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  WINTER


Winter  knew that the Fire Warden wouldn’t kill him and Cyclone. Although Sigil might have left them at her mercy, Sigil would have to save them at some point. After all, Winter was one of the four heroes mentioned in the Prophecy. Without Winter, the other three heroes would presumably be unable to generate enough dark energy for Aeno to transform into the Great Destruction and fulfill his destiny of destroying the multiverse.
Put that way, maybe it’s not such a bad thing that Sigil left us here, Winter thought as he and Cyclone backed up against the wall of the Dark Dungeon, his eyes fixed on the Fire Warden. I suppose if we die here, then the Prophecy can’t come true and the multiverse will not be destroyed. I really wish there was a way to save the multiverse without me dying, though.
The Fire Warden—a woman made entirely of hot, burning fire—had them cornered in the Dark Dungeon. Her body glowed brighter and hotter with each passing second. Winter was not sure if she intended to kill them by heating up so much that she boiled them alive in the Dark Dungeon or if she was planning to blast them both into oblivion with a single massive fireball. Either way, Winter didn’t think their inevitable deaths would be very painless.
The problem was that Winter’s Ice Powers were almost useless against the Fire Warden. Although the Nexus was obviously not in Capes Online, fire still melted ice both inside and outside of the game. It meant that Winter could not effectively fight back against the Fire Warden or fight back against her at all, for that matter.
Tsunami’s water powers sure would be useful right about now, Winter thought. Once again, I really need to learn a Water Power if I’m going to stand a chance against fire users.
“You can’t kill us,” said Cyclone. He dropped to his knees, hands clasped together as if in prayer, sweating rushing down his face. “Sigil doesn’t want us dead. He still needs us.”
“If Sigil didn’t want you dead, he would not have left you with me,” said the Fire Warden, her hands glowing hotter, although her voice was incredibly cold. “The only reason you aren’t dead yet is because I am trying to figure out how to kill you. I could blast you into pieces with a couple of fireballs, melt the skin off your faces with my hands, or maybe increase your body temperature so high that your blood will literally boil you to death. I always have trouble with lots of options.”
Winter bit his lower lip. For the first time since coming to the Nexus, Winter wished that Sigil was here. He hoped Sigil finished dealing with the Castle’s intruder soon so he could come back and save them.
Then again, I suppose Aeno is more important to his plans than I am, Winter thought. He might not even need me specifically to be the fourth hero. Perhaps he could bring in some other hero from another universe to replace me. If so, then we’re definitely screwed.
No. Winter was not going to let the Fire Warden kill them, not when they were so close to finding the source of the dark energy. Though Winter was hardly an expert when it came to this so-called ‘dark’ energy, he suspected that if they opened the door, it might result in the dark energy pouring out of the door into the world. Then Sigil would not be able to use it to corrupt Aeno.
But right now Winter needed to deal with the Fire Warden first.
Think fast, Nyle, Winter told himself. Few of your Powers are useful against her. If you can’t beat her, then outthink her.
“Ah,” said the Fire Warden all of a sudden. She raised her hands, which were practically miniature infernos by now. “I think I’ll melt your eyeballs out of their sockets, let you suffer for a while, and then replace your eyeballs with some fireballs. The fireballs will go straight into your brains, which will probably kill you instantly and with a minimum amount of pain.”
“Not painless?” said Cyclone with a gulp.
“I can’t promise that it will be painless,” the Fire Warden replied. “All I can guarantee is that your deaths will be short and gruesome.”
The Fire Warden took a step toward Winter and Cyclone. Her foot melted the floor where she walked and she was so hot now that Winter felt like he was standing an oven.
Sensing that they were running out of time, Winter said, “Sigil lied to you.”
The Fire Warden stopped. She looked at Winter with a puzzled expression on her face. “What are you talking about? Don’t tell me you are actually prison inspectors. I’m not buying it.”
“Sigil didn’t lie about that,” said Winter quickly. He gestured at himself and Cyclone. “He lied when he told you we’re intruders. We’re not. We were summoned to the Nexus by Sigil himself to participate in the Tournament of Heroes.”
“Tournament of Heroes?” the Fire Warden repeated. Her eyes narrowed, which did nothing to affect their brightness. “Is that the ‘Tournament’ you mentioned before?”
Winter nodded. He was sure he would suffer a heat stroke soon enough, so he needed to talk to her quickly before she lost interest and decided to melt their eyeballs. “Yes. It’s a week-long Tournament where four heroes and their Teams duke it out to be declared the Greatest Hero in the Multiverse. It was created by Lord Aeno himself.”
“Lord Aeno?” said the Fire Warden. She looked at him suspiciously again. “How do I know you’re telling the truth? What if this is another lie, like when you told me you were a prison inspector?”
“I will admit that that was a lie,” said Winter, “but this isn’t. The Tournament of Heroes is real. Ask the Cyborg. He’s probably heard of it.”
The Fire Warden, however, lowered her burning hands, a thoughtful look on her face. “You know, the Cyborg did mention something about a big ‘Tournament’ happening this week in Nexus City when I was torturing him. I thought he was referring to a sports tournament or something because Nexus City is home to many stadiums where sports from all over the multiverse are played, such as basketball and, my personal favorite, fireball.”
“Fireball?” said Cyclone. “What’s that?”
Winter, however, shot Cyclone a ‘shut up’ look to let him do all the talking. Luckily, Cyclone seemed to understand what Winter was trying to communicate because he shut his mouth and folded his hands behind his back with an innocent look on his face.
“Perhaps the Tournament of Heroes is real after all,” the Fire Warden concluded. She pointed her right hand at Winter. “But that doesn’t mean I have to spare you.”
“It absolutely does,” Winter said quickly. “I forgot to mention that Lord Aeno is one of my biggest fans. He personally chose me to be one of the four heroes in the Tournament. If he learns that you killed me, though … he’d be very upset and I don’t think you want to see Lord Aeno upset.”
A look of panic appeared on the Fire Warden’s face when Winter said that. “You’re lying. You can’t be one of his favorites. I would know.”
“Would you?” Winter asked. “Who would tell you that if you never leave the Dark Dungeon?”
“Sigil, of course,” said the Fire Warden. “He tells me everything that goes on outside the Dark Dungeon.”
“Except for the Tournament,” Winter said. “Seems like a rather important thing to neglect to tell you, doesn’t it?”
“I-I am sure that Sigil has his reasons for not mentioning that to me,” said the Fire Warden, though the doubt in her voice was obvious. “I mean, I am obviously not involved with the Tournament, so why do I need to know about it? That must be why Sigil did not tell me about it. There was simply no need for me to know about it.”
“Are you sure?” said Winter. “If you had known about the Tournament beforehand, then you would have known who Cy and I were and you wouldn’t have tried to kill us.”
“But …” the Fire Warden seemed at a loss for words.
Sensing his advantage, Winter pressed on, saying, “It seems to me that Sigil didn’t tell you about the Tournament because he doesn’t trust you. He lied to you because he doesn’t respect you or all of the work you do in protecting and maintaining the Dark Dungeon.”
“He does,” said the Fire Warden. “Sigil has told me so himself several times before. You don’t know our relationship.”
“You’re right,” said Winter. “I don’t. But I do know that if you killed me, Lord Aeno would be extremely upset with you. He might even destroy you outright.”
“Lord Aeno would never destroy me,” said the Fire Warden, although there was a hint of panic in her voice now. “He might punish me, sure, but I’ve done a good job. He is proud of the work I do as the Dark Dungeon’s warden. Killing me would not make sense.”
“Has Lord Aeno himself actually told you he is proud of you?” said Winter. “Who told you that?”
“Sigil,” said the Fire Warden, though she almost choked on his name. “Sigil did.”
Winter stroked his chin. “Tell me, Warden, have you ever spoken to Lord Aeno personally?”
“Of course I have,” said the Fire Warden with more than a hint of defensiveness to her tone. “I met him when he created me thousands of years ago. He knows who I am.”
“How about recently?” said Winter. “Have you actually spoken to him face-to-face? Or have you only ever ‘interacted’ with Lord Aeno via Sigil?”
The Fire Warden said nothing to that, but the expression on her face told Winter everything she was thinking.
“Listen, Fire Warden, you are obviously a very skilled and intelligent woman,” Winter said. “Your dedication to ensuring the safety of Lord Aeno from the criminals held in the Dark Dungeon is admirable. Really, as a former police cop, I can respect that. But I think you’re also a bit naive, especially in regards to Sigil, and that you might want to think about whether Sigil really has your best interests at heart.”
The Fire Warden looked down at her feet. She was silent for what seemed like an eternity, although it was probably just a few seconds, before she looked up at Winter again. But she was scowling now, practically snarling, a response which took Winter by surprise.
“Your lies are cleverer than most, but they are still lies,” said the Fire Warden. She raised her hands again. “You almost got me there, but fortunately, I am cleverer than I look. You are clearly enemies of Lord Aeno, and for that, you must die.”
Before Winter could come up with something else to say, the Fire Warden fired her fireballs at him and Cyclone. A magical barrier suddenly appeared in between Winter and Cyclone and the Fire Warden just then. The fireballs exploded against the magical barrier, but the barrier held despite the impact of the fireballs.
“What the—?” said the Fire Warden. “Is this a power of yours?”
“No, Fire Warden,” came a chilling monotone voice above. “I simply had to step in before you could treat the intruders with your usual level of enthusiasm.”
Winter, Cyclone, and the Fire Warden looked up to see Sigil floating above them, his arms folded across his chest. The tip of his wand was glowing a soft green color, the same shade as the magical barrier which had protected Winter and Cyclone from the Fire Warden. The green light from the wand tip was reflected in his glossy black eyes, making him look even less human than he usually did.
“Sigil?” said the Fire Warden in surprise. “What are you doing here? I thought you were going to deal with the Castle’s intruder on the surface.”
“The intruder has been dealt with and Lord Aeno is safe, although many of the Security Armors were destroyed in the process,” said Sigil in an offhanded way, as if he didn’t care to discuss the intruder. “I came here for these two.”
“But I thought you had left them with me for a reason,” said the Fire Warden. “I can kill them myself.”
“I do not want to kill them, my dear,” said Sigil. “Lord Aeno has summoned these two to his personal quarters. If I do not bring them, Lord Aeno will be quite upset.”
Winter could tell right away that Aeno had not summoned them to anything. Sigil was just saying that so the Fire Warden wouldn’t question why he was taking Winter and Cyclone with him.
I wonder if the Fire Warden realizes that, Winter thought, glancing at the Fire Warden, especially now that she knows about the Tournament.
The Fire Warden looked more than a little upset with Sigil’s abrupt return, but she finally nodded. “Fine. If Lord Aeno wills it, then I suppose I can’t refuse.”
“Exactly,” said Sigil. “While I appreciate you keeping them occupied, I am afraid I will have to take them from here. In the meantime, you must stay here and ensure that none of the Dark Dungeon’s prisoners escape, as usual.”
The Fire Warden bowed. “Yes, Sigil. Lord’s Aeno will be done.”
Unless Winter’s ears were playing tricks on him, he thought the Fire Warden sounded perhaps a little sarcastic, maybe even cynical, when she said that. But it might have been nothing.
Sigil certainly didn’t seem to notice anything out of the ordinary. He just snapped his fingers and Winter and Cyclone suddenly found themselves standing in the courtyard of the Universal Castle, which was currently empty of everyone except for the two of them and Sigil.
Looking up at Sigil, Winter said, “What was that about? Why did you save us?”
“I thought it obvious,” said Sigil. “The Tournament isn’t yet over. Until it is, I need to keep you and the other three heroes alive. If you die before the end of the Tournament, that would ruin the Prophecy.”
Winter bit his lower lip. “I see.”
Sigil tilted his head to the side. “You seem upset. Aren’t you glad that I saved you?”
“Not if it means the end of the multiverse,” said Winter, shaking his head.
Sigil smirked. “Worry not about that, my friend. When the end comes in two days, you won’t feel anything. None of us will, in fact. Which is something to look forward to, for sure.”
“I dunno,” said Cyclone. “Not feeling anything doesn’t sound that good to me.”
Sigil shook his head. “Destiny doesn’t always ‘sound’ good, Cyclone. But it is what it is. One’s destiny can never be escaped.”
Winter smiled defiantly at Sigil. “I’m not sure. I’ve never been one to put much stock in so-called ‘prophecies.’ Maybe the future isn’t written in stone.”
Sigil, however, smiled back. “The future has not been written in stone, that is true. But it has been written in ink, which is nearly as permanent. And besides, you might want to be careful when speaking about a prophecy that is being fulfilled as you speak.”
Before Winter could ask Sigil what he meant, he heard Bolt’s voice behind him suddenly say, “Hey, Sigil! What’s up?”
Relieved to hear a friendly voice, Winter turned around to face Bolt. But he stopped speaking as soon as his eyes fell on Bolt.
Bolt looked different. The glowing red lines on his costume now glowed a sickening green color. The black parts of his costume were even darker than before, almost pitch-black, and the exposed parts of his skin were as pale as snow. His hair was now a sick green shade and his eyes glowed the same color, with the smirk on his lips making him look far more ghoulish than handsome.
“Bolt?” said Winter in a puzzled voice. “Is that you?”
“Bolt?” said Bolt. He chuckled, a sound that didn’t sound like him at all. “Nah. Bolt is dead. Only Dark Thunder—Herald of the Great Destruction—lives.”
“Dark Thunder?” Cyclone repeated in shock. “When did you change your name?”
Sigil landed behind Winter and Cyclone, an amused smiled playing across his lips. “Much has changed since you two delved into the Dark Dungeon. Perhaps it would help if I explained to you exactly what happened … and why you will wish the Fire Warden had killed you both when she had the chance.”






  
  BEAMS


Beams sat at the dining room table in the Winner’s Suite by himself late at night, barely focused on the small plate of spaghetti that constituted a late dinner for him tonight. He wasn’t even looking at his food. He was staring at his phone, browsing the Internet (which apparently worked in the Nexus), but even then, his attention wasn’t actually on the screen, either. 
No. Beams was thinking. And mostly, he was thinking about how he and the others had failed.
Bolt is gone, Beams thought. Destiny, it seems, really is inevitable.
After Sigil finished reading the Prophecy to them last night, he had sent all of the competitors back to their rooms. Beams and his Teammates had tried to stay, but then Sigil summoned a dozen Security Armors to ‘escort’ them back to the Winner’s Suite. Knowing they couldn’t defeat the Security Armors, Beams and his Teammates had complied with their orders to return to their rooms, though not happily. The other Teams had been forced to return to their Team rooms in the commons area of the Universal Castle, likely for the same reason as his Team had.
And not so we can prepare for tomorrow’s match, Beams thought with a sigh. No. He sent us back to our rooms to make sure that the Prophecy is fulfilled. And it’s starting to look like it just might happen.
But more than anything, Beams felt guilty about poor Mr. Space. Mr. Space, not being a Tournament competitor, had been immediately whisked away by Sigil to an unknown location. Beams didn’t know where Space had been taken, but something told him it was probably not anywhere safe.
Space might be kind of a loser, but at least he tried to help us, Beams thought, his grip tightening on his fork. Now he’s probably not even alive anymore. It’s not like he was mentioned in the Prophecy, after all. Sigil has no reason to spare his life.
Yet even worse than that—with respect to Mr. Space, who was likely dead—was Bolt’s fate. Beams was still not entirely sure how this whole ‘Dark Thunder’ thing happened, but he didn’t like it. The cruelty he saw in Bolt’s face was not him. The real Bolt could be impulsive sometimes, maybe even a bit of a jerk. But he was still a good person at heart, a real hero, who would never serve Sigil as his servant.
But if Dark Thunder is to be believed, then Bolt is dead, Beams thought. He stabbed his fork into his spaghetti. And now, the multiverse itself is at risk of destruction. Our only hope at stopping Sigil—translating the Prophecy—failed. Totally and utterly.
Beams hadn’t even bothered to try to contact Trickshot. For that matter, he still had no idea how Winter and Cyclone’s quest into the Dark Dungeon was going. He suspected, however, that it probably was not going very well.
They will probably be all right even if Sigil finds out what they’re doing, Beams thought. Not like there’s anything in the Dark Dungeon that could help us, though. Even if Sigil doesn’t find them, it doesn’t matter. We failed. All we can do is play our parts according to the Prophecy. That is all.
A hand tapped Beams’ shoulder. He looked up to see Rubberman standing over him, a concerned look on his boss’ face.
“Hey, Beams, you okay?” said Rubberman. “You’ve been stabbing that spaghetti like it insulted your mother.”
Rubbing his eyes, Beams looked around and noticed that the Winner’s Suite was very dark. “Huh? Where did the Necromantress and Iron Angel go?”
“They both went to bed,” Rubberman said. He rubbed the back of his neck. “Apparently, they want to get rested for tomorrow’s match.”
Beams scowled and looked into his spaghetti again. “Yeah, I suppose that makes sense. Are you going to bed, too?”
“Soon, yes,” said Rubberman with a nod. “Just wanted to check on you first, though, and make sure you’re okay.”
“I’m fine,” said Beams. He didn’t look at Rubberman when he said that. “Although I could use a good night’s sleep, too.”
Rubberman frowned. “Beams, I know you’re upset. I can’t blame you. That prophecy sent chills down my spine, too.”
“I never said the Prophecy was—”
“Beams, don’t,” said Rubberman gently. “I know you well enough by now to know what bothers you. But I know that Bolt’s corruption bothers you even more.”
Beams froze, but then relaxed, his shoulders slumping forward. “It does. I’m not sure why. The Prophecy should bother me more, but it doesn’t.”
“Because Bolt was not just your friend, but a symbol for us all,” said Rubberman. “That’s why.”
Beams looked up at Rubberman again on confusion. “What do you mean by that? Bolt was a friend, sure, but a symbol?”
“Haven’t you noticed how everyone looks up to him?” said Rubberman. “I remember how, shortly after the Dread God incident, you asked me when we could see Bolt again. Even the villains seem disheartened by his fall. For whatever reason, we all saw Bolt as the symbol of resistance against Sigil, which is why his corruption has hit all of us hard.”
“I … guess so,” said Beams. “I didn’t know you cared that much about Bolt.”
“That’s the thing,” said Rubberman with a chuckle. “I don’t. Not on a personal level, anyway. I respect Bolt, but I don’t consider him a friend in the way that you do and I don’t know him that well individually. But I do recognize a real hero when I see one, and Bolt is a real hero, maybe even more of a hero than I am.”
Beams sighed. “And now we lost him. Maybe for good.”
“Maybe,” said Rubberman, “or maybe not. I can’t say because this dark energy stuff is above my pay grade. Shawna might understand it better than me, but she seemed as depressed and defeated as the rest of us, so she might not be able to help us.”
Beams scowled. “Why are you even talking to me about this stuff, anyway? Just trying to depress me?”
“No,” said Rubberman, shaking his head. “I just wanted to let you know that you’re not the only one worrying about Bolt. I imagine that his girlfriend, Blizzard, must be even more worried than the rest of us.”
Beams grimaced, remembering Blizzard’s heartbroken expression when Dark Thunder announced that he didn’t know her. “She definitely is. I can tell you that even without talking to her.”
“Exactly,” said Rubberman. “I wish I could comfort her, too, but I can’t. If you need to talk, then I just want you to know that I’m always available, okay?”
Beams nodded, although he didn’t smile. “Sure, boss. I know that. I just wish … oh, never mind. Good night.”
Rubberman nodded as well, though he wasn’t smiling, either. He patted Beams on the shoulder one last time before turning around and walking toward the door with his name on it. Beams watched as Rubberman opened the door and disappeared within, securely locking the door behind him on his way in.
Beams looked at his spaghetti, which was now cold. He suddenly didn’t feel so hungry anymore. He pushed his spaghetti plate before him and lowered his head onto his chest.
Rubberman wasn’t just Beams’ boss. He was also a father figure to Beams in a lot of ways, even though Beams already had a dad who he was on good terms with. He appreciated Rubberman offering to talk to him about anything he needed to talk about, but Beams’ analytical mind could not help but notice that Rubberman didn’t offer any solutions to their current situation, either.
Can’t blame him, Beams thought. Figuring out how to subvert destiny itself is not something taught in college business classes. Or in superhero courses, for that matter.
“Why the long face, kid?” said a voice Beams did not recognize from within the darkness. “Chin up. It could be worse.”
Startled, Beams looked up. At first, he didn’t see anyone in the darkness of the Winner’s Suite, but then a figure stepped out from the shadows. He was a young man in his mid-twenties, wearing a gray suit with equally gray eyes. His body, however, appeared insubstantial, as if he was a hologram than a solid, physical being.
The man looked familiar to Beams, but he couldn’t quite place his name. He did, however, rise from his chair, his hands balled at his sides. “Who are you and how did you get into the Winner’s Suite?”
“Ah, right,” said the man, wagging his finger at Beams. “I forgot. I’ve met Bolt and Trickshot, but haven’t met you. That’s why you don’t recognize me, even though you saw me die a few hours ago.”
“Saw you die—?” Beams gasped. “Noah House?”
Noah smiled. “You remember my name! Wonderful. It means we can skip the introductions. I already know who you are, of course, courtesy of the Defiants’ spy within the Universal Castle.”
Beams rubbed his eyes and looked at Noah again. “But … how? I saw Dark Thunder kill you. He punched you through the heart. You should be dead.”
Noah adjusted his coat. “Well, I did say you saw me die, didn’t I? Because I did. And yes, it was every bit as painful as you might expect. I don’t recommend dying. It’s not fun.”
“But you’re here,” said Beams. “In the flesh.”
“Not quite,” said Noah, shaking his head. “Observe.”
Noah walked toward Beams. There was a guardrail between the living room area of the Winner’s Suite and the dining room area. Noah was just about to walk into the guardrail, but as it turned out, Beams didn’t need to warn him about that. Noah just passed through the guardrail like it did not exist and stopped a few feet from the table, a smirk on his face.
“Huh?” said Beams. “Did you just walk through the guardrail?”
“Yep,” said Noah. He patted his chest. “I’m a ghost. Or close enough to it, anyway. Truthfully, I’m as surprised as you are. I didn’t expect the Soul Chain I bought in the marketplace last month to actually work. I am sure that the greasy Pokacu merchant I bought it from will be pleased to hear that, assuming I ever get a chance to speak to him.”
“Soul Chain?” said Beams. “What’s that?”
“A powerful magic artifact,” Noah replied, “from outside of the Nexus. It comes from a universe where magic is both very real and very powerful. According to legend, anyone who dies while wearing a Soul Chain becomes a spirit. That’s why I’m still here, rather than floating off to whatever counts as the afterlife in the Nexus.”
“Oh,” said Beams. He frowned. “Then why are you talking to me? I don’t know you.”
Noah stroked his chin. “There’s the catch. My spirit isn’t free-floating. I can’t just go wherever I want whenever I want. A spirit released from a Soul Chain must attach itself to another living being, otherwise said spirit will go to the afterlife. Normally, I would have attached myself to one of my fellow Defiants, but seeing as none of my fellow Defiants were close enough, I ended up choosing you instead.”
Beams put a hand over his heart, feeling it beat under his palm. “Does that mean my body has two souls in it now? Can you control my body?”
Noah waved his hand. “No, no, no. Notice I said ‘attach.’ Not possessed. You’re still in complete control over your body. I’m merely using your body as a power source of sorts, to put it in terms you might understand. My soul is drawing upon the energy of your soul, allowing me to maintain a semblance of my original self. That is how I can keep all of my memories and personality traits, in effect, be me even without my body.”
Beams would have said that made no sense, but he had already seen a lot of things that didn’t make sense in the Nexus, so he just nodded to show that he understood. “Can you interact with other people?”
“That’s another problem,” said Noah. He patted his chest again. “So long as I remain attached to your body, only you can see me. No one else can see me. Heck, no one can even hear me. Well, a magically-talented person might be able to, but being able to see souls is not an easy thing to do, magically-speaking, so I don’t think anyone in the Tournament will see me.”
“Even the Necromantress?” Beams questioned.
Noah laughed. “That woman? She might consider herself the mistress of the dead, but I’ve seen five-year-olds with a better grasp over necromancy than her. Trust me, she is as spiritually blind as everyone else. Which is fine by me because my plan only works as long as everyone assumes I’m dead.”
“Plan?” Beams repeated. “What plan?”
Noah smiled. “Aren’t you wondering why I chose to appear to you now? Why I hid myself until you were back in the Winner’s Suite and you were alone?”
Beams gaped. “You mean you planned to die and attach your soul to me?”
“Not quite,” said Noah. “But the Soul Chain was Plan B. And I always have a Plan B, even when it’s not necessary. Ask my fellow Defiants. They can tell you all about my Plan Bs.”
“So you thought there was a chance you would die and wanted to give yourself a chance to survive,” said Beams. “Is that right?”
“Bingo, kid,” said Noah. He leaned against the guardrail somehow, even though he was completely intangible. “And you’re going to help me pull it off.”
“Pull it off, huh?” said Beams. “Why would I?”
Noah’s dark eyes twinkled in the shadows. “Because Plan B involves killing Sigil … and saving Bolt, too.”






  
  BLIZZARD


Blizzard lay in Bolt’s protective arms as the hammock in which they lay swung softly in the breeze. The warm tropical sun overhead felt good on Blizzard’s cold skin, even though she normally preferred to be in much colder environments. But the lapping of the ocean water against the sandy shore of the island, along with the occasional cool breeze from the sea, made Blizzard relax. 
But then again, I can always relax whenever I’m in Bolt’s arms, Blizzard thought, snuggling against Bolt’s chest. His arms are so strong, so safe.
“You seem comfortable,” said Bolt’s voice in her ear. Blizzard looked up to see Bolt’s handsome face smiling down at her.
“Very,” said Blizzard. She stretched her arms and snuggled in closer to Bolt. “Are you comfortable, too?”
“You kidding me? Of course, I’m comfortable,” said Bolt. He kissed her briefly. “I’m always comfortable whenever I’m holding you. Especially on this tropical island. Told you that you would enjoy it.”
Blizzard chuckled. “Well, I guess you can be right sometimes.”
“All the time, you mean,” Bolt teased. He sighed. “This really is perfect, though, isn’t it?”
“It is,” said Blizzard with a nod. “I wish this moment would last forever. Don’t you?”
“Of course,” said Bolt. He hesitated for a moment and then said, “But there is something I wanted to ask you, something I’ve been meaning to ask you for a long time.”
Blizzard’s heart rate immediately went up. She tensed in his arms, holding him tightly as she looked into his brown eyes. She knew what he was going to ask her. It was the question she had been waiting for him to ask ever since she fell in love with him. She had known that Bolt would ask her that question eventually, but she hadn’t realized that he would do it right here, right now.
But why not? Blizzard thought. This is the perfect place to do it. That’s probably why Bolt took me out here. To ask me to marry him in the most beautiful place in the world.
A rumbling in the sky overhead made Blizzard look up. Dark thunder clouds were rapidly rushing toward them from the ocean. They were still quite a ways off, but it looked to Blizzard like the thunder clouds would reach them probably within the next five minutes.
“Uh-oh,” said Blizzard with a gulp. “Looks like rain. Bolt, dear, why don’t we go inside and talk so we don’t get wet?”
“No,” said Bolt, holding her more firmly than ever. “It won’t take more than a minute for me to ask you this question. We will be fine. The rain won’t reach us.”
Blizzard bit her lower lip. She really did not want to get rained on, but at the same time, Bolt was a lot stronger than her, so she couldn’t just jump off the hammock and run to shelter before the rain got here.
Besides, rain is pretty romantic, Blizzard thought with a fond smile. Never imagined I’d get proposed to in the rain, but I’ll take it.
Snuggling in closer to Bolt, Blizzard said, “Go ahead and ask away, then. I’m all ears.”
Bolt smiled at her, the warmest smiled she had ever seen him smile. “Okay, Blizzard. I wanted to ask you if you would … if you would …”
Bolt stopped speaking. He wore a confused look on his face. “Um …”
Eagerly, Blizzard said, “Yes, dear? What did you want to ask me?”
The confusion on his face quickly vanished and Bolt said, “Now I remember! I wanted to ask you if I could—”
A loud thunder crash overhead interrupted Bolt. Blizzard looked up again and was shocked at how close the thunder clouds were now. They were nearly over the island, which shocked her because she thought it would take them at least five more minutes to reach the island itself. That they were nearly upon them already was weird, especially because there wasn’t even a strong breeze to push them along.
Still, Blizzard was not going to let a little rain ruin what was going to be the best moment in her life. Looking at Bolt again, she said, “Bolt, just go ahead and ask me your question already, before the train—”
Blizzard stopped speaking abruptly when she saw Bolt’s face. It had changed. His skin was as pale as snow, his hair a sickening green, the same color as his eyes. His teeth had become yellowed and jagged, making him look more like a demon than a human being.
“Bolt?” said Blizzard in a hesitant voice. “Are you … are you all right?”
Bolt flashed her a terrible smile as the rain clouds overhead blotted out the sun, causing his green eyes to glow unnaturally. “I’ve never been better, Blizzard. Yet there is still one thing I want to do.”
Blizzard gulped. “What is—”
Bolt’s hands suddenly wrapped around her neck and squeezed. Blizzard gasped for air but was unable to breathe. She could only stare into Bolt’s merciless, uncaring eyes, so unlike his normal loving gaze, an empty, endless pit of hatred and cruelty. She couldn’t speak. She couldn’t even use her powers for some reason. She could only stare at Bolt, feeling her life squeeze out of her with every second.
“Keep making that face, woman,” said Bolt—No, Dark Thunder, Blizzard thought—as he choked her to death. “Seeing your fearful face makes your suffering all the sweeter for me.”
Blizzard finally screamed. She sat up in bed, panting and sweating, almost hitting her head against the underside of the bed above her. For a moment, she couldn’t see anything until she groped in the darkness and flicked on the light in her bed. With the small light on, she was able to see the blue blanket covering her legs, plus the curtain that hid her bed from the rest of the Team room. Beyond the curtain, she heard Tsunami’s familiar snores, which were almost as loud as the ocean waves. She did not hear Mimic, of course, but she would occasionally hear him turn in his bed as he looked for the perfect sleeping position.
It was just a dream, Blizzard told herself, putting a hand on her forehead. Just a dream. A nightmare, actually, but whatever. It’s not real.
Blizzard paused when she felt sweat on her forehead. That was unusual. Blizzard’s body was usually too cold for her to sweat. The temperature in the Team room wasn’t that hot. She must have gotten hotter in her bed than she thought.
No, Blizzard thought. Temperature has nothing to do with it. It’s fear. Worry for Bolt. If he’s even still alive.
Blizzard shook her head. In her mind’s eye, she couldn’t get the mental image of Bolt, now calling himself ‘Dark Thunder,’ out of her mind. He looked like a monster now, and acted like one, too.
Far scarier than his appearance was the way he acted like he didn’t know her. Dark Thunder treated Blizzard like she was just another woman rather than the woman who he loved more than anyone else in the whole world. She had seen none of Bolt’s usual love and kindness in his face or heard any love in his words when he spoke. When Dark Thunder said that ‘Bolt is dead,’ maybe he was telling the truth.
No way, Blizzard thought. She punched her bed. Bolt isn’t dead. He’s not.
As much as Blizzard believed that, though, there was a niggling little voice in the back of her mind that made her wonder if she was simply denying reality. Dark Thunder wasn’t even sleeping in the Team room anymore. He was staying elsewhere in the Universal Castle, probably wherever Sigil’s room was. But Sigil had told Blizzard, Tsunami, and Mimic that Dark Thunder would be joining them in the sixth match. Apparently, even though Bolt had been corrupted by the dark energy, Sigil still needed more dark energy to fulfill that strange ‘Prophecy’ he read to the competitors yesterday.
I didn’t understand everything the Prophecy said, Blizzard thought, but it didn’t sound good. Not one bit.
Mostly, though, Blizzard was worried about Bolt. Yes, she didn’t want the multiverse destroyed, either, but Bolt’s transformation into Dark Thunder was far more personal to her. She wanted to save him, to turn him back into the Bolt she knew and loved, but unfortunately, she had no idea about how to do that.
Lying down in her bed, Blizzard didn’t even bother to close her eyes. There was no way she was going to get any more sleep tonight. She considered heading out to the commons, but breakfast would not be served until six and there wasn’t anything she wanted to see or play on any of the entertainment systems, either.
All of us have been played, Blizzard thought. Sigil is going to turn Aeno into the Great Destruction and Bolt will be his ‘Herald,’ whatever that means.
That made Blizzard wonder if Aeno knew about this. She had not seen the self-proclaimed King of the Multiverse since the end of the third match. She was aware that Sigil was supposedly keeping Aeno away from them for safety, but she wondered if Sigil had other reasons for keeping Aeno away from them.
I just can’t see Aeno supporting this, Blizzard thought. Even if it’s his ‘destiny’ to become the Great Destruction, Aeno doesn’t strike me as some kind of multiverse killer. He can destroy universes, true, but—
Blizzard immediately sat up. Hope filled her as an idea popped into her mind.
Maybe Aeno can restore Bolt to his normal self, Blizzard thought, a smile playing across her face. Aeno likes Bolt. Maybe if I could get an audience with Aeno, I could convince him to turn Bolt back to normal. Aeno seems like he can do anything. Surely he can do that.
But then Blizzard ran into another problem: How was she going to get an audience with Aeno, knowing that he only saw people who he personally summoned to his chambers? She couldn’t just waltz up to his throne room and say hi, not anymore, and probably not right now. Aeno, after all, was probably asleep.
When else will I get a chance to talk to him, though? Blizzard thought. The sixth match is later today. If I don’t talk to him now, I will never get a chance to talk to him. For Bolt’s sake, I need to talk to Aeno.
Decided, Blizzard sat up in her bed. Although she wanted to talk to Aeno as quickly as possible, she didn’t want to accidentally wake up Tsunami and Mimic. Neither of those two seemed bothered by Bolt becoming Dark Thunder, so she decided that they probably would not help her meet Aeno. She would just have to do this on her own.
Pulling the curtain open, Blizzard was surprised to see Mimic’s back as he opened the door to their Team room and left.
Where is he going at this time of night? Blizzard thought. Does he want to talk to Aeno, too?
Curiosity overriding her fear, Blizzard tossed her blankets off her body and walked over to the exit. She cracked the door open and, stepping outside, quickly knelt behind one of the nearby couches in the commons. Peering over the top of the couch, Blizzard immediately spotted Mimic sitting at one of the dining tables, but to her surprise, he wasn’t alone.
Atmosfear and Giggles sat at the table as well. They sat opposite Mimic, with Atmosfear leaning on the table with an annoyed look on his face, while Giggles sat silently next to him, though he seemed as annoyed as his boss. Blizzard froze. She remembered well how Atmosfear had tried to kill her in the third match and still hated him for it, probably more than any of the other Teams.
But why is Mimic meeting with him so early in the morning before anyone else is up? Blizzard thought. They aren’t friends, are they?
“Sorry for being late,” said Mimic, rubbing his eyes. He yawned and glanced wistfully at the closed cafeteria. “I wish they would serve coffee early. I’m not even remotely a morning person.”
“That’s where we’re different, friend,” said Atmosfear, who, unlike Mimic, didn’t sound even remotely tired. “I like gettin’ up early, with or without coffee. ‘Sides, I didn’t expect you to show up this morning for our meeting. Figured you might not want to risk being seen with me after this Dark Thunder crud.”
Mimic ran a hand through his hair. “Frankly, I’m not even sure why I bothered. I’m a person of habit. Once something becomes a habit for me, I have to do it, even if it doesn’t make sense to do so.”
“Why not?” said Atmosfear. “I’d say our little alliance has worked out well for us so far, wouldn’t you say?”
Blizzard stiffened. Atmosfear and Mimic had formed an alliance? When did this happen and why were they working together? Blizzard listened more closely than ever. She didn’t want to miss a word of their conversation.
“Maybe for you, it has,” said Mimic sullenly, “but my Team is still at the bottom of the rankings. And worse, now we know that we’re being used by Sigil to fulfill his dumb Prophecy that’s going to end with all of the multiverse being destroyed. Honestly, if I could dimension-hop, I’d be out of here before you know it.”
Atmosfear chuckled. “Where, my friend, in the multiverse would you run off to if the multiverse is gonna be destroyed? I don’t have no college learning like you, but that don’t seem too logical to me.”
“You know what I mean,” said Mimic. “We need to get out of here and all of our attempts to escape so far have failed.”
Interesting, Blizzard thought. Have Mimic and Atmosfear been trying to escape the Nexus? Is that why they formed an alliance?
Atmosfear nodded. “Can’t disagree with ya there. Dimension-hopping tech is rare even in this place. Looks like we’re gonna have to see this Tournament until the end, whether we want to or not.”
“And then there’s the Dark Thunder business,” said Mimic. “I have no idea what is going on there. I’m not a fan of Bolt, but even I find him extremely disturbing now.”
“I’m more concerned that Sigil’s got a stronger attack dog now,” said Atmosfear, scratching his chin. “Got no respect for the kid, but even I can tell when someone is strong, and Bolt is stronger than the rest of us put together. I suspect that Sigil will sic him on anyone who tries to escape the Nexus.”
“Which is why I am wondering why we’re still meeting like this,” said Mimic. “Still can’t dimension-hop, Sigil has corrupted Bolt, and now we’re facing the end of the multiverse itself. I didn’t sign up for any of this.”
“Nor did I, copy cat, but it’s not all so hopeless,” said Atmosfear. “The reason I told you to meet up with me this morning is simple: I’ve got a plan.”
Blizzard bit her lower lip. She listened more closely than ever, wondering what Atmosfear’s plan was.
“A plan, huh?” said Mimic. “What plan is it? Win the Tournament and hope that the Prophecy doesn’t come true?”
“Nothing quite so luck-based, my friend,” said Atmosfear. “Mostly, I’m interested in Dark Thunder.”
“Why?” said Mimic. “Do you want to kill him or something?”
“I’m not interested in killin’ him,” said Atmosfear, shaking his head. A devious smile crossed his lips. “Quite the opposite, in fact. I want to get him on our side.”
“How do you intend to do that?” said Mimic. “Dark Thunder is nuts.”
“Don’t you worry about that,” said Atmosfear. “I’ve already got a plan all figured out. But first, we need to deal with an eavesdropper who has yet to announce her presence for some reason.”
A metal blade suddenly pressed against the back of Blizzard’s neck before she could react. That was when Blizzard noticed that Giggles was no longer sitting next to Atmosfear and a soft giggle behind her confirmed where he was now.
“Giggles,” said Atmosfear, “bring the girl over here. I am sure she would love to join our conversation.”
Knowing she couldn’t defend herself, Blizzard stood up and walked toward the table, feeling Giggles’ knife against the back of her neck the entire time. She then got down and knelt at the table, looking up at Atmosfear and Mimic.
“What the—?” said Mimic. “I didn’t hear you get up. Atmosfear, how did you know she was there?”
“Just a hunch,” said Atmosfear, leaning on one hand. “She seemed awfully upset about her boyfriend, so I imagine she hasn’t been sleepin’ too well tonight.”
“What are you going to do to me, Atmosfear?” said Blizzard. “You know you can’t actually hurt me, right? You can’t kill me, either. Otherwise, you risk getting disqualified from the Tournament.”
Atmosfear chuckled. “Girlie, when did I say I wanted to harm even one hair on your pretty little head? Nah. The reason I had Giggles bring you here is because I want to help you.”
Blizzard frowned. “Help me? Help me how?”
“Well, ain’t it obvious as the sun?” said Atmosfear. “I want to help you get your boyfriend back. And I know exactly how I’m gonna do that.”






  
  TRICKSHOT


Trickshot found himself floating in a dark void. He thought he was just asleep at first and that this was some kind of strange dream, but the longer he floated there, the more he became aware of his surroundings. The dark void gradually gave away to a light, a light that illuminated his surroundings. High walls rose all around him, meeting at the top of an even higher ceiling, from which a beautiful crystal chandelier hung. A large marble floor spread out under his feet, while tall crystalline windows stood in even intervals along the walls. Behind him stood glass doors that opened out onto a balcony that overlooked a futuristic city. 
Trickshot recognized the place immediately: It was Aeno’s old room from back when he was a baby. He had visited this room once before in a vision of the past, but this place did not seem like a vision to him. The colors were faded and washed out. Aeno’s crib was present but Aeno himself was nowhere to be seen. Nor did Trickshot see Aeno’s parents, either, or any sign of them.
How did I get here again? Trickshot thought. Last thing I remember, I was sleeping in my bed in our Team room. Is this another vision?
“Not exactly,” said a familiar old female voice behind him. “I am not showing you a vision of what has happened. Instead, this is a hint of what is to come.”
Trickshot whirled around to see a small old woman, her head and body covered with a dark hood and cloak, sitting on the other side of the room. As usual, the Oracle sat with her head bowed and her legs crossed. She almost looked like she was in prayer, although Trickshot knew better than that.
The Oracle was the woman who had spoken the Prophecy at Aeno’s birth in the first place. Trickshot had met her once before, in a vision similar to this, and the information she had given him then hadn’t been very encouraging, either. Given the somber nature of the Oracle, Trickshot suspected that she probably didn’t have very good news for him now.
“How are you contacting me again like this?” said Trickshot. “I thought you said you could only pull this off once.”
“I felt I had to risk contacting you again due to recent events in the Nexus,” said the Oracle without raising her head. “The situation has grown even direr than I expected.”
“You think?” Trickshot said sarcastically. “Bolt is Dark Thunder. You might have mentioned to me that the Prophecy said something about one of our friends becoming evil.”
“My apologies,” said the Oracle, again without looking up. “I considered whether or not to tell you that part, but decided against it. I didn’t think it would help, and to be frank, I half-hoped it wouldn’t work out the way I thought it would. It isn’t like I knew which one of you would fall.”
“Makes sense,” said Trickshot. “After all, if we have no idea that one of us will get corrupted and become evil, then we can’t actually protect ourselves from that. Did a good job not telling us. You made things way easier for us.”
“Your sarcasm is understandable but not productive,” said the Oracle. “Besides, I believe it was inevitable. In all of my years as the Oracle, not one of my prophecies has ever failed to come true.”
Trickshot threw his hands into the air. “Then why the heck are we even talking about this? Why bother to contact me at all? Why not just sit back and let Sigil turn Aeno into the Great Destruction and be done with it?”
“Is that what you want me to do?” said the Oracle. “That seems out of character for you, Trickshot. You have always seemed like an optimist to me.”
Trickshot lowered his arms in frustration. “No, I don’t want you to give up or for any of us to give up. But I understand the concept of destiny enough to know that you can’t fight it. That’s what destiny is. It’s fate. Fate, by definition, can’t be stopped.”
“True enough,” said the Oracle, “but if I was as fatalistic as you, I would not even be here. As it is, however, I think you are, perhaps, giving up too easily, which is why I said I was surprised by your sarcasm.”
“How are we supposed to fight fate?” said Trickshot, putting his hands on his hips. “Tell me that, O wise Oracle.”
“You can’t,” said the Oracle. “Fate cannot be fought. Sigil is correct in that. However, what all of you fail to understand—including Sigil—is that fate is not always clear.”
Trickshot frowned. “Not always clear? What are you talking about? The Prophecy sounded plenty clear to me.”
“Clear, yes,” said the Oracle. “But not complete.”
Trickshot stared at the Oracle in shock. “Wait, you mean Sigil didn’t read the entire Prophecy to us?”
The Oracle shook her head. “Don’t get me wrong. Sigil read every word of the translated Prophecy. But he failed to realize that that was not the complete Prophecy. The last few pages are still missing and untranslated.”
Trickshot’s face broke into a hopeful smile. “Please tell me you’re not joking. If this is a prank—”
“It’s no prank,” the Oracle insisted. “I am not much of a prankster, nor do I care for them. I try to speak the truth always.”
Trickshot’s mind spun with possibilities. “If the Prophecy is incomplete, then might the last few lines reveal something that could change the entire Prophecy itself?”
“Potentially,” said the Oracle. She shrugged. “It has been ages since I spoke that prophecy and I still don’t remember it all. But I do remember that that final line that Sigil read is not the end. There is still more to the Prophecy. If you can find and translate the final lines, then you might be able to save the multiverse.”
“And Bolt,” said Trickshot. “Right?”
The Oracle shifted. “Perhaps. In any case, do you remember how I told you that the Prophecy mentions you? Your role is mentioned in the last few lines that aren’t translated. If you can get those last few lines, then you will finally understand why I have spoken to you and you alone out of the four heroes mentioned in the Prophecy.”
Trickshot nodded. His sense of hope—which had been all but extinguished after seeing Bolt become Dark Thunder and Sigil read the Prophecy—rose up in his spirit again. Maybe they had a realistic chance at stopping Sigil after all.
“Even so, I must warn you that Sigil is not the only person interested in the full Prophecy,” said the Oracle. “The Defiants seek it out as well.”
“If they don’t know where the final few lines are, though, then who cares?” said Trickshot with a smile. He gave the Oracle the thumbs up. “Thanks, Oracle! I guess you aren’t so useless after all.”
“Thanks for the compliment, young man,” said the Oracle in a sarcastic voice. “I shall treasure it always. But I warn you about the others because I do not want you to think that it will be easy to go to the Library and retrieve the final few lines. You must do it stealthily and without letting Sigil know about your plans.”
Trickshot nodded again. “Gotcha. If Sigil knows what I’m trying to do, he might take the lines from me so I can’t read them, right?”
“Exactly,” said the Oracle.
Trickshot folded his arms across his chest. “Sigil is probably keeping a close eye on all of us now that the end is near. He’ll definitely know if I try to enter the Library without his permission.”
“I can aid you in that area,” said the Oracle. “Although telling you this information has put my life and safety at risk, I am willing to use what little magic I have to keep you safe from Sigil. Should he try to find you, he will fail. Please take this.”
The Oracle waved her hand. A blue stone flew out of the pockets of her robes toward Trickshot, who caught it a second before it socked him in the face. Looking down at the blue rock, Trickshot saw that it had hundreds, maybe even thousands, of smaller carvings on its surface. The lines made no sense to him, but they looked like the same language in which the Prophecy had been written.
“What is this?” said Trickshot, looking up at the Oracle again. “Your pet rock?”
“A Concealment Stone,” said the Oracle. “One of the last inventions of the original Nexians, Concealment Stones make you invisible from all forms of tracking, whether magical or technological.”
“All of them?” said Trickshot in an impressed voice. “Cool.”
“But it is not unlimited,” the Oracle said. “It will only protect you from detection for one hour. Once that hour is up, the Stone’s power will wear off and you will once again be vulnerable to detection. I recommend to only use it when you can be assured at least an hour, enough to go to the Library, find the last pages, and leave before Sigil notices you.”
Trickshot gave the Oracle a thumbs-up. “Definitely. Not sure if I will be able to use it this morning, though, because I’m going to have to be at the sixth match, whether I want to be or not.”
“I understand,” said the Oracle. “There is still time to save the multiverse. I wish there was more I could do to help, but alas, even my powers are limited.”
Trickshot nodded but then looked at the Concealment Stone again. “If this is a vision, how will I take this Concealment Stone with me back to the physical world?”
“Don’t worry about that,” said the Oracle. “When you wake up from this vision, the Concealment Stone will be in your right pocket. You can then use it whenever you want.”
Trickshot was about to ask how that worked before deciding that the Oracle was just going to say ‘magic.’ Besides, it was hardly the weirdest thing he had seen since coming to the Nexus. He would just have to trust that it would work out the way she said it would.
Slipping the Concealment Stone into his right pocket, Trickshot said, “Thanks again, Oracle. Although I was angry when you first showed up, I’m now glad you did. Maybe we can save the multiverse after all.”
“I wouldn’t bet on that if I were you, Trickshot,” said a familiar cold monotone voice, seemingly from everywhere at once. “You cannot fight fate.”
The Oracle looked up, fear on her aged features. “Sigil. I must leave … why can’t I leave?”
“Because I do not want you to leave,” said Sigil’s voice again, which now sounded like it was coming from Trickshot’s right. “That’s why.”
Trickshot looked to his right and saw Sigil standing in the doorway leading to the balcony. With his wand held firmly in his right hand, the tip glowing a deep red color, Sigil looked like a demon straight out of hell. His black suit seemed to be one with the shadows around them, while his red tie stood out sharply against the washed-out colors of Aeno’s old room.
“I thought I sensed the old witch,” said Sigil. His eyes darted from the Oracle to Trickshot. “And she is even talking to Trickshot. Interesting, but not unexpected.”
“You don’t sound surprised to see me,” said the Oracle. She didn’t stand, but looked like she wanted to run away anyway.
“Oh, I am,” said Sigil, rubbing the side of his head. “I thought you had died a long time ago, but it looks like you are still alive. How annoying.”
“I am the last Oracle of the Nexians,” the Oracle said, though there was a slight tremble in her voice. “So long as Aeno lives, I will as well.”
Sigil laughed. “You may be the Oracle, but that doesn’t mean you are invulnerable. There is a reason you’ve been hiding from me for so long and it’s because you know that your magic is useless against mine. Perhaps you should stop running. You look very tired.”
Trickshot stepped forward in between Sigil and the Oracle. He drew three disks from his pouch and held them up. “If you want the Oracle, you’ll have to kill me first.”
Sigil shook his head. “Hmm, I don’t think so. I still have need of you. Killing you would make it impossible for the Prophecy to come true.”
“That’s kind of the point,” said Trickshot. “And how long have you been listening in on our conversation?”
“Not too long,” said Sigil. “I was only able to notice the Oracle’s presence in the Nexus about three minutes ago. But I can guess that she was giving you advice on how to thwart Aeno’s destiny.”
“Actually, she was giving me advice on how to kick your ass,” said Trickshot, though deep down, he was relieved that Sigil hadn’t been listening very long. It meant that he probably still didn’t know about the missing lines of the Prophecy. “It was a productive conversation, wasn’t it, Oracle?”
“Trickshot,” said the Oracle in a warning voice. “You must go. You cannot fight Sigil, not like this, anyway. He will crush you.”
“She’s right, you know,” said Sigil. “Even in this dream world, my power dwarfs you. Yet even my power is nothing in comparison to the power of fate, which crushes us all under its unrelenting power.”
“Says you,” said Trickshot. “Even if I can only distract you long enough for the Oracle to get away, I would consider that a win in my book.”
“The Oracle cannot escape because I have locked her soul here,” said Sigil. “But even if she could, she wouldn’t. She cares too much about Aeno to simply abandon him, even though it would have been much wiser for her to never get involved in this situation in the first place.”
Puzzled, Trickshot looked over his shoulder at the Oracle. “Why do you care so much about Aeno? I thought you cared more about the multiverse than Aeno.”
“I do, but …” the Oracle shook her head. “It is too complicated to explain.”
“Actually, it’s quite easy,” said Sigil. “Tell me, Trickshot, do you know who the Oracle actually is?”
“She’s the seer of the original Nexians,” said Trickshot. “Right?”
Sigil smiled, a chilling expression on his face. “She’s more than merely the seer of the Nexians. She is Aeno’s grandmother. And the reason she ran away after uttering the prophecy dooming him is because she didn’t want to take responsibility for her own actions.”






  
  WINTER


Winter couldn’t sleep. Not because Cyclone was snoring up a storm, nor because his body was still recovering from the intense heat from the Fire Warden. No, the real reason Winter couldn’t sleep was because he was too busy processing all of the information which Sigil had shared with them about what happened after they entered the Dark Dungeon. 
Winter didn’t want to believe any of it. Bolt was now working for Sigil as ‘Dark Thunder,’ the Herald of the Great Destruction itself? The Prophecy foretold that the heroes would fail and the multiverse would inevitably be destroyed? All of their struggles, all of their suffering, was for nothing?
In other words, we lose, Winter thought, gripping his blankets more tightly than ever. No matter how hard we fight, no matter how much we struggle, we can’t stop destiny.
Winter wasn’t much of a believer in destiny or fate, not like his mother, who often spoke of it. But if Sigil was telling the truth, then maybe it really was impossible to fight destiny after all. The presence of Bolt, or Dark Thunder, seemed to confirm everything Sigil told them.
Winter couldn’t get over how different Bolt was. Out of all of the heroes, Bolt had seemed like the one least likely to become evil. But it was true. Bolt had been corrupted by the dark energy underneath the Universal Castle, turned into an evil mockery of himself.
There’s no getting around it, Winter thought. Sigil even let me read the Prophecy. We lost.
Thus, Winter had spent the night just lying awake in his bed in his Team room thinking about this stuff. He had no idea how Cyclone was already fast asleep. Granted, Cyclone worried a lot less than Winter did in general, but Cyclone had heard all of the same things that Winter had.
Can’t expect him to take things as seriously as me, I guess, Winter thought.
That’s how Winter heard Atmosfear and Giggles get up and leave the Team room. At first, Winter assumed that they had gotten up maybe to use the bathroom or something. Team rooms were pretty nice, but unlike the Winner’s Suite on the second floor, Team rooms did not come with their own individual bathrooms. If you needed to go, you had to go to the bathrooms in the commons, which were on the other side of the commons from the Team rooms.
But when they didn’t return after more than ten minutes, Winter started to become a little worried. He wasn’t worried about Atmosfear or Giggles, though. No, he was worried about what they might be up to. He knew from experience that those two were always up to no good and he didn’t want them trying to sabotage the other Teams again in-between matches.
Guess I’d better go check on them, Winter thought as he threw the covers off his legs and stood up
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