both of us were hooked up to IVs and had been given loads of medicine by the Braindome’s medical staff to try to cure the toxins in us. Unfortunately, it turned out that Red Tide’s skin secreted a special kind of toxin that modern medical science had no cure for, so it looked like the two of us were going to be stuck here for now, at least until our bodies naturally got rid of the toxins by themselves. I was informed that Red Tide’s toxins were not lethal and that most people who got infected with them usually healed, although it could take weeks before we healed completely.


  In some ways, I was relieved at the thought that we had to rest. This had been one of the craziest, most action-packed nights in my life, starting with the fight with Mixer in the city park and ending with the big warehouse fight against Red Tide and his crew. I was a strong superhuman, true, but I wasn’t invincible and I had my limits like anyone else, limits I was beginning to approach.


  But in other ways, I was frustrated by this forced bed rest. Phaser had kidnapped Edge and taken him to who-knows-where, probably to wherever Seth was continuing his cloning operations. I felt helpless at the thought that Edge, who was just a kid regardless of what else he was, had gotten kidnapped under my supervision. Of course, I’d been paralyzed at the time and couldn’t save him, but that was hardly a comforting thought. It just highlighted my own failure, which made me feel even worse than I already did.


  “Hey, Bolt?” said Blizzard.


  “Yeah, Blizz?” I said. I couldn’t turn my head to look at her, although I managed to glance over at her briefly with my eyes.


  “You’re off the hook on finishing that date,” said Blizzard. “Unless you want to consider this part of it, that is.”


  I would have laughed if my body would have allowed for it. As it was, I just made a happy grunting noise and said, “Nah, this isn’t what I was envisioning when I promised you I would finish this date. I was more thinking about flying you around Showdown looking at all of the Christmas lights.”


  “By the time we get out of here, Christmas will definitely be over and all of the lights will probably be taken down,” said Blizzard. She sighed. “Merry Christmas.”


  As funny as Blizzard’s comments might have been, they reminded me of another failure of mine: Our date. I guess this really wasn’t my fault, seeing as Red Tide was the one who paralyzed us, but if we hadn’t gone to meet Edge, we wouldn’t have ended up paralyzed like this. Of course, if we hadn’t gone to meet Edge, we also would not have found out about Edge’s true nature and Seth’s real plans.


  Yet how was any of that helpful, if we didn’t know where Seth and Edge were? Right now, Seth could be and probably was doing all sorts of horrible, evil things to Edge. He might even be killing him for all we know. Even if he wasn’t killing Edge, I doubted Seth was treating him well, despite being his clone. All I could do at this point was pray that Seth would spare Edge long enough for us to save him, but I wasn’t sure how much faith I had in that idea.


  The door to the room opened and Brains and Vanish stepped inside. Vanish held in her arms Joey, their only son, who was apparently asleep, although it was hard to tell from my position.


  “Hey, guys,” said Brains as he walked over to us, while Vanish took a seat on a chair at a nearby desk, rocking Joey gently in her arms. “How are you feeling? Any better?”


  “No,” I said, unable to shake my head. “Still can’t move.”


  “Still in pain,” Blizzard added with a grimace.


  Brains sighed. “I wish there was some way I could help, but unfortunately we don’t have the medical expertise here to cleanse your bodies of the toxins. We’re going to have you guys sent to Hero Island tomorrow. Healing Touch might be able to help the healing process move along.”


  “Tomorrow?” I said. “By then, Edge might not be alive by tomorrow.”


  “I know,” said Brains, “but it’s the best we can do for now. I would have had Healing Touch come here tonight, but the NHA just suffered an attack from the Programmer, who took down all of Hero Island’s computer systems, including the systems keeping critically-injured patients on life support. Healing Touch has to be there to keep the critically-injured patients alive until the systems are back online, which probably won’t be until tomorrow morning according to what I was told.”


  “Just our luck,” I said. “Out of all of the nights for Healing Touch to be out of action, it had to be tonight.”


  “At least we got Red Tide and his crew,” said Blizzard. “Right, Brains?”


  Brains nodded. “Yeah. The Showdown City Police Department arrested every last member of his crew. They’re going to transfer the supers to Ultimate Max while sending the normal ones off to normal prison. I think we can safely say that Red Tide is done.”


  That made me feel a little better, but in all honesty, Red Tide was never the main threat here. Seth was, and he was still free somewhere out there, doing who knows what to Edge.


  “There’s gotta be some way for us to be healed tonight,” I said. “Isn’t there?”


  “Like I said, we don’t have the medical expertise to heal you two just yet,” said Brains. “I am sorry, but that’s just the way it is.”


  “Wow,” said a female familiar voice from the doorway. “That’s really unfair.”


  Everyone in the room looked over at the open doorway to the hall outside to see a familiar dark-haired woman, a G-Man patch on her right shoulder, leaning against the doorway, her arms crossed in front of her chest and a frown on her face.


  “Shade?” I said, barely able to utter her name through my lips. “What are you doing here?”


  “How did you get in here?” Brains demanded. He looked at Vanish. “Honey, were we expecting a visit from the G-Men tonight?”


  Vanish, who was holding Joey protectively against her chest, shook her head. “No. I don’t know how she got in here.”


  “I just let myself in,” said Shade nonchalantly. She smiled at Joey. “Oh, what a cute baby! I mean, I don’t want any kids myself, of course, but I always love seeing other people’s kids. They’re just so adorable.”


  “Get out now,” said Brains, pointing a finger at her. “Before I throw you out myself.”


  Shade just smiled. “Tough words coming from you, Brainiac. Could you even lift me with those stick arms of yours?”


  Brains tapped the side of his head. “I could make you leave yourself if I have to. It probably wouldn’t be good for your mental health.”


  “Oh, that sounds like fun,” said Shade. She pushed herself off the doorway and the darkness around her seemed to tense. “I’ll finally be able to practice all those mental defense techniques Cadmus taught me. He said they would be useful someday, so let’s see just how useful they are.”


  Before a fight could break out between the two, a hand fell on Shade’s shoulder and someone behind her said, “Shade, let’s not get into any fights now. You remember Cadmus’ orders. We’re here to talk, not fight.”


  Shade frowned, but then shrugged and said, “You’re right. Still, I’m sure Cadmus would understand if we did get into a fight.”


  Fingerprints suddenly stepped into view beside Shade, a disapproving frown on his face. “I think he would understand that we directly disobeyed his orders and further damaged our already strained relationship with the NHA, something we were explicitly told not to do.”


  “Okay, okay, fine,” said Shade, raising her hands. “I won’t attack four eyes here, or his wife. Mostly because of the baby, though. It’s not a good idea to expose babies to violence. Otherwise they might end up like me … wait, where was I going with this?”


  “You were going to shut up and let me do all the talking,” said Fingerprints without looking at her.


  “Right,” said Shade, nodding. “I am now shutting up.”


  Although Shade did shut up after that, I thought the damage had already been done. Brains looked like he was just about ready to bodily throw both of the G-Men agents out of the Braindome, while Vanish was glaring daggers at Shade. I wasn’t feeling particularly friendly toward them, either, and this time it wasn’t because of my inherent bias against the G-Men in general.


  Fingerprints clasped his hands together and looked at us. “Apologies for barging in like this. I must also apologize for Shade’s comments. She is not usually sent on missions that require diplomacy, you see.”


  “Yeah, I see that quite clearly,” said Brains in a dangerously low tone.


  “Indeed,” said Fingerprints, who kept his tone as cool and calm as ever. “Now, the reason we are here is because we wish to speak to Bolt.”


  “Why?” said Brains. He gestured at me. “As you can see, he’s not really in any position to talk.”


  “We can see that,” said Fingerprints with a nod. “But we wish to speak to him anyway. It is about Fisticuffs.”


  That made me try to raise my head, but unfortunately, my paralysis kept me from doing even that much. “Fisticuffs? What about him?”


  Fingerprints looked over Brains’ shoulder directly at me and said, “We’ve found him. He’s still alive.”




  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


   


  Although I didn’t gasp or do anything else, I still stared in amazement as Fingerprints. “You’re joking.”


  Fingerprints shook his head. “No, we’re not. We’ve finally found him, although we haven’t actually caught him yet.”


  I bit my lower lip, trying not to look too excited, although I probably failed. Fisticuffs was the alias of a clone of my uncle Jake Johnson, who was the only clone successfully created in the first phase of Project Revival. The last I had seen him, Uncle Jake had been swept out into the ocean while unconscious, and that was after I beat him in a fight. Although we did not search for the body, I had always assumed that Uncle Jake had probably drowned at sea or something. Yet if Fingerprints was telling the truth, then Uncle Jake’s clone was still alive after all.


  “Where is he?” I said. “You said you haven’t caught him. What do you mean by that? Is he on the run or something?”


  “We’re not sure,” said Fingerprints, lowering his hands in front of him. “You recall, of course, how Fisticuffs’ body was lost when Seth Richards’ yacht sank a couple months back.”


  I couldn’t nod, but I said, “Yeah, I remember. We thought he died, although we didn’t look for the body.”


  “You didn’t, but I did,” said Fingerprints. “When I returned to the main G-Man office in Washington, I managed to convince Cadmus to send out a team to look for his body. We were unfortunately unsuccessful, which made me think Fisticuffs was gone after all, but as it turned out, he’s still alive.”


  Fingerprints nodded at Shade. Shade raised her phone, tapped on the screen a few times, and then held it out. A hologram appeared over her phone, depicting a tall, red-haired man wearing a dark jacket walking down the main aisle of what looked like a grocery store. His face was not looking up at the camera, although he seemed to have a short beard from what I could tell.


  “This is video footage from a Marty’s Grocery store in Littlefish, Montana, taken approximately one week ago,” said Fingerprints. “We believe that it is Fisticuffs because the man has the same hair color, general build, and facial structure as him.”


  “The beard is new, though,” said Shade, “but I kind of like it. Makes him look like a lumberjack.”


  I didn’t dispute Fingerprints’ theory. The man in the picture definitely looked like Uncle Jake. “Maybe he grew out the beard to hide his identity?”


  “Perhaps,” said Fingerprints, folding his arms in front of his chest. “The problem, of course, is that we don’t know how he survived or where, exactly, he’s going. We’ve been tracking his movements for two weeks now, ever since a G-Man agent stationed in Louisiana saw him arrive in New Orleans.”


  “How do you know he’s going anywhere?” asked Brains. He looked a little less upset with the two G-Men agents now, although I could tell he obviously wished they would leave this place. “Maybe he’s just wandering aimlessly.”


  “His movements have been too deliberate,” said Fingerprints, shaking his head. “He’s very clearly been making his way north for some time now, specifically northwest. We think he’s looking for something in Montana.”


  “Montana?” I said. “Why Montana?”


  “Exactly,” said Fingerprints. He glanced at the hologram. “We don’t know why he’s there, either.”


  “If you guys have been tracking him this entire time, why haven’t you caught him yet?” I said.


  Fingerprints grimaced. “Cadmus did send a handful of agents to take him down, but he proved more … elusive than we first thought.”


  Shade giggled. “Poor Iron Horn is going to spend weeks in the hospital getting his legs repaired. And honestly, I was shocked Blood Boil could still breathe given how his face looked like mashed potatoes. Disgusting.”


  I found it disturbing how much joy Shade was deriving from the pain that some of her fellow agents had obviously experienced, but perhaps it was just her nerves making her laugh. Then again, knowing Shade, there was an equal chance she was as happy about it as she looked.


  “That is why we came to you tonight,” said Fingerprints. “Cadmus has determined that the G-Men are unable to recapture Fisticuffs. So we would like to ask you to help us do that instead.”


  I would have frowned if the corners of my mouth weren’t paralyzed. “Why do you think I would have any more luck capturing Uncle Jake than you?”


  “Because you’re related to him,” Fingerprints pointed out. “He’s your uncle. We think that if he sees you, he might be less hesitant to attack his own nephew.”


  “He wasn’t so hesitant to beat the stuffing out of me the last time I saw him, though,” I grumbled. “And he hit a lot harder than I expected.”


  “I remember what you told me,” said Fingerprints, nodding. “Still, you have beaten him before, so even if he is still hostile toward you, it shouldn’t be that big of a problem.”


  I eyed Fingerprints and Shade carefully. “What does the G-Men plan to do with Uncle Jake if I help you guys? Are you going to take him apart to figure out how he works? Maybe make him a test subject in another top-secret project? Because I remember how well the last top-secret project the G-Men ran went.”


  Fingerprints’ fingers twitched. “We are not going to torture him if that’s what you mean. We simply want to get to him before Seth Richards does, because we have reason to suspect that Seth Richards is after him as well. Plus, it’s very likely that Fisticuffs knows where Seth Richards is and may be able to tell us how to find him, which would make it easier for us to arrest Richards and shut down his operations once and for all.”


  My paralyzed ears perked up at that. “Hmm … that’s not a bad idea. Seth was the one who originally woke up Uncle Jake, after all. If anyone knows where Seth is, Uncle Jake probably does.”


  “Exactly,” said Fingerprints. “So? What do you say? Do you want to help us?”


  I glanced down at the blankets covering my body. “I’d love to, but unfortunately Red Tide’s paralyzing toxins are still in effect. I can’t move even my pinkie toe. I’m not sure how useful I’d be in a fight.”


  “We know,” said Shade. “That’s why we brought along these!”


  Shade drew two bottles of purple liquid out of pocket and held them up for us to see.


  “What’s that?” asked Blizzard, staring at the bottles in confusion.


  “Miracle,” I said in a slow voice. “The same Miracle used to cure you of your virus.”


  “Exactly,” said Shade. “It can cure pretty much anything, including Red Tide’s toxins. With a simple sip of this liquid, you two should be back in action in no time. How does that sound?”


  I bit my lower lip. I still didn’t trust the G-Men, but I had to admit, the possibility of locating Uncle Jake and making sure he was safe sounded very appealing to me. Besides, I actually did owe the G-Men for healing Blizzard, even if they didn’t have to. It wouldn’t be very grateful of me to refuse to help them just because I had a general bias against the G-Men. Plus, Fingerprints was one of the few G-Men agents I actually liked. At least, he hadn’t screwed me over yet like the others had. That instantly made him better than all of the other G-Men agents I’d run into over the years.


  “All right,” I said. “Blizzard and I will help you find Uncle Jake. But only on the condition that I get to talk to him before you guys try to interrogate him. Okay?”


  “That is fine,” said Fingerprints. He nodded at Shade. “Shade, feed them Miracle right away. If we’re going to do this, then we need to do it now. We have no time to lose.”




  CHAPTER THIRTY


   


  Less than an hour later, the four of us—Fingerprints, Shade, Blizzard, and I—stepped out of the shadows cast by a tree one by one, courtesy of Shade’s shadow travel ability. I was the first to emerge after Shade and immediately began looking around at our surroundings as the others followed.


  We had emerged somewhere in rural Montana, seemingly miles away from the nearest town. Aside from the phone lines running along the roads, I didn’t see any other signs of civilization for miles in every direction. Just fields of hays stretching out for as far as the eye could see, illuminated by the full moon and the stars above. It was also extremely cold here. Not as cold as Colorado—there was no snow—but the change in temperature from the Braindome’s medical room to the wilderness of Montana was noticeable. Fingerprints actually shuddered, while Blizzard, as usual, looked perfectly comfortable in the coldness of the night.


  “Is this where Uncle Jake is?” I said, looking over my shoulder at Shade, who did not seem terribly affected by the cold from what I could tell.


  “Hmm? Oh, yeah,” said Shade, nodding. “Our agents in Montana think he was heading this way. Our working theory is that Fisticuffs, rather than stay in hotels or inns, is hiding out in abandoned barns, schoolhouses, and other buildings during the night in order to avoid detection. Obviously, it didn’t work, but it is harder to track someone that way than if they stayed in five-star hotels at nice resorts, I guess.”


  “This is Montana?” said Blizzard, who apparently wasn’t paying attention to our conversation. She was looking at the wide-open hayfields around us with interest. “I’ve never been here, but it’s so beautiful. More beautiful than I imagined. Even more beautiful than my home state of Arizona.”


  “Isn’t everywhere more beautiful than Arizona?” said Shade.


  Blizzard glared daggers at Shade for that comment, but then Fingerprints held up his hands and said, “Ladies, now is not the time to fight. We have a clone to catch.”


  “Where do you think he could be hiding?” I said, looking around again. “In the hay?”


  “Probably in that abandoned church over there,” said Shade, suddenly pointing behind us.


  I turned around to see a small, abandoned country church sitting all by itself in the middle of a nearby hayfield. Even from a distance, I could tell that the old church had seen better days, with boarded up windows, missing roof tiles, and grassing growing uncontrollably all around it. There was something sad about the abandoned church, too, as if it had been forgotten to the sands of time. Kind of like Uncle Jake, although I guess Uncle Jake wasn’t nearly as forgotten as this church.


  “You really think he’s in there?” said Blizzard, glancing at Shade. “It doesn’t look like anyone has visited that place in a long time.”


  “Where else could he be?” said Shade, putting her hands on her hips. “Like I said, Fisticuffs is known for hiding out in abandoned buildings. That church is the perfect example of what I am talking about. If he’s not there, I’ll eat my hat.”


  “You don’t have a hat,” I pointed out.


  “It’s just an expression,” said Shade dismissively. “Anyway, we should approach with caution. I don’t want my face to end up looking like paste like Blood Boil’s.”


  The four of us cautiously made our way across the hay to the church, doing our best not to make any unnecessary noise or draw attention to ourselves. We didn’t even use any lights. That way, if Uncle Jake was indeed inside the church, he would not be able to see us, although given how bright the full moon was, perhaps we were still visible anyway.


  In minutes, we reached the old church. Its stone steps were chipped and faded, while the handrails were rusty and looked like even Blizzard could snap them off with minimal effort. I would have dismissed the church as having been abandoned a long time ago if I hadn’t also noticed that the front door stood slightly ajar. Even that I could have discounted as nothing if I hadn’t noticed the lock sitting on the front steps, smashed in half by what could have only been a superhuman with a strong fist.


  “See?” Shade whispered, gesturing at the front door. “What did I tell you? Fisticuffs broke the lock so he could get inside. Probably a lot warmer in there than sleeping out in this hay all night.”


  Shade took a step forward but I grabbed her arm and said, “Wait.”


  Shade looked over her shoulder at me like I had just said something especially dumb. “What?”


  “I should go in first,” I said, putting a hand on my chest. “Last time I saw Uncle Jake, he had been under Seth’s control and nearly killed me. I don’t think he is anymore, but even if he is, I’m the one with the best chance of talking him down. If all four of us barge in at once, he might just decide to fight us or run away entirely.”


  Shade opened her mouth to argue, but then Fingerprints said, “I agree with Bolt. He should go in first to scout out the situation. The rest of us will stay outside and surrounded the building. That way, if Fisticuffs does prove, ah, less than cooperative, we can jump in and help Bolt.”


  Even I was surprised at how Fingerprints agreed with me. I thought for sure that Fingerprints would be more likely to support Shade, a fellow G-Man agent, than me. I guess he really was the only good G-Men agent after all.


  Shade clearly looked like she disagreed, but apparently, Fingerprints had authority over her, because when she wrenched her arm out of my grasp, she simply stood still and gestured at the door. “Go ahead and do it, then. I don’t mind playing the cavalry. Way more fun than getting punched in the face by a crazy clone, anyway.”


  Rolling my eyes at Shade’s comment, I gave Blizzard a quick goodbye kiss and then walked up the steps. When I reached the door, I hesitated for a split second and listened closely for any sounds on the other side of the door.


  I didn’t expect to hear anything, which was why I was surprised when I heard low muttering on the other side of the door. It sounded like someone chanting something over and over again, which instantly set me on edge. I didn’t have a whole lot of positive encounters with magic users, so if there was a wizard or something inside, I was more than prepared to fight for my life if I had to.


  Bracing myself for whatever awaited me on the other side of the door, I opened the door to the church and stepped inside. When I closed the door, I instantly looked around at my surroundings.


  The church was even smaller on the inside than on the out. It was a one-room church building, a lot like the one my parents took me to see when I was ten, the one founded by a distant ancestor of mine in New York even before the United States was founded. Two lines of pews on either side stretched the length of the room. Most of the pews were in good condition despite their age, although a few were broken down the middle or had rotting Bibles and hymnals in their backs.


  At the other end of the room was a simple wooden pulpit, illuminated by an oil lantern burning brightly at its side. And kneeling before the altar, his head down and his hands together, was Uncle Jake, also known as Fisticuffs and once known as the Crimson Fist.


  Uncle Jake’s back was to me and he had not moved from his position when I entered the room, so I was unsure if he had heard me enter or not. He was the source of the muttering I had heard earlier, but he was still muttering too quietly for me to hear very clearly. Was he praying? If so, that was odd, because I didn’t know that Uncle Jake was religious.


  Despite the dilapidated appearance of the church, I could not help but find the sight of Uncle Jake praying at the altar calming and even peaceful. I was not a religious man myself, but a part of me felt drawn to kneel and pray with him, too. Even the icy coldness of the church did nothing to take away from the peaceful atmosphere of the setting.


  Unsure what to do, I decided to get a little closer to see if I could make out what Uncle Jake was saying. I took one step forward, but stopped as soon as I heard a loud, terrible creaking sound under my feet as one of the floorboards creaked under my weight.


  Uncle Jake immediately stopped praying. He went as still as stone for a second, but then slowly rose to his feet and turned around to see me.


  If I hadn’t known who that was, I might have assumed it was just some random hobo staring at me, rather than my own uncle. His ratty jeans, mismatched socks, overgrown red beard, and hole-filled jacket made him look like a homeless guy on the street of New York City rather than the powerful superhuman he was.


  But when I looked into his eyes and saw the fire burning with them, any doubts I had about this man’s real identity instantly evaporated.


  I held up a hand. “Hi, Uncle Jake. It’s me, Kevin. Your nephew.”


  Uncle Jake said nothing at first. He simply stared at me for a long while before he said something I did not expect him to say:


  “Did you come here to ask for forgiveness, too?”




  CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


   


  Uncle Jake’s question—spoken in a soft, but hoarse, voice—knocked me off-guard just as easily as if he had sucker-punched me in the face. I struggled to find the words to respond until I sputtered, “Wha-What?”


  Uncle Jake gestured at the altar behind him. “I said, did you come here to ask for forgiveness, too? That’s what church is for, isn’t it? A place where we can meet God and ask Him to forgive us for our sins.”


  I eyed Uncle Jake carefully. He seemed perfectly sane, but I found his comments odd nonetheless. “I guess that’s one reason people go to church, though most don’t go to abandoned churches like this to pray.”


  Uncle Jake averted his gaze, looking down at his feet. “I don’t like being around other people. I barely feel like a person myself. I’m not even sure I am a person, in all honesty. Not a real one, anyway.”


  “Well, then why are you praying?” I said. “I’m no theologian, but I’m not sure if God listens to ‘fake’ people or not.”


  Uncle Jake shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I’m hoping God will give me a soul, if I don’t have one already. Or at least forgive me of the awful things I’ve done. Everything I read says I was a hero before I died, but I don’t remember any of that. I do remember, though, all of the awful things I did, the things no real human would ever do willingly, after I came back.”


  I bit my lower lip. This was an unexpected development. I guess it was better than having to fight for my life, but his questions made me feel uncomfortable if only because we were getting into some pretty deep waters I normally didn’t think about very much. “Whatever you did can’t possibly be that bad. The Uncle Jake I was taught about as a kid was a hero. Not perfect, maybe, but a good guy who generally did what was right and devoted his life to protecting the innocent and fighting bad guys.”


  “That sounds like a good man,” said Uncle Jake, still not looking at me. “A much better man than me. I don’t say that to pity myself. I’m merely observing facts.”


  I suddenly remembered something Mecha Knight told me once, about one of the reasons Project Revival was shut down. The cloning process had been able to reconstruct a person’s physical body, but it had never been able to ‘clone’ their memories, minds, or personalities. As a result, clones who came from Project Revival could technically be considered new people depending on how you looked at it. I wondered how that squared with the clone of the Neo-Killer, who seemed to have all his memories and personality intact, but regardless, that was what Mecha Knight had told me.


  If that was the case, then it explained why Uncle Jake did not seem to feel good about himself, because the actions of his original self were actions committed by a completely different person from his point of view. It would be like me trying to make myself feel better by telling myself how awesome Strike was. It was a weird theory, but it explained Uncle Jake’s depression quite well.


  “If you say so,” I said. “Me, I’m not really here to ask for forgiveness. I’m here to save you.”


  Uncle Jake looked up at me suddenly, confusion in his eyes. “Save me? Save me from what?”


  “I … don’t know,” I said. I scratched the back of my head. “I guess I just assumed you didn’t enjoy being a homeless guy. If you come with me, I can take you to Hero Island, where you can join the NHA, have a place to sleep, and three solid meals a day. I’m sure most of the older members will be glad to see you again, the ones who knew you before your death.”


  Uncle Jake turned around. “No thanks. I’m not a hero. I’m just a man trying to find his place in the world. The old me might have been a hero, but that’s not who—or what—I am. Not anymore. Perhaps never again.”


  Okay, Uncle Jake clearly wasn’t interested in coming with me. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t convince him. It would just take a little bit more time and effort than I originally thought.


  “Can I ask where you’ve been for the past couple of months?” I said. “Last time I saw you, you got swept out to sea in a sinking yacht. I thought you were dead, so I was pretty surprised to find out that you were still alive.”


  Without turning around to face me, Uncle Jake said, “I was adrift at sea for a couple of days before I landed on an island. There, I spent some time with the most beautiful woman in the world. Hair like silver, skin like porcelain, lips as red as strawberries. A goddess walking on the earth. If I could have stayed with her, I would have.”


  I frowned. “Can I ask this woman’s name?”


  Uncle Jake shook his head. “It doesn’t matter what her name is. I had to leave her, return to America, to get forgiveness for my sins. To seek redemption. Redemption isn’t something that you can find at home. You have to go out and get it yourself.”


  “Uh huh,” I said, not sure whether Uncle Jake was as sane as I first thought. “Why did you feel the need to leave so quickly? You were only gone for a few months.”


  Uncle Jake finally looked over his shoulder at me again, this time with tears in his eyes. “Because I’m dying, Kevin, and if I put off what I need to do much longer, I will never be able to do it.”


  “Dying?” I said. “You look fine to me.”


  Uncle Jake turned around to face me again. He slowly unbuttoned the front of his jacket and then opened it completely. I nearly gagged at the sight he showed me.


  His chest was little more than rotting flesh. Even from over here, I could smell its stink in the air, making me cover my mouth and nose to protect my breathing. It looked like it had been sewn together dozens of times, but it did nothing to hide the obvious signs of decay in his skin.


  “It’s worse than it looks,” said Uncle Jake, closing his jacket back over it and buttoning it up again. “But it is very bad. Lethally so.”


  “What … what was that?” I said. “Your skin looked like it was rotting away, like a … like a …”


  “Like a corpse?” Uncle Jake finished. He sighed. “That’s exactly what it’s like. Because, in a sense, that’s what we clones are.”


  “I don’t understand,” I said. “You’re zombies?”


  Uncle Jake sighed again. “Not zombies. But we clones do have accelerated aging processes. It’s due to our nature. When we are born in our cloning tubes, we do not get a full eighteen years or so to grow from baby to adult-like normal humans. Instead, our aging is sped up, so that we go from newborn baby to full-grown adult in an extremely short time period, about eight or nine months.”


  My eyes widened when the implications sunk in. “So you’re telling me that this accelerated aging process doesn’t end after you leave the tubes.”


  “Correct,” said Uncle Jake. “It gets even worse, actually. The only way to slow it down is by putting us in suspended animation. That’s how I managed to survive all these years because I was inside a suspended animation pod that slowed my body’s aging process down to a snail crawl. But my body began aging again as soon as I was freed from my slumber.”


  “How much time do you think you have left before you die?” I said.


  Uncle Jake shrugged again. “A few weeks, maybe, or perhaps a couple of months if I am really lucky. I’m actually a lot luckier than most clones. The other clones didn’t last nearly as long as I did. I’m not sure why I’ve lasted so long. Maybe I really do have a soul, though probably not a full one.”


  “Maybe we could save you,” I suggested. “Hero Island has some of the best medical staff in the world. If we could get you there—”


  “Has modern medicine managed to heal aging yet?” asked Uncle Jake. “Considering all of the obituaries I see in the newspaper every day, I don’t think it has. There’s nothing you or anyone else can do for me. Sooner or later, I will die, which is why I must get redemption as soon as possible.”


  “Your redemption,” I repeated. “How are you going to do that?”


  Uncle Jake punched his fist into his other hand. “By killing Seth Richards, of course. He may have created me, but he’s an evil man with evil plans for the world. That’s why I came to Montana. I came to seek out Seth Richards and kill him in cold blood. It’s what he deserves.”


  Uncle Jake sounded surprisingly bloodthirsty, but I said, “So Seth Richards is here in Montana?”


  Uncle Jake nodded. “His last cloning facility is out here somewhere. He told me about it once when I was still working for him. I don’t know if he is actually there or not, but it’s the only lead I’ve got, and I won’t stop until I find him.”


  “Well, I want to stop him, too,” I said. I held out a hand. “I can help you defeat Seth Richards. If the two of us work together, we might be able to stop him for good. What do you say? Do you want to work with me or not … Uncle?”


  That last word seemed to work like a spell on Uncle Jake because he suddenly looked at me as if he had never seen me before. He wiped the tears from his eyes and said, “I guess so, but don’t call me uncle. I am not your uncle, even if I share his genetic code with him.”


  “We’ll see about that,” I said, although I couldn’t help but smile anyway.


  Uncle Jake took one step forward, but then stopped when a soft clapping sound came from nowhere. The two of us immediately looked around the tiny church, but as far as we could tell, there was no one else in here other than us.


  “What a beautiful family reunion,” said a familiar high-pitched voice I had been hoping not to hear again. “It almost pains me to have to be the one to break it up … almost.”


  Before our startled eyes, Phaser rose up through the floor in the middle of the main aisle. He looked about the same as the last time I saw him, but somehow he looked even smugger than before if that was possible. With his arms folded in front of his chest, he gazed upon us with wicked glee in his eyes.


  “Phaser,” I said, my hands balling into fists. “I didn’t expect you to show up again so soon.”


  Phaser shrugged. “Nice to see you again as well, Bolt, although I am surprised you recovered from Red Tide’s toxins so quickly. Perhaps Red Tide’s powers aren’t as strong as they seemed.”


  Then Phaser turned around to face Uncle Jake. “Regardless, I’m not here for you, but for good old Fisticuffs here. Seth is really tired of you being free. It’s time for you to come home.”


  Phaser then rushed toward Uncle Jake, his hands outstretched, a terrifying grin on his ugly face.




  CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


   


  My super speed kicked in instinctively and I shot into the air, flying over Phaser and reaching Uncle Jake before he did. I grabbed Uncle Jake’s arm and yanked him to the side, narrowly avoiding Phaser, who fell into the floorboards and disappeared from sight.


  “That was too close,” I said to a bewildered Uncle Jake, who was staring at the floor as if not quite sure he had actually seen Phaser disappear. “Uncle, we need to get you out of here before Phaser returns. Follow me.”


  Thankfully, Uncle Jake did not question my orders and the two of us rushed across the church to the front doors. Just as we came within arm’s reach, the doors were suddenly kicked open so hard that one of them even got knocked off its hinges. Uncle Jake and I skidded to a stop as we looked upon the figure standing in the doorway.


  At first, it was hard to tell who stood before us. With his back to the moonlight, his form was silhouetted, but his outline resembled the armor of a knight. Then blue eyes glowed from within a helmet and he drew a long, black sword from his side.


  “Mecha Knight?” I said in astonishment. “What are you doing here?”


  “I am here for the clone,” said Mecha Knight. His eyes locked onto Uncle Jake. “Per Seth Richards’ orders.”


  Uh oh. I had forgotten that Seth’s control over Mecha Knight extended well past the Vaultwork and into the real world. That meant that Mecha Knight was not really in control of his mental faculties at the moment, but that was hardly a reassuring thought when I looked at his wicked sharp blade and knew exactly how much damage he could cause if he wanted to.


  Mecha Knight raised his sword, but then the shadows around him twisted and shadow tendrils emerged from the floor around him, wrapping around his arms and legs. Surprised, Mecha Knight tried to fight back, but it was clear that even his robotic strength couldn’t break the shadows restraining him right now.


  “Sorry, Mr. Knight,” said Shade, who I noticed standing on the steps behind Mecha Knight, “but we still have some business with Bolt that would be really hard to finish if he was dead.”


  For once in my life, I was grateful for Shade’s presence. She really did seem to restrain Mecha Knight, whose mechanical body was making all sorts of strange creaking noises as his joints struggled against the shadows.


  Then he abruptly went limp, which I thought meant he had given up until a compartment in his chest popped open and a small, round ball with a blinking blue light fell out of it and landed on the floor rather roughly. A second later, bright white light—almost as bright as the sun itself—exploded from within the ball, forcing me and Uncle Jake to close our eyes to avoid getting blinded. I heard Shade scream in pain for a second before she was abruptly cut off by a dull thud, but I didn’t see what happened to her until the light faded and I lowered my hands from my eyes.


  Shade lay at the foot of the steps, her eyes closed and her body very still. Mecha Knight, on the other hand, was completely freed from the shadow tendrils that had been holding him back. He dusted himself off before returning his attention to us, his helmet looking more terrifying than usual under the darkness of the night.


  Then Mecha Knight rushed toward us and swung his sword directly at my head. I ducked, however, and responded with a solid kick to the knee, which caused Mecha Knight to stumble. Rather than take advantage of this moment to finish him off, however, I grabbed Uncle Jake and rushed past the open doorway out into the cold air of the Montana night.


  When we reached the bottom of the steps, I heard footfalls around us and looked around to see Fingerprints and Blizzard running from around the building toward us.


  “Bolt!” said Fingerprints as he ran up to us. “I heard noise inside and—What happened to Shade?”


  Fingerprints noticed the unconscious Shade lying at the bottom of the steps and immediately bent over to inspect her. “Who did this to her?”


  “Mecha Knight,” I said grimly.


  “Mecha Knight?” Blizzard repeated. “What do you mean ‘Mecha Knight’? He’s not—”


  Blizzard was interrupted by the loud sound of mechanical joints creaking. We looked up at the entrance to the church to see Mecha Knight standing there again, his sword held at his side. His cold robotic eyes fell upon us and I could tell he was already thinking of the best way to kill us all.


  I looked at Fingerprints. “Prints, get Shade and Uncle Jake to safety. I’ll distract Mecha Knight long enough for you guys to get away.”


  “What about me?” said Blizzard. “I am not going to leave you behind, no matter how dangerous it is.”


  I rounded on Blizzard. “Go with Prints and the others. Phaser is here too and he’s trying to get Uncle Jake. You need to protect him as best as you can, okay?”


  Blizzard looked like she wanted to argue, but at that point Mecha Knight activated his booster rockets and flew toward us. I immediately flew toward him, however, and swung a punch at his face, but Mecha Knight banked at the last moment and completely dodged my attack. He thrust out a hand and fired a blast of energy at me, which hit me in the chest and sent me flying away.


  But I recovered quickly and rocketed back toward him. Mecha Knight, to my surprise, shot toward me without hesitation. He slashed his sword at me, forcing me to bank to the right to avoid getting my head taken off. His wide attack, however, left his side wide open, so I kicked him in the side hard enough to crunch his armor, although I didn’t smash through it because I didn’t want to harm Mecha Knight too badly.


  Unfortunately for me, Mecha Knight was not under the same constraints. He slashed at me again, this time just narrowly missing my neck by a couple of inches. I launched myself away from Mecha Knight, putting a good distance between us. I might have been stronger and faster than Mecha Knight, but he was still just a machine, which meant he could take a lot of punishment before he started to see any change in his performance. I, on the other hand, was a flesh and blood human being, already pretty exhausted from the events of the night, so I needed to find a way to end this quickly before I got too tired.


  Raising my hands, I unleashed a powerful stream of red electricity directly at Mecha Knight. Mecha Knight immediately raised his hand and unleashed a continuous beam of energy. His energy met my electricity in the middle and we soon found ourselves in the middle of a huge beam of war. His blue energy and my red electricity crackled and struggled against each other, sending sparks and stray bolts in every direction. I worried my friends below might accidentally get caught in the middle, but I was so focused on keeping Mecha Knight from overwhelming me that I couldn’t afford to think about them too much right now.


  Mecha Knight’s energy beam was surprisingly strong, holding firmly against my electricity. That wasn’t good. Mecha Knight had way more endurance than me. I could already feel my electricity starting to weaken, which was reflected in Mecha Knight’s energy beam slowly but surely starting to push me back.


  I pushed back as hard as I could, but exhaustion was finally starting to overtake me. My arms ached and my legs burned. I tried to put all of my effort into maintaining this attack, but it was rapidly draining me. I wasn’t used to unleashing continuous beams of energy like this. I usually preferred short bursts of power. And now I was starting to pay the price for not practicing my endurance.


  Abruptly, Mecha Knight’s energy beam increased in power and just blasted directly through my electric stream like it was nothing. I poured as much energy into my stream as I could, but it barely slowed Mecha Knight’s attack.


  Then Mecha Knight’s energy beam slammed into me hard enough to send me flying backward. I crashed into and through the roof of the church and onto the altar. Lying in the debris of the church, I tried to hang onto consciousness as much as I could but found it impossible.


  As the last of my consciousness slipped between my fingers, the last sight I saw was Mecha Knight floating down toward me through the hole in the ceiling above, his sword held tightly in his hands and his cold robotic eyes gazing down upon me without mercy.




  CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


   


  At some point, I must have lost consciousness. The world around me was pitch black, and no, it wasn’t because it was nighttime. It was because I had been knocked unconscious. My body ached pretty much everywhere, though from what I could tell, I was lying down somewhere, though where, I couldn’t tell. All I could tell was that I was lying down on something flat and hard, which didn’t help my body’s aches and pains. All I wanted to do was just sleep away the pain …


  Suddenly, I found it hard to breathe. My heart rate began rushing and I felt like I was dying. My eyes snapped open and I tried to scream, but I couldn’t. All I could do was stare up into the bright lights directly above me, which for a very brief moment I thought were the pearly gates of heaven itself standing open for me.


  Then I heard laughter and a far too familiar voice nearby said, “Ha! Look at that stupid expression on his face. You can’t buy this kind of comedy.”


  The pressure in my chest vanished at that moment and I found that I could breathe clearly once again. Breathing in and out in an attempt to fill my lungs with air again, I found that my vision was slowly but surely starting to regain focus.


  I was staring up, not into the pearly gates of heaven, but normal lights hanging directly above me. They weren’t even as bright as I first thought, although staring directly into them probably wasn’t good for my eyes.


  Then, without warning, a familiar face leaned over me, his mouth twisted into a horrible smirk. “Tell me how many fingers I am holding up.”


  I blinked. “Phaser? Is that you? Where am I? What happened?”


  Phaser scowled. “Wrong answer. Or maybe you didn’t hear me correctly. Let’s see if sticking my arm into your chest again will help your hearing.”


  Phaser raised his hand, but before he could plunge it into my chest again, I heard another familiar voice—this one much deeper—say, “Phaser, that is enough. I do not want you to torture the boy. Given everything he’s been through tonight, I don’t want to risk killing him if I can help it.”


  Phaser frowned. “Boo. You’re no fun sometimes, Seth, you know that?”


  “Seth?” I repeated dumbly. “Seth Richards?”


  Seth Richards’ face suddenly appeared over me. He looked even older than the last time I saw him, actually, with whiter hair and more lines in his face. “Well, it seems like his reasoning faculties weren’t entirely destroyed by that crash.”


  “Not like he ever used them for much,” said Phaser with a snort. “Not like me, of course.”


  Seth rolled his eyes. “Thank you for your comments, Phaser. I will take them into account the next time I need your opinion.”


  “No problem, boss,” said Phaser without missing a beat. “I am always happy to give my feedback on everything, even when not asked.”


  I shook my head. “What’s going on here? Where am I? How did I end up here? Where’s Uncle Jake? Blizzard? The others?”


  “My, you have a lot of questions,” said Seth. “But instead of answering them with words, I think I will show you where you are.”


  Seth and Phaser pulled their heads away from me. A second later, I felt the metal table upon which I lay tilt upward, until soon I was standing upright. The only reason I wasn’t falling off the table was thanks to the metal clamps holding me down, but I could at least see my surroundings now.


  It looked like I was in some kind of laboratory. I was on top of some kind of metal platform that stood high above rows upon rows of what looked like gigantic cloning tubes or maybe pods. Their glass covers were opaque, but each tube was slightly bigger than a full-sized human adult, with room to spare to account for people bigger or taller than average. The dark green metal paneling reflected the lights above pretty well, while massive cables overhead crisscrossed the ceiling, making me feel like I was in the lab of a mad scientist, although this place didn’t seem to be Vault A. It smelled vaguely of antiseptic, metal, and slime, although the place appeared perfectly clean despite that.


  A hand clasped down on my shoulder, causing me to look and see Seth standing beside me, his hand on my shoulder. He was smiling proudly, looking out over the cloning tubes below with something like fatherly pride.


  “Welcome, Bolt, to Doppelganger Cloning Facility Number Thirteen,” said Seth. “Or, as I like to call it, Vault Z, the final and newest Vault, built after Project Revival was shut down.”


  I gaped. “Are all those tubes down there—”


  “Clones?” Seth finished for me. “Yes. And not just clones for me, but clones for anyone who can afford Doppelganger’s generous fees.”


  I looked down at the cloning tubes again, trying to see through the opaque glass covers of the tubes but failing. “And what kind of people would that be? Rich people?”


  “People far more important than even you realize,” said Seth. “In any case, the specific identities of each person are irrelevant. All you need to know is that this is the true center of my cloning operations. It is here that my army will be born … and here where I will achieve true immortality, just as I’ve always dreamed of.”


  “We’ll get immortality, too, right?” said Phaser.


  I looked over at Phaser, who stood off to the side, but then I noticed he wasn’t alone. The Neo-Killer stood nearby as well, leaning against the railing with his arms crossed in front of his chest. Although his face was hidden behind his mask, I could tell he was glaring at me, fantasizing about killing me in cold blood like he desperately wanted.


  Mecha Knight also stood nearby, but he was not leaning against anything. He stood stock still, looking more like a robot than a human, which made me wonder if that was really all he was anymore. His arm was still dented where I had kicked him, but other than that, he looked a lot better than I felt, that was for sure.


  “Of course,” said Seth, nodding. “I will share the gift of immortality with all of humanity. I am, first and foremost, a man of science. That is why I have poured so much of my personal time, money, and energy into this project. All of us will benefit. You can be certain of that.” Then his eyes darted to the Neo-Killer. “And David, don’t worry, I will bring back your wife and kids as well.”


  What bull. I knew for a fact that Seth only cared about himself. But this explained how he was able to get both the Neo-Killer and Phaser to work for him. He promised them what they both really wanted, although I doubted he would give them anything once they stopped being useful to him.


  “How did I get here?” I said. “How long have I been out?”


  “Less than an hour, by my reckoning,” said Seth. “Mecha Knight and Phaser dragged you in here. I thought you were dead until Mecha Knight informed me otherwise. Still, I had them spray you with some powerless gas and put those Indestructonium clamps down on your arms and legs. You aren’t going anywhere, my friend.”


  I tugged at the clamps slightly but found that Seth was correct about them being Indestructonium. The powerless gas explained why I felt even weaker than usual, although even if I did have my powers, I wouldn’t have been able to free myself.


  “What about my friends?” I said. “Blizzard and the others?”


  Phaser’s scowl became even more pronounced. “All of ‘em got away. I tried to chase them, but that shadow girl somehow used her powers to escape me. They even got Fisticuffs. Jerks.”


  I breathed a sigh of relief. I was glad that Blizzard and the others were safe now, especially Uncle Jake. The only bad part was that none of them knew where I was, which meant that I was completely on my own here, surrounded by some of my worst enemies. But I’d been through worse situations before, although I struggled to think of a time when I was this powerless and helpless.


  “Don’t worry about it, Phaser,” said Seth. “Losing Fisticuffs was a problem, but not as big as you might think. We have his nephew now, whose genetic material is close enough that my plans can still move apace.”


  “Your plans,” I repeated, looking at Seth. “You keep mentioning them, but I don’t think you’ve ever actually said what your plans are. Since I’m apparently a part of them now, would you mind sharing them with me?”


  To my surprise, Seth nodded. “Sure, why not? I see no reason to keep anything secret from you anymore. After all, you aren’t in any position to stop me. It will be easier to show you what I am trying to do, however, than to explain.”


  Seth pulled out a phone and dialed a number. “Anna? Lower the Capsule.”


  Before I could ask him what the ‘Capsule’ was, something descended from the mass of cables and tubes above. It was another metal platform, which had yet another cloning tube on it, only this tube was bigger and fancier-looking than all of the others. It resembled a giant medical capsule, but unlike the other tubes, this one’s glass front was clear. It allowed me to see the fully-grown man sleeping inside. He seemed to be naked, with his arms crossed in front of his chest and his eyes closed, but none of that mattered to me, because the face of the man was instantly recognizable to me, even though there was no way it could possibly be real.


  “No way,” I said in a low voice, “is that …”


  Seth spread his arms wide as if to indicate the body in the tube. “That is the crowning jewel of my cloning empire, the pinnacle of cloning, referred to in our records as Protocol Omega. As for me, I personally call it the Ultimate Clone.”


  Then Seth looked at me, a manic grin on his face. “But you, perhaps, can simply call it your clone, Bolt, for it was crafted from your DNA.”




  CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


   


  A deep sense of unreality hit me when I looked at the clone of me sleeping inside that capsule. It was sort of like looking into a mirror, except far more surreal. I had felt somewhat this way when I first saw my twin brother White Lightning, but this was even weirder. White might have been my twin, but this thing was my literal clone. It was genetically identical to me in every way … and if he was anything like Phaser or the Neo-Killer, then he might even have my personality and memories, too, somehow.


  “At a loss for words?” said Seth, putting his hands on his hips. “I understand. Most people do not know how to handle seeing their clones for the first time. Hell, the first time I cloned myself, I found it a surreal experience. Nonetheless, it is very real.”


  “Great,” the Neo-Killer muttered. “There are two of them now. Not sure whether to be excited or annoyed.”


  Ignoring the Neo-Killer’s comment, I tore my eyes away from my clone and looked at Seth. “How did you make a clone of me so quickly? If I’ve only been here for less than an hour, that doesn’t seem like nearly enough time to grow a clone.”


  “That’s because your clone isn’t just your clone exclusively,” said Seth. “It has DNA from a wide variety of people, including myself, Fisticuffs, and various other superhumans whose DNA samples I’ve collected over the years. It even contains DNA from Omega Man himself, although that was very difficult to obtain, as you might imagine. Besides, the Neo-Killer already collected some of your DNA from earlier this night. I didn’t take any from you now.”


  “But … why?” I said. “Why clone me in particular? Because you can?”


  “Because I need a new body,” said Seth. He gestured at his white hair. “As you can tell, my newest body here is already getting old. In another week or so, I will need a walk, and another week after that I will be confined to bed. And then a week after that, I will die, this time for good. The genetic material from my old body has degraded to the point where each straight clone of my body has become worse than the last.”


  “Is that why you made a clone of me?” I said. “Because my genetic material is younger and healthier than yours?”


  “It’s a theory,” said Seth, looking at what he dubbed the ‘Ultimate Clone.’ “Through his studies, Longworth discovered that cloning works best when the mind and body are the same. That is to say, if you can preserve the mind and put it into a cloned body, that body will decay at a much slower rate than if you tried to put a person’s mind into someone else’s body. That is how I was able to bring back both Phaser and the Neo-Killer, whose minds and bodies are perfectly in sync.”


  “And fabulously so, I might add,” Phaser said, running his hands down his body again. “I feel good as new, if not even better than new.”


  The Neo-Killer said nothing. He was probably still thinking about how he was going to kill me when Seth was done talking.


  Seth walked over to the railing and leaned against it, gripping it tightly with both hands. “But like I said, the original genetic material from my body has degraded, which is one of the reasons I have been going through bodies like crazy recently. Hence why I have made the Ultimate Clone, a figure who contains DNA from many of the world’s most powerful superhumans. I am betting everything on the idea that if I can transfer my mind into this new body, both my body and my mind will survive indefinitely.”


  “True immortality, in other words,” I said.


  Seth nodded, though without taking his eyes off the Capsule. “Of course. Still, it’s a risk. It’s always a risk. My mind might not be compatible with my body, which might cause my new body to reject it. I saw that happen during one of Project Revival’s earliest experiments. The results still haunt my nightmares even now, over seventeen years later.”


  Then Seth whirled around, his eyes wide and manic. “But it’s a risk I must take if I am going to survive. I am a businessman. All business is a risk. This is yet another risk in a long line of them that I’ve taken. The only difference is that the consequences for failure are much, much steeper. On the other hand, the rewards are far greater: True immortality. A body that will never age nor decay nor die. That is worth more than all of the money in the world.”


  Seth spoke with the fervor of a religious fanatic. Even Phaser, who rarely seemed bothered by anything, looked uncomfortable by Seth’s rambling. The Neo-Killer just grunted, while Mecha Knight still didn’t move or do anything to show that he was even conscious.


  “You mentioned an army earlier,” I said. “Do you plan to take over the world, too?”


  Madness gleamed in Seth’s eyes. “No. I don’t care for world domination. I do care, however, about money. And I know that the governments of the world would love to be able to make clone soldiers of the world’s most powerful superhumans, clones who will be perfectly obedient yet just as strong as the originals.”


  Seth walked over to me and stopped in front of me, his arms folded behind his back. “Tell me, Bolt, do you know what the biggest frustration that governments the world over have with your kind?”


  “Um …” I struggled to think of an answer. “We cause a lot of property damage sometimes?”


  Seth chuckled. “No. Property is easy to fix. What governments hate is how little control they really have over you. Sure, governments have control, at least to some extent, over teams like the G-Men, but even that is only because Cadmus is such a patriot. If someone else was in charge of the G-Men, it would be ridiculously easy to overthrow the President, Congress, and the Supreme Court and establish a superhuman dictatorship. Cadmus himself could probably do it if he wanted, especially with his powers.”


  “We’re not that out of control,” I said. “The NHA always tries to work with the federal government where possible.”


  “But you technically don’t have to if you don’t want to,” said Seth. “Think about it. Superhero organizations like the NHA and INJ have hundreds of powerful superhumans under their control. They run places like the Academy, where they raise the next generation of superhumans to succeed them. Imagine what a power-hungry maniac could do with that kind of power, should he ever be elected to someplace like the NHA’s Leadership Council, for example.”


  “I could do a lot with that kind of power,” said Phaser. “If elected to the Leadership Council, I promise to use the NHA’s considerable power and influence only for my own selfish ends.”


  Ignoring Phaser’s comments, I said, “I see what you’re getting at here. The government is afraid of what might happen if the NHA went rogue if hundreds of superheroes decided to rebel all at once.”


  “Of course they are,” said Seth. “But imagine what could happen if the government could control them. Imagine if we lived in a world where superhumans are assembled like in a factory, only without their free will or anything that might cause them to rebel against the government. Armies of cloned supers, all under the command of ordinary people like us.”


  Seth looked away, a dreamy look in his eyes. “No more superheroes. No more supervillains. Just super soldiers who do what they are told. No more, no less.”


  “Except for me,” said Phaser. “Right, boss?”


  “Certainly, Phaser,” said Seth with a rather amused smile. “Except for you.”


  While Phaser seemed to relax when Seth said that, I couldn’t help but find Seth’s vision creepy. “What would happen to the originals, under your twisted vision? What if we refuse to be cloned? What would you do then?”


  Seth looked at me again, a mad smile on his lips. “Firstly, we already have genetic material on nearly every member of the NHA, INJ, and G-Men stored right here in Vault Z. Secondly, there will be no more need for the originals anymore, not once we clone you. We’ll keep your bodies around for extra genetic material, of course, but other than that, we will have very little need for your kind anymore.”


  “Genocide,” I said. “You’re talking full-scale genocide here.”


  “Not genocide,” said Seth. “Progress. Safety. And for me personally, money. The US military alone would be happy to pay me billions for an army of cloned supers. China and Russia would also, I imagine, be happy to have their supers cloned as well. The possibilities are endless.”


  Seth’s plans were far worse than even I could have first imagined. He was talking about wiping out people like me and replacing us with what were essentially meat robots that would do whatever we were told. It was one of the most chilling things I had ever heard from another human being, although at this point, I questioned whether Seth even counted as a human anymore. Maybe Uncle Jake was onto something when he said that clones didn’t have souls. Maybe Seth’s constant cloning and body-hopping took off chunks of his soul each time he did it.


  “At a loss for words again?” said Seth. “Well, good. I grow tired of talking. I believe it is time to put my plan into effect. Time to see if the Ultimate Clone will indeed support my mind or not.”


  “What about Edge?” I said suddenly, looking around again. “What did you do with Edge?”


  “Edge?” Seth repeated in confusion. Then understanding dawned in his eyes. “Oh, you mean my younger clone. The one who was supposed to kill me. He’s still here, if that’s what you mean. Let me show you.”


  Seth nodded at Phaser. Phaser grinned and vanished through the floor, only to pop back out a few seconds later with Edge in tow. Edge, however, looked a lot worse than the last time I saw him. His face was bruised and bloodied, his arms were shackled together, and his big gun was missing completely. He was conscious and standing, but it was pretty obvious to me that he was just barely capable of standing.


  I looked over at Seth furiously. “What did you do to him?”


  “Not much,” Seth replied, “other than teach him a lesson for shooting Janet.”


  There was loathing in Seth’s voice when he said that, which surprised me because I didn’t know he loved his wife that much.


  “But don’t worry about him,” said Seth, nodding at Edge. “His suffering will end as soon as yours does. I have taken some of his genetic material and added it to the Ultimate Clone as well because he is a fairly unique clone of me. It is too bad he was raised by my idiot son. He could have been an excellent host for me at some point.”


  Edge was being strangely quiet, his eyes to the floor. He wasn’t even looking at me. He was probably too embarrassed and ashamed of being captured by Phaser to even dare to look at me.


  Then Seth turned to face the Ultimate Clone. “Anyway, I am done talking. It is time to put theory into practice. It is time to achieve the immortality that I deserve and to give the world a fighting chance against the superhuman menace. Come, my friends. It is time for history to be made.”




  CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


   


  Without warning, a second, identical Capsule descended from the ceiling until it was next to the first one. Unlike the first Capsule, this one was completely empty. It reminded me somewhat of the VR headsets and chairs back in Vault B. In fact, I wondered if the two were based on each other. It would explain why they looked so similar.


  When the second Capsule stopped, a metal bridge extended from the Capsule’s base to the platform upon which we stood. Once the bridge connected the Capsule to the platform, Seth walked across it without hesitation, not even looking down at the tubes of clones below him. His eyes were fully on the second, empty Capsule, its lid popping open as he approached.


  With practiced ease, Seth pushed open the lid and jumped inside. As soon as he sat down, the Capsule closed around him and I heard a distinct click as it locked into place. Seth was busy pulling on straps and belts over his body, but soon he stopped doing even that and leaned back in his seat. He gave us all a thumbs up, which was not returned by Mecha Knight, Phaser, or the Neo-Killer, although all three of them were watching him with interest. I was, too, but mostly because I was hoping to find a way to get out of here.


  Then a headset—again, very much like the ones in Vault B—popped out of the back of his seat and clasped firmly around Seth’s head. Based on the way Seth’s eyes boggled when that happened, I guess it must have hurt. The headset tightened around his head and the lights on both of the Capsules lit up as a female voice said over a large speaker hanging from the ceiling, “Initiating mind transfer sequence from Clone #13 to Clone Omega. Scan complete, mind determined compatible with body. Begin mind transfer sequence … now.”


  In the next instant, bright lights exploded from both Capsules, which made it kind of hard to see what was going on. Even though I probably should have looked away in order to protect my eyes, I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the spectacle happening right in front of me. Nor could any of the others. Even Edge was looking at the shining Capsules, a mixture of horror and curiosity in his young eyes.


  Within the second Capsule, I saw Seth’s body thrashing about. Terror and pain were etched across his features and he looked like he was dying, which I guess he was, in a way. That was probably why he had to strap himself in earlier. My guess was that if he hadn’t, his body’s survival instincts would have kicked him and gotten him out of there.


  But his body was not strong enough to even weaken the straps and soon he stopped fighting at all. As soon as Seth relaxed—or maybe resigned himself to his fate—red and blue energy began running up and down the lines connecting the two Capsules together. Although I was by no means an expert in cloning, even I understood that the red and blue energy was Seth’s mind being transferred over into the body of the Ultimate Clone. And it seemed to be working, although I thought the energy looked slightly dull and even skipped a couple of times, like the connection wasn’t as steady as it seemed.


  After a few more seconds of shaking and shining, both Capsules suddenly let out a very strange whining sound and then the lights turned off. The red and blue energy representing Seth’s mind stopped transferring between the two Capsules and the female voice over the speaker said, “Mind transfer sequence complete. Clone #13’s mind has been successfully transferred to the mind of the Ultimate Clone.”


  Despite the voice confirming the success of the transfer, I was skeptical. Neither Seth nor the Ultimate Clone showed any signs of life. Indeed, they both looked about as lifeless as corpses.


  I wasn’t the only one starting to have my doubts. A worried frown appeared on Phaser’s lips, while I heard the Neo-Killer muttered, “Dumb fool killed himself.”


  As for Mecha Knight, as usual, he kept his eyes fixed firmly on the Capsule with the Ultimate Clone. But if I had to guess, I would say that Mecha Knight seemed almost relieved at the thought that the process had failed and Seth was dead.


  Then, abruptly, the Ultimate Clone’s eyes snapped open. At the same time, the Capsule’s lid popped open and rose up, spewing odd green gas onto the tubes below, giving a ghostly appearance to the laboratory that set my hair on end.


  A second later, a wet slap echoed throughout the laboratory as the Ultimate Clone jumped down from the Capsule. He stumbled briefly as if he was unused to his new body, but then he stood up to his full height and began to examine his body, flexing his muscles as he did so. I did, too, but only because I had no choice in the matter.


  Yeah, he was definitely a clone of me. His body was an almost perfect replica of my own, down to the last detail. The only difference was that his skin seemed … different, almost plasticine in appearance, although that could just as easily have been due to the lights reflecting off his moist skin than anything. He was also completely and totally nude, which you think wouldn’t make me uncomfortable (I’d obviously seen myself naked lots of times), but somehow it did.


  “Enjoying the show?” Phaser said to me under his breath, causing me to look at him suddenly. Phaser wore a rather hungry grin on his face as he looked down at the Ultimate Clone. “I am. Very much.”


  Before I could feel sick at the implication of Phaser’s words, the Ultimate Clone looked over at us suddenly, as if he just remembered that he wasn’t alone.


  “Behold,” said the Ultimate Clone. His voice sounded almost exactly like mine, except slightly deeper. He spread my—no, his—arms wide. “The process worked. My theory was correct. I am now immortal … truly immortal. Indeed, with all of the power flowing through my body, I am not merely immortal, but a god incarnate.”


  Another bridge popped out of the Capsule and connected to our platform. Seth, without any hint of shame, walked over to us. Phaser was looking at him with intense interest, while Mecha Knight and the Neo-Killer merely watched him with wariness and interest. The Neo-Killer’s trigger finger, I noticed, was twitching, probably due to the fact that Seth and I were now almost identical. Mecha Knight, of course, stayed still, although I noticed his hand rested on the hilt of his sword.


  When Seth stepped onto the platform, he glanced at Phaser and said, “Get me a jumpsuit.”


  “Yes, sir,” said Phaser in a voice that made me wish he didn’t have his hands on Edge.


  Phaser disappeared and reappeared almost instantaneously, carrying a full-size blue and yellow jumpsuit in his hands. He handed it to Seth, who put it on like he wore this sort of thing every day. It wasn’t hard to notice Phaser’s disappointment as Seth clothed his nudity, which just made me want to hurl.


  Once Seth finished buttoning up his jumpsuit, he looked at me and grinned. “Impressed? I would hope you are. This is, after all, your body. Only, unlike your body, it will never decay. It will never die. It will remain in pristine condition for the rest of eternity, even to the death of the universe itself.”


  “Nothing’s immortal, Seth,” I said. “Sooner or later, we all die.”


  Seth simply chuckled. “Such … outdated thinking. With the power I have now accumulated, I have done the impossible and defeated death. Humanity’s mortal foe has finally been vanquished. Doppelganger is ready to go public. Once I release this news to the public, not only will I become wealthy beyond measure, but I will be treated as the god that I am. And your kind, of course, will pass away shortly after, replaced by the far superior clones who will serve humanity, as your kind should.”


  My hands balled into fists, but there was nothing I could do. As long as the Indestructonium clamps held me down, all I could do was glare at Seth uselessly.


  Then Seth glanced at the Neo-Killer. “David, come here, please.”


  The Neo-Killer looked highly reluctant to come near Seth—probably due to his new resemblance to me—but then he trudged over to him begrudgingly. “Yes?”


  Seth held out a hand. “Your gun. The one with bullets. Now.”


  The Neo-Killer eyed Seth carefully. “Why should I give you my gun?”


  Seth’s smile didn’t change. “Did that sound like a request?”


  The two of them stared each other down for a moment, but then the Neo-Killer un-holstered his gun and handed it handle first to Seth. Seth took it without so much as a thank you and then pointed it directly at my face.


  “Your assistance is no longer required, Bolt,” said Seth. “Please tell Genius that Project Revival was a success when you see him. I am sure he will be thrilled to know that I completed his research … even if it was at the cost of his own son’s life.”




  CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


   


  Right before Seth could pull the trigger on the gun, the lights flickered above and then suddenly went out, plunging the whole laboratory into darkness. A second later, however, red lights along the walls turned on, which seemed to be backup lights, casting the lab and everyone within it in a disorienting red glow.


  “What?” said Seth. He lowered the gun and immediately pulled out his phone. “Anna, what happened?”


  This time, I could clear the harried voice of a woman on the other end say, “I don’t know, sir! It looks like someone knocked out the Vault’s power supply. I’ve been trying to get it back online, but only the backup generators work. I think they might have cut our power lines entirely.”


  Seth’s eyes widened when he heard that. “Cut our power lines? Impossible. Who could have possibly done that?”


  “I don’t know, sir,” said the woman, apparently named Anna, over the phone. “I’m doing everything I can to get power back, but like I said, it looks like all external power sources have been shut down entirely. They won’t react to any of my commands and—”


  The intercom suddenly became static for a second, a loud whining sound that made all of us wince, until the static abruptly faded and a familiar cool female voice began speaking. “My apologies for being so late, Bolt. It simply took me slightly longer to break through the defenses of Vault Z than I anticipated.”


  My face broke into a huge grin when I heard that voice. “Val? Valerie? Is that you?”


  “Valerie?” Seth repeated. “Your AI?”


  “Correct,” said Valerie, her voice booming over the intercom. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Seth. Or would be, if you were not currently in the process of trying to murder my creator’s son.”


  “What are you doing here?” said Seth, looking around wildly. “How did you even find this place?”


  “It was not especially difficult to find,” said Valerie. “Although you might have destroyed the Vaultwork, you failed to take into account Bolt’s earcoms, which you apparently did not remove from his ears when you kidnapped him. I tracked them down here, but was unable to access Vault Z itself until I activated Protocol Alpha.”


  “Protocol Alpha,” I repeated. “That was what Olga told you to activate in her last message, right?”


  “Yes,” said Valerie. “As it turned out, Protocol Alpha is a backup communication method designed to be used in the event the Vaultwork is destroyed. As a result, I was able to use Protocol Alpha to break into and take control over Vault Z fairly easily, especially because this Vault lacks an AI of its own.”


  Seth’s hands trembled, but he said, in a calm voice, “I take it that you are the one who caused the power outage, then.”


  “Oh, certainly,” said Valerie. “Once I gained control over the Vault’s systems, shutting off your power was almost as easy as flipping a switch. Not a literal switch, of course, because I don’t have a physical body that would allow for such movement, but—”


  Without hesitation, Seth aimed the Neo-Killer’s gun at me again, but then the clamps on my arms and legs popped open and I dove to the floor just as Seth fired the gun. Rolling to my feet, I pulled my pole staff out of my belt and, with a crack, extended it fully and slapped the gun out of Seth’s hands, sending it flying out into the tubes somewhere below well outside of his reach.


  “Interestingly, I also discovered that this Vault’s security systems also extend to the table upon which you trapped Bolt,” said Valerie. “It would have been smarter to keep controls for the two separate, but I suppose it was probably easier for your programmer to make everything connected and centralized if a bit less practical for you.”


  I could tell Seth was angry now. His hands shook so much that he looked like he was about to explode. His teeth were bared in an almost wolfish snarl and his eyes were practically bulging out of his skull. I wondered if I looked that bad when I got angry. I’d have to ask Blizzard that the next time I saw her.


  “So what?” said Seth, his calm voice cracked with barely hidden hatred. “You have taken control over my systems. I still have numbers on my side. I can still kill Bolt. And the boy.”


  Seth looked over his shoulder suddenly at Phaser. “Kill the boy. Now.”


  “With pleasure,” said Phaser, a wicked grin cracking across his face.


  Before I could do anything, Phaser raised one intangible hand, but before he could plunge it into Edge’s chest back, a pool of shadow appeared underneath Edge’s feet and the teenager disappeared inside with a surprised yelp. Phaser desperately tried to grab Edge, but he was unable to catch the boy as he disappeared into the darkness under his feet.


  “The hell was that?” said the Neo-Killer, jumping at the sight of Edge disappearing.


  “That would be me,” said a voice behind me.


  I looked over my shoulder to see Shade and Blizzard standing behind me, with a confused and disoriented-looking Edge standing in between them. Shade, as usual, was smirking, while Blizzard had taken a battle pose, her hands glowing blue with charged ice energy.


  “Blizzard? Shade?” I said with a grin. “When did you two get here? Heck, how did you two get here?”


  “Fisticuffs told us where this was,” said Shade casually. “He was really distraught at your kidnapping, so he gave us the coordinates of this Vault. It was easy to get in when Valerie shut off all its security systems and even easier to find you once we were inside.”


  “And more will follow after us,” said Blizzard. “As we speak, Fingerprints is alerting the G-Men to this location, while I sent a message to Brains and Vanish informing them of our location and sent another emergency message to the Leadership Council telling them what we found. I estimate that the G-Men, NHA, and probably the INJ, too, will be descending onto this place very shortly.”


  Then Blizzard looked at Seth and her eyes widened. “Wait, there are two of you now? I’m not sure whether to find that sexy or horrifying.”


  “Why not both?” said Shade with a smirk. “Though frankly, I think Seth pulls off Bolt’s look better than Bolt.”


  I rolled my eyes, but despite that, I was really glad they were here and really glad about the news they shared. I looked over at Seth and his minions in triumph. “It’s over, Seth. Your entire plan has just fallen apart like an old, rusty car. I bet they’ll have a special cell in Ultimate Max just for you.”


  Phaser’s mouth hung open in shock. The Neo-Killer had drawn his gun that shot powerless pellets, but it was hard to tell if he was going to run or fight. Even Mecha Knight was beginning to show a bit of emotion now, or at least movement, with his grip on his sheathed sword tightening.


  All three of them seemed to be waiting for Seth’s response. I guess we all were because what Seth did next would determine what the rest of us did.


  Without warning, Seth threw back his head and laughed. He laughed and laughed hard and loud, like the maniac he was. His laugh kind of sounded like mine, if I was a complete and utter psycho with no sanity left. Even his own minions looked disturbed by his laughter as if they weren’t in on the joke.


  Then Seth stopped laughing and looked at us. His expression was … strange, to say the least. It was somewhere between a grin and a scowl, like his face couldn’t decide how it wanted to look.


  “Well played, well played,” said Seth, clapping his hands. “I will admit that I did not see this coming. I should have, but apparently, even I can be outsmarted.”


  “So … are you going to give up and come quietly with us?” asked Blizzard uncertainly.


  Seth’s smile became wicked and dangerous. “Of course not. Nor will I allow my life’s work to fall into the hands of the government, the NHA, or anyone else.”


  Seth glanced over his shoulder at Mecha Knight. “Mecha Knight! Activate Vault Z’s self-destruct sequence now!”


  Mecha Knight nodded. A second later, a computerized voice that was different from Valerie’s blared over the speakers a message that sent chills down all our spines:


  “Self-destruct sequence activated. Time to explosion: Ten minutes. And counting.”
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  “Ten minutes?” I repeated. “Val, can you stop the self-destruct sequence?”


  “Negative,” Valerie’s voice blared over the speakers once the automated voice finished speaking. “It appears that Vault Z’s self-destruct sequence is separate from the rest of the system and has over a thousand encryptions and security features to prevent anyone from hacking into it. I will try to brute force my way through its defense, but I am not sure I will be able to stop it in time. I suggest evacuating now.”


  “No,” I said, looking at Seth. “We’re not leaving without him.”


  “Sorry, but I have no interest in spending time in a jail cell for the rest of my immortal life,” said Seth. He waved at us. “See you later.”


  With that, Seth shot into the air and landed on the floor below us. He then began running between the tubes, clearing trying to make a run for it. I found it weird he wasn’t using my super speed, but maybe he didn’t know how to use all of my powers just yet.


  I looked over my shoulder at Blizzard and Shade. “You two distract Seth’s minions. I’ll go after him.”


  Without waiting for a response from either of them, I launched myself over the platform’s railing. I hit the ground at a roll and got to my feet, although without my super strength the fall impacted me a lot harder than it should. But I ignored the pain and rushed after Seth, who was still well ahead of me. I had no idea when my powers would come back, but I didn’t care. I just pushed myself as hard as I could to run after him.


  All around us, alarms blared and I could hear the automated voice counting down the self-destruct timer. I paid no attention to the timer, however, with my focus being entirely on Seth. He had nearly reached a door that must have been the exit. I knew that if I allowed him to get that far, he would definitely escape and we might never catch him again.


  So, with a twist of my Teleportation Buckle, I appeared right in front of his path. Seth skid to a stop in shock, but I didn’t give him a chance to react. With a yell, I slammed my pole staff directly into the side of his face with as much strength as I could muster.


  That would have been enough to knock out any normal person, but to my shock, my pole staff merely clanged against his skin like steel. He didn’t even fall over. He just stood there, a look of surprise on his own face, before an evil grin appeared on his lips.


  Without hesitation, Seth ripped my pole staff out of my hands and broke it in half as easily as a twig. Tossing both halves aside, Seth grinned at me like a hyena about to pounce on its prey.


  “I didn’t even feel that attack,” said Seth. “Is this what being a super feels like? If so, I am surprised that fewer of you have god complexes than you’d think. If I felt this way all the time, I would have ground humanity under my heel long ago.”


  “Not everyone is as psychotic as you, Seth,” I said, raising my fists before me. “Some of us know we’re not gods, even if we have their power.”


  “Power is the only thing separating mortals from gods,” Seth replied. “Allow me to demonstrate for you what a god does to mortals who speak against him.”


  Seth rushed forward with blinding speed. I just barely managed to jump out of the way in time, avoiding a devastating punch from Seth that crashed into the wall behind me. His punch hit the wall so hard that the entire Vault shuddered from the impact, even briefly interrupting the countdown timer.


  Panting hard, I looked up as Seth ripped his fist out of the wall and looked at it in amazement.


  “Wow,” said Seth, admiring his own fist. “Even I didn’t know I was that strong. The Ultimate Clone is even stronger than I thought.”


  I gulped. I was not entirely helpless without my powers, but I was still pretty much incapable of even harming Seth in his current state. About the only thing saving me right now was the fact that Seth was still new to his body, but it wouldn’t be much longer before he mastered it. I needed to take him out before then, but how?


  Seth whirled around to face me. Before I could even get up, Seth was in front of me. He grabbed me by the neck and lifted me up my feet, choking off my air supply as he crushed my throat.


  “It is a shame that I have to kill you like this,” said Seth. “When I said I respected Genius, I truly meant. It is sad that our fates turned out this way, even ironic. We could have been so much more, but instead, you allowed your misguided sense of ‘heroism’ to get in the way of what is best for humanity.”


  I spat in Seth’s face. “Go … to … hell …”


  Seth shrugged. “You first.”


  Right before Seth could finish crushing the air out of my throat, a glowing red fist came out of nowhere and slammed into the side of Seth’s head. Seth cried out in pain and dropped me as he staggered off to the side. I hit the floor awkwardly and gasped for air, rubbing my neck where Seth had been choking me.


  “Bolt,” said a voice above me. “Are you okay?”


  Gasping for breath, I looked up to see Uncle Jake standing above me. Both of his fists were glowing red with energy and he was looking down at me with concern on his features.


  “Uncle Jake?” I said, my voice weak from being crushed. “When did you get here?”


  “I came with Shade and Blizzard,” said Uncle Jake. “I was supposed to remain outside and make sure no one tried to escape, but when I heard the countdown timer start, I knew you needed my help. Looks like I was just in the nick of time.”


  Panting hard, I rose to my feet, using a nearby cloning tube for support. “Yeah, you were. Seth would have killed me if you hadn’t intervened.”


  “So that’s Seth?” said Uncle Jake. His eyes darted over to Seth, who was still rubbing his head where Seth had punched him. His fists clenched more tightly. “Stay here.”


  Before I could warn Uncle Jake about Seth’s power, he was off, his red fists trailing crimson streaks as he ran. When he got close enough to Seth, he immediately began pummeling him with punch after punch. Each blow struck Seth dead on, forcing Seth to raise his arms to protect himself. Of course, that left him on the defensive, allowing Uncle Jake to rain punch after punch down upon Seth without hesitation or slowness.


  Watching Uncle Jake attack was amazing. Each blow came right after the last, some even coming before the last one had landed. I was seeing all of Uncle Jake’s pent-up rage against Seth being unleashed in multiple blows. And it really was a thing of beauty.


  Then, with one final punch, Uncle Jake knocked Seth flat on his back. Seth landed hard on the floor and stopped moving. He was either dead or unconscious. It was hard to tell.


  Panting hard, Uncle Jake lowered his fists, the red energy evaporating from them. His eyes were locked on Seth’s unmoving body, a grim smile appearing on his lips.


  “Finally …” Uncle Jake breathed. “My sins have been forgiven …”


  My eyes widened. Had Uncle Jake actually defeated Seth? It seemed impossible, and yet Seth still hadn’t gotten up. Even if he was just unconscious, it was still impressive of Uncle Jake to take him out like that. Guess the Ultimate Clone wasn’t so ultimate after all.


  That was when I head rockets above and looked up just in time to see Mecha Knight soaring toward us. With his sword drawn, he was clearly ready to fight and he was heading straight for Uncle Jake.


  “Jake!” I shouted. “Watch out!”


  But Uncle Jake was too slow and tired. As he turned around to face me, Mecha Knight landed in front of Uncle Jake and drove his sword directly into Uncle Jake’s stomach. A look of shock and pain appeared on Uncle Jake’s face when Mecha Knight stabbed him, but when Mecha Knight pulled out his sword, Uncle Jake collapsed onto the floor, blood leaking out of his stomach as his body went still.
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  I stared uncomprehendingly at Uncle Jake’s corpse. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Uncle Jake was dead, for the second time. Even if he was just a clone, he was still my Uncle.


  Mecha Knight, to my frustration, did not seem especially concerned by this. He simply lowered his blade and stepped aside, not even looking at Uncle Jake’s body as it bled out all over the floor. In the background, I could still hear the timer counting down. It sounded like we had about five minutes left, but that was the furthest thing from my mind right now.


  “You killed him!” I screamed. “You murdered my uncle! You monster!”


  Mecha Knight did not respond, nor would he get a chance to, because Seth’s eyes flew open at that moment and he sat upright.


  “Ow,” said Seth. He was rubbing his forehead in a gesture that looked like something I would do. “I did not realize just how powerful Fisticuffs’ punches could be.”


  Then Seth looked at Uncle Jake and smiled. “Good job, Mecha Knight. It is a bit sad that Fisticuffs had to die, but I suppose that is what you do with failed experiments sometimes.”


  With a grunt, Seth rose to his feet. His face was covered in bruises and his clothing was ripped in several places, but other than that, he looked surprisingly okay. He dusted himself off as he looked over at me, a wicked grin on his face.


  “And then there was one,” said Seth. He gestured at Uncle Jake. “Don’t be so upset, Bolt. Soon—very soon, in fact—you will get to see your uncle again, along with your father and every other person you have ever loved who has passed. And Mecha Knight here will be the one to finish you off. Right, Mecha Knight?”


  There was no response from Mecha Knight. I knew Mecha Knight was still technically under Seth’s control, but I still felt betrayed by his murder of Uncle Jake. I also wondered how Shade, Blizzard, and Edge were doing against Phaser and the Neo-Killer, but I pushed such thoughts out of my mind in order to focus on surviving my current situation.


  Seth sniffed. “I can practically smell the despair radiating off your body, Bolt. You may have ruined my plans, but you will never get to live long enough to watch my empire crumble. You will be killed at the hands of your own mentor. Isn’t that ironic?”


  I bit my lower lip. My powers still hadn’t come back yet, and it was starting to look increasingly unlikely that they would in time for me to save myself. “Maybe you should spend less time talking and more time getting out of here. The timer is still counting down.”


  “I don’t care anymore,” said Seth. “I am a god. I will survive any explosion, no matter how big or powerful. I cannot, however, say the same about you.”


  Seth looked at Mecha Knight. “Mecha Knight, finish off the brat. Let the cold steel of your blade taste human flesh once again.”


  Mecha Knight showed no indication that he had heard Seth. But he did raise his sword, Uncle Jake’s blood dripping off the tip of his blade. I knew that there was no way I could beat Mecha Knight now. I was too tired, weak, and powerless. I just had to hope that Mecha Knight would kill me quickly so I wouldn’t have to suffer.


  Mecha Knight took one step forward. His blue optics locked onto my eyes … and then he gestured, ever-so-slightly, with his head at Seth. It was the tiniest, most subtle gesture imaginable, but at the same time as clear as day. I nodded once to show that I understood.


  Then Mecha Knight, without warning, whirled around and slashed his sword in a vertical line directly across Seth’s chest. Blood exploded out of Seth’s chest as he screamed in pain and agony. He fell to his hands and knees, clutching his bleeding chest as Mecha Knight looked down upon him with his cold, blue eyes.


  “What …” Seth coughed up blood. “How …”


  “Valerie freed me from your control,” said Mecha Knight in his usual monotone voice. “Of course, it happened moments after I killed Uncle Jake, but it was still just in time for me to finish you off. I only pretended to be under your control so you would lower your guard and give me an opening in which to kill you. Looks like it worked.”


  Seth looked up at Mecha Knight with pleading eyes. “Jack, please. We were friends. Colleagues. You, me, and Genius. Don’t you remember the good old days? Back when we were younger and more idealistic? Don’t you want a physical body again? I can still give you one, one just as good as your old body, if not even better.”


  Mecha Knight raised his sword above his head. “I don’t want anything you have to offer. Goodbye.”


  Before Mecha Knight could bring his sword down on Seth’s head, Seth’s eyes flashed red. With a yell, he fired a red lightning bolt—similar to mine—at Mecha Knight. The lightning bolt struck Mecha Knight in the chest and sent him flying. Mecha Knight slammed into the wall above the door and fell to the floor, where he lay as unmoving as a stone.


  As for Seth, he slowly rose back to his feet, still clutching his chest. But he was grinning now, grinning a wicked grin that made him look like a monster.


  “Wounded gazelle gambit,” said Seth with a chuckle. “Always works.”


  He winced at the pain in his chest. “Unfortunately, I will still need to have this fixed. But that won’t be a problem. Just as long as I can get out of here.”


  At that moment, I felt power flow through my body, which was how I knew my powers had returned. But Seth didn’t, so I was determined to use that knowledge to my advantage.


  Pushing myself off the tube and still looking weak and tired, I said, “Sorry, Seth, but you’re not going to any hospital tonight. Or ever again.”


  Seth turned to face me. He seemed amused by my words as if I had told him a great joke. “You lose your powers. You watch me kill your uncle and your mentor. And still you choose to fight me? Truly, you are either the most foolish idiot ever or a brave hero. I can’t decide which.”


  “That’s what heroes do, Seth,” I said. I punched my fist into my other hand. “We fight for what’s right even in the face of hopeless odds. That’s a lesson you might want to learn from us.”


  With that, I rushed toward Seth, though without using my super speed. Seth’s smile never faded as I drew closer and closer to him. He didn’t even try to defend himself. He was probably planning to let me punch him so I could break my hand against his tough skin. He was about to be in for a big surprise.


  When I was only a few feet away from Seth, I activated my super strength and charged both of my fists with red electricity. Seth’s eyes widened in horror when he saw my fists sparking with power, but I was too close for him to dodge now.


  With a yell, I punched both of my fists directly through his slashed open chest. My fists punched through his skin, bone, and arteries and burst out through his back. Seth gasped, but before he could do anything else, I channeled all of my electricity through my fists and into his body.


  Seth screamed in pain. His body’s temperature grew higher and higher, his skin frying and bubbling, until, quite abruptly, his whole body exploded.
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  The explosion knocked me back. I slammed into one of the cloning tubes, cracking the glass, and fell onto the floor. I was surprised by how powerful that explosion had been. My whole body ached from the blast, not helped by the fact that my costume was now covered head to toe in Seth’s blood and guts. Think I also got some in my mouth, depending on what that weird taste in my mouth was, but I didn’t want to dwell on it too long.


  With a groan, I pushed myself up and looked at the spot where Seth had been standing mere moments before.


  It was a blackened crater, with nothing to suggest that Seth had been standing there at all. I was shocked at how much the explosion had destroyed him. I hadn’t realized I’d been channeling that much power through my fists. Guess I was stronger than even I knew.


  Shaking my head, I got to my feet and ran over to Mecha Knight. Kneeling beside him, I said, “Mecha Knight, are you there? Can you hear me? Mecha Knight?”


  To my relief, Mecha Knight stirred. He pushed himself up into a sitting position, albeit somewhat awkwardly. Aside from the black spot on his chest where the lightning bolt had struck him, he looked to be in good shape.


  “Yes, I am,” said Mecha Knight. He rubbed his chest. “Seth Richards’ attack knocked my systems offline briefly, but I think I should be okay now. I will need to have my armor repaired, however, or at least inspected to make sure it is okay.”


  I sighed in relief. “Thank God. I thought you were dead there for a moment, like Uncle—”


  I was interrupted by a loud coughing sound coming from nearby. Looking over, I saw Uncle Jake was the one making the coughing sound. He was still lying on the floor in a pool of his own blood, but he seemed to be conscious.


  “Uncle Jake!” I rushed over to him and knelt beside him, doing my best to avoid stepping in his blood. “Jake, are you all right?”


  Uncle Jake looked up at me with surprisingly weak eyes. “No, Kevin, I am not. I am dying. There’s nothing you can do for me.”


  “Don’t say that,” I said. “I can get you to St. Francisco’s. Or, hell, I could get you to Hero Island. Healing Touch has healed sword wounds before. He can have you fixed up in a—”


  “One minute left until self-destruction,” said the computerized voice over the speakers. “Fifty-nine seconds … fifty-eight seconds … fifty-seven seconds …”


  “Bolt!” said Valerie in my earcoms. “I am sorry, but I was unable to deactivate the self-destruction sequence. Blizzard, Shade, and Edge have already evacuated via Shade’s shadow travel. Your Teleportation Buckle should allow you to escape as well.”


  “What about Phaser and the Neo-Killer?” I said. “Where are they?”


  “Shade managed to capture the Neo-Killer, but unfortunately Phaser got away,” said Valerie. “Anyway, there isn’t much time left. If you want to survive, now is the chance.”


  “Leave me,” said Uncle Jake, waving at me. “There’s no saving me now. Even if you did get me out of here, I am going to decay soon anyway. I have no reason to live anymore. I’ve redeemed myself. My sins have been forgiven. I can now rest in peace.”


  “But you’re my uncle,” I said, trying to fight the tears trying to sneak out of the corners of my eyes. “I’ve already lost you once. I don’t want to lose you again.”


  Uncle Jake smiled up at me weakly. “I am sorry, but this is how it must be. I am not even real anyway. My death won’t matter much in the grand scheme of things.”


  “But it will matter to me,” I said.


  Suddenly, a cold, metallic hand fell on my shoulder. I looked up at Mecha Knight, who stood above me with his usual expressionless face.


  “Bolt,” said Mecha Knight, “it is time we go. We don’t have much time left. Less than thirty seconds before this entire place blows up.”


  “He is right,” said Uncle Jake. “Get out of here now, while you still can.”


  Emotionally, I wanted to hold onto Uncle Jake for as long as I could, but I let go of his arm and stood up.


  “I won’t forget you,” I said to Uncle Jake as I put my hand on the Teleportation Buckle. “Even though we didn’t talk much, I will make sure you are never forgotten. Okay?”


  Uncle Jake’s weak smile grew a little stronger. “If you must. And if there is an afterlife for clones like me … I won’t forget you, either.”


  “Ten seconds left,” said the computerized voice. “Nine … eight … seven … six … five …”


  Without further ado, I twisted my Teleportation Buckle and Mecha Knight and I vanished from Vault Z just as it exploded.
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  One week later …


   


  “It’s snowing,” said Blizzard. She held out a hand and caught a snowflake on it. “Isn’t it beautiful?”


  I frowned as I looked up at the gray clouds from which snow fell. “Weather forecast said it wasn’t supposed to snow today. I swear, those guys could say the sky was blue and I wouldn’t believe them.”


  Blizzard chuckled and hugged me closer. “Hey, at least we got our date. Besides, if it gets too bad, I can always use my powers to make it go away for a little while.”


  “Using your fantastic powers over ice to make sure it doesn’t ruin your perfect date,” I said. I grinned. “Sounds just like something that a woman would do.”


  Blizzard rolled her eyes. “Just don’t drop me, okay? Because unlike you, I can’t fly. Or survive falling five hundred feet. Although the view is beautiful if I do say so myself.”


  The two of us were flying over Showdown. Just like I promised Blizzard, we were finally concluding that date that got interrupted what seemed like a lifetime ago now. Only instead of walking through the park, we were flying through the sky, taking in all of the beautiful Christmas lights and decorations that the city of Showdown had put up to get the people into the holiday spirit.


  It was nice to just relax for once and not have to worry about fighting supervillains or criminals. It was just me and Blizzard, enjoying each other’s company, not worrying about anything other than our own enjoyment. Of course, I had to make sure I didn’t drop Blizzard, who I held bridal style, but there was no way in hell I would ever drop Blizzard, not in the least because she’d probably kill me before she died from the fall.


  But my arms, as strong as they were, were starting to get tired, so I flew us over to the top of a nearby building and landed down on it. I gently lowered Blizzard, who stood up and stretched her arms and legs.


  “That was great,” said Blizzard. She turned to face me, a soft smile on her face. “Best date ever.”


  “Hey, it’s not over yet,” I said. “We’ve still got the Christmas party back at the Braindome. You know, the one Vanish has been planning since Thanksgiving?”


  “Right,” said Blizzard. “Personally, though, I’m not one for parties. I think I’d like to spend a little bit more … personal time with you, if you know what I mean.”


  My grin became even bigger. “Oh, don’t worry. I definitely know what you—”


  “Bolt?” said Valerie in my ears all of a sudden. “Are you there?”


  “Val?” I said. I reached up to turn off my earcoms. “I thought I told you not to contact me while I’m out with Blizzard unless it’s important.”


  “My apologies,” said Valerie. “I am well aware of your orders, but recently I have received a message from someone calling himself Sean Richards. He wishes to speak with you over the phone regarding the Seth Richards situation.”


  I froze. “Tell him I’m busy.”


  “He says it’s urgent,” said Valerie. “He also claims to be the son of Seth Richards and the father of Edge, for what it’s worth.”


  I bit my lower lip and looked at Blizzard. Blizzard was not looking at me. I could tell she was as tired of interruptions as I was, but I realized that Blizzard was just going to have to wait a little while longer while I spoke with this Sean Richards guy.


  “Fine,” I said, turning away from Blizzard. “Connect me to this Sean guy and I’ll see what he wants.”


  “Very well,” said Valerie. “I am connecting you now.”


  Valerie went silent and I only heard static in my ears before a voice I had never heard before said, “Hello? Is this Bolt?”


  “Yeah, it’s him,” I said. “Is this Sean Richards?”


  “Yes, it is,” said Sean. “It’s good to finally meet you, Bolt. Or at least talk to you. I dearly hope I am not interrupting you while you are in the middle of anything important.”


  I glanced over my shoulder at Blizzard and said, in a sardonic tone, “No, I’m not doing anything important at all.”


  “Excellent,” said Sean, apparently missing my sarcasm. “As your assistant might have told you, I am the son of Seth Richards.”


  I nodded. “Yeah, she mentioned that.”


  “As I am sure you also know, my father and I had a falling out a long time ago,” said Sean. “For over seventeen years, I’ve been trying to undermine my father’s efforts to achieve immortality, but I failed every time until just recently when you and some of your friends killed him and destroyed his final Vault.”


  I nodded again. I was wondering when he was going to tell me something new.


  “Even better, you saved my son, Ethan,” said Sean. “Or, as you know him, Edge Vigilante. He’s back home safe and sound with me. For that, I must thank you. Without your help, my son would be gone and my father’s plans would have gone off without a hitch.”


  “No problem, Mr. Richards,” I said. “Your father was a monster. I kill monsters. It’s pretty simple.”


  “Yes, yes, thanks,” said Sean. “But I don’t want to merely thank you. I want to reward you somehow.”


  “No, you don’t need to do that, Mr. Richards,” I said, shaking my head. “The only reward I need is the satisfaction of stopping a bad guy. That’s all I need.”


  “Even so, I must do something for you,” said Sean. “So I’ve decided to donate over one million dollars to the Neohero Alliance in your name.”


  “Wow, really?” I said in surprise. “That’s awfully generous of you.”


  “You’re welcome,” said Sean. “So long as you are with the NHA, I feel that it is a worthwhile investment. And if you ever need any help, please call me up anytime. I am always happy to help.”


  “Uh, thanks,” I said. “Is that all you wanted to talk with me about or—?”


  “That’s it,” said Sean. “Oh, and Ethan says hello. He’s no longer going to be Edge Vigilante anymore, but he still wants to be a superhero, despite not having any powers.”


  I smiled. “Tell him I said hi as well and that he can be a hero even if he doesn’t have any powers.”


  “All right,” said Sean. “Goodbye, then, and Merry Christmas.”


  “Merry Christmas to you, too.”


  I hung up but did not immediately turn around to face Blizzard. Talking about the Seth Richards situation made me think about everything had happened over the last week or so since we escaped Vault Z.


  Vault Z was completely and totally destroyed after it self-destructed. It was in even worse shape than Vault B. There was nothing left. Not even any of the cloning tubes were in any decent shape. That included all of Seth’s backup memories and personalities, meaning that Seth was truly gone for good. Thus, it seemed unlikely that anyone would be able to continue Seth’s experiments, for which I was very thankful.


  As for the Neo-Killer clone, he had been sent off to Ultimate Max, where he was put in Cell Block Z. It was kind of an ironic fate for someone who hated superhumans so much, but I didn’t feel too bad for him. He would probably be able to defend himself from the other prisoners, although if he killed some of them, I wouldn’t cry about that, either.


  The G-Men, as usual, took control over the remains of Vault Z, although I didn’t see why given how there was literally nothing left there. I guess they just wanted to be safe and make sure that nothing really had survived the blast. The only thing they found was the body of a woman who apparently died in the blast. I didn’t know who it was, but I seemed to remember Seth mentioning a woman named Anna working for him. Perhaps that Anna was the same woman whose body the G-Men found.


  No one knew where Phaser was, but I suspected he would show up sooner or later. But probably not for a while. He didn’t strike me as a particularly independent type and without either Longworth or Seth to guide him, he was probably not as big a threat as he normally was. Still, we’d definitely have to keep an eye out for him, just in case he decided to come after us again.


  Mecha Knight had gone back to Hero Island, where he rejoined the Leadership Council. He was doing well from what I heard, although I knew it would be a while before he fully recovered from the brainwashing that Seth had subjected him to. Black Blur was also supposed to be on the road to recovery from the wounds the Neo-Killer had inflicted upon him.


  And Blizzard and I had returned to Showdown, where we finally got to go on our date. Before that, however, Blizzard went to Arizona to visit her family while I went to Texas to visit mine, hence why we had to wait a week before we could actually resume our date.


  Suddenly, Blizzard’s arms wrapped around me and I felt her chest pressed against my back. “What did Sean Richards want to talk about, Bolt?”


  I looked over my shoulder and saw Blizzard had rested her head on my back. “It wasn’t anything important. Not as important as this date, anyway.”


  “Glad you finally see it my way,” said Blizzard. Then, she said abruptly, “If we ever have children together, what would you name them?”


  Caught off guard by this question, I said, “Wow, that’s kind of random. We’re not even married.”


  “I know,” said Blizzard. She pressed more firmly against my back. “I still want to know.”


  Frowning, I looked out over Showdown, admiring the beautiful Christmas lights that adorned every street. “If it’s a girl, Ashley, after my mom.”


  “What if it’s a boy?” said Blizzard.


  I smiled, knowing what Blizzard was getting at. “Ronald, after my dad. And his middle name would be Jake.”


  -


  THE END OF LIGHTNING BOLT.
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