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  PROLOGUE


Mr. Jason Space, Deputy to Captain Helena Galaxy of  The Adventure and agent of the Interdimensional Elite Agency, knew he had messed up. It was now only a matter of whether Chief Aster and the Commanderate would fire him now or later. Of course, they might be forgiving enough to simply punish him for this disaster of a mission, perhaps by putting him on leave for a few days or maybe docking his pay.
Not that it really matters when you think about it, Mr. Space thought, standing in the center of the Commanderate’s meeting room, trying not to look too nervous before the Council. The multiverse is gonna be destroyed in a few days, after all. Having my pay docked or even getting fired outright is pretty small by comparison.
As always with Mr. Space, however, thinking clearly became harder the more stress and pressure he was under. It didn’t help that the lights on the ceiling seemed especially bright and warm today, making sweat break out across his forehead, although that was probably more due to his nerves than anything. He fumbled with the buttons on his uniform, wishing he was back in his room on his spaceship, but knowing that he wouldn’t be going back there for a while.
At least he didn’t come alone. Standing next to him, looking much more relaxed, was a black-haired woman known as Captain Helena Galaxy. As Mr. Space’s Captain, Galaxy was his boss. She told him what to do, where to go, and sometimes even how to do it. Of course, the two of them were much closer to partners than boss and subordinate in practice, but still, she was the boss and he had to do what she told him to do.
That was another reason Mr. Space was worried about meeting with the Commanderate. As Galaxy’s Deputy, he was basically her responsibility. If they punished him for his failure, they might also choose to punish Galaxy as well, even though Galaxy had not directly participated in the mission other than providing backup in case things went south.
Things didn’t just go south, Mr. Space thought with a gulp. They went straight to heck.
Mr. Space hoped that Galaxy didn’t get punished, too. It wasn’t her fault that the mission went badly. Mr. Space hated seeing his friends punished and this time was no different. Still, the Commanderate had summoned them both to the Council Chamber for a reason and it wasn’t because they wanted to have lunch with the two IEA agents.
“Captain Helena Galaxy and Deputy Jason Space of the starship The Adventure,” said an authoritative, if young, voice above them. “We will now begin the report of Mission Apocalypse.”
Mr. Space gulped. He looked up to see the source of the voice, a man with a tall mohawk sitting on top of a floating chair. Although the man was in his late twenties, he looked much older than that. His hair had flecks of gray in it already and his skin was wrinkled more than it should have been. Mr. Space was close to him in age and yet he looked much better.
Guess being the Chief must be really stressful, Mr. Space thought with another gulp.
That man was Chief Dean Aster, the current Chief of the IEA, which put him above every other agent in the organization aside from the Commanderate. The members of the Commanderate sat in thrones of varying heights, looking down at Mr. Space and Captain Galaxy expectantly.
Mr. Space took another deep breath to steady himself (which didn’t work) and then said, as calmly as he could, “Mission Apocalypse was a—”
“Complete and total failure,” Commander Nova, an older gentleman with steel gray hair, snapped from his throne. He held up a holographic tablet that showed Mr. Space’s mission report. “We lost thirty-six agents, Deputy Space. Thirty-six. We haven’t lost that many agents in one mission since the Dread God incident.”
Mr. Space winced. “Yes, um, I was just about to get to that—”
Captain Galaxy held up a hand. Her eyes were locked on Commander Nova, a disapproving frown on her face. “With all due respect, Commander, I fail to see why we were summoned here to give an in-person report if you already have my Deputy’s written report on the mission. I read the report myself and it seemed to have all of the relevant facts. Unless there is a good reason why you summoned us, I am having a hard time seeing why we should be here at all.”
Mr. Space wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or alarmed that Galaxy was willing to speak up for him like that. Normally Galaxy greatly respected the organization’s hierarchy and rarely spoke back to her superiors even when it made sense to do so. Not that he disagreed with her question, though. As Galaxy had said, he had already written up a mission report and made sure to include as much detail as possible. Mr. Space wasn’t much for bureaucracy, but he did like to pride himself on his well-written, detailed mission reports.
“We know that, Captain,” said Chief Aster before Commander Nova could respond. He rubbed his forehead tiredly. “Every member of the Commanderate has received and read a copy of your mission report. But as the only survivor from Mission Apocalypse, we want to hear, in your words, exactly what went wrong. As Commander Nova pointed out, we lost too many good agents on that mission when no one was supposed to die at all. What went wrong?”
Chief Aster sounded like he was genuinely worried about why so many agents died. It was one of the things Mr. Space always liked about Aster. Chief Aster did not think of himself as being automatically better than the rest of the agency due to his leadership position. He not only cared for the organization as a whole but showed genuine concern for individual members. He even took time to get to know his agents on an individual level, often eating with them in HQ’s cafeteria rather than staying holed up in his office dictating orders to everyone else.
Doesn’t mean he can’t dish out punishment when it’s merited, though, Mr. Space thought, wiping the sweat off his forehead. Like now.
Taking another deep breath to steady himself, Mr. Space said, “All right. I’ll start from the beginning. Mission Apocalypse was a mission with a simple goal: Kill a god, with the secondary goal of blowing up an entire universe using an experimental weapon.”
“An experimental superweapon which you lost,” Commander Nova added.
Chief Aster made a ‘shhh’ gesture with his hands to Commander Nova, who lapsed into annoyed silence.
Slightly taken aback by Commander Nova’s interruption, Mr. Space nonetheless continued, saying, “In more detail, the mission was to slay Aeno, the self-proclaimed King of the Multiverse and a Deus Level Threat to the multiverse itself, according to the IEA’s archives. Aeno was originally put to sleep a million years ago by a previous iteration of the IEA, but he woke up recently and has taken over the dimension known as the Nexus, where he has built himself a castle and populated said dimension with his own creations. The extent of Aeno’s powers are unknown, but he can create new life and potentially even destroy entire universes, though that power has yet to be seen.”
Mr. Space took a moment to drink from a bottle of water he had brought with him. Even sipping his water drew annoyed and impatient looks from the Commanderate, which made Mr. Space drink even faster. He even spilled a little water on his uniform due to his haste.
Lowering his water bottle and capping it, Mr. Space said, “Although Aeno may be a god, he appears to have the mindset of a six-year-old boy. Even so, the IEA Chief and Commanderate—you guys—decided that Aeno was a threat to the multiverse, especially after the discovery of the Destroyer Prophecy, an ancient prophecy which states that Aeno will one day gain enough dark energy to become the Great Destruction, an entity who will bring about the end of the multiverse itself.”
“Surely that should bump Aeno up to a higher level on the threat level chart,” Commander Meteor interrupted unexpectedly. He appeared to be looking at a holographic display of the IEA’s threat level chart. “A being who can destroy the entire multiverse is a threat we’ve rarely faced before.”
“There is no higher level than Deus on the chart,” Commander Maria Eclipse added. “Unless we want to vote on a new one right now.”
“That can wait until after Deputy Space’s briefing is done,” said Chief Aster. He looked at Space. “Please continue your report.”
Mr. Space, feeling much more relaxed, continued, saying, “But the mission was complicated by Aeno kidnapping sixteen individuals from four different universes. He then forced these individuals to participate in something he calls the Tournament of Heroes, a tournament that is supposed to decide who is the greatest hero in the multiverse, with the losing participants and their universes being erased.”
The Commanderate all exchanged puzzled looks when Mr. Space said that. An understandable reaction, given how most of these Commanders had little experience with the superheroes who had been forced to compete in the Tournament.
“The true purpose of the Tournament, however, is to generate the dark energy needed for Aeno to become the Great Destruction,” said Mr. Space. “Per the Prophecy, Aeno needs seven days’ worth of dark energy generated from conflicts between the four greatest heroes in the multiverse to become the Great Destruction. Our mission, then, had another, equally important primary goal in addition to killing Aeno: Rescue the kidnapped heroes and return them to their respective universes.”
Mr. Space took a moment to take a breath, but mostly, he was trying to delay finishing the report. He was getting to the bad part, the part that caused him and Captain Galaxy to be summoned here in the first place, and he really didn’t want to have to say it aloud. It was bad enough writing it up in a report. Speaking it out loud, in front of the Chief and the entire Commanderate? Well, that was one of Mr. Space’s worst nightmares, even worse than the nightmares where he went back to school without his pants on.
Still, delaying the inevitable would just make the Commanderate even angrier, so Mr. Space continued. “A group of about a dozen different IEA agent Teams was assembled to pull off this mission. We were provided with an experimental Dimension Bomb, provided by the IEA’s Weapons & Research Division, which was supposed to be strong enough to destroy the Nexus and Aeno. The bulk of the agents assigned to this mission were supposed to rescue the kidnapped heroes and return them to their home universes, while one agent, Captain Calvin Comet of the Spire, was supposed to set up and activate the Dimension Bomb.”
Here it was: The part that no one liked, not even Mr. Space.
“But it didn’t work out the way we planned,” Mr. Space said, speaking much quicker than usual thanks to his nerves. “For one, the kidnapped victims didn’t actually appreciate our efforts to rescue them. Nearly all of them resisted all efforts to rescue them, even though I had made earlier contact with one of the participants, Alex ‘Beams’ Fry of Universe 8717, to warn them ahead of time that we would attempt to rescue them during the third match of the Tournament. Some of them even defended Aeno, protecting him from a small Team of IEA agents equipped with weapons that could kill a god. It was kind of a mess.
“But the mess didn’t end there. Without warning, a huge cloud of the accumulated dark energy generated over the first three days of the Tournament became visible to the naked eye and then started attacking IEA agents. It captured and absorbed every single IEA agent in the arena aside from myself.”
As Mr. Space said that he could see the events playing in his mind’s eye again. The dark energy cloud appearing out of nowhere above the arena, the sound of millions of voices screaming at once, the shadowy tendrils shooting out and ensnaring his fellow agents, watching as dozens of good men and women got absorbed into the darkness of the cloud, his own narrow escape …
There was a reason Mr. Space did not want to go over it again and it wasn’t just because he was afraid of how the Commanderate would punish him.
“As a result, I do not know, exactly, what happened after I left,” Mr. Space continued. He nodded at Captain Galaxy. “Camera drones sent from The Adventure have shown that the Tournament appears to be going forward. All participants in the Tournament were spotted in the courtyard of Aeno’s Universal Castle shortly after the end of the third match. We believe that Aeno has decided to keep the Tournament going. As well, our drone scouts have picked up on extra security added to both the Universal Castle and Nexus City, the closest settlement to the Castle. Therefore, if we’re going to send in more agents in an attempt to rescue the participants again, it will likely be much harder even if we try to interrupt another match. End of report.”
Mr. Space added that last bit when he saw the growing restlessness and impatience of the Commanderate. He wasn’t sure what they expected to hear. What he told them now was more or less what he wrote in his report, if not exactly verbatim. He didn’t even feel particularly proud of himself for getting through the report without stumbling or stuttering too much. He just felt relieved it was over … for now, anyway.
Chief Aster tapped his chin thoughtfully. “Why did the participants fight back against you and the other agents? Our preliminary reports said that the participants had been ‘invited’ into the Tournament against their wills.”
Mr. Space shook his head. “I still don’t know. It seems like at least a few of the victims have become fond of Aeno. Some of them seem to think he’s just a little kid who wouldn’t hurt a fly.”
“Fools,” Commander Nova snapped. “The lot of them. I’ve read the reports on Aeno from the archives. That thing is anything but a little kid. He must have brainwashed them somehow.”
“A likely explanation,” said Chief Aster. “But the report’s conclusion is, I think, correct. After this, there’s no doubt Aeno has taken steps to ensure that there won’t be a repeat of our last mission. We have to assume that Aeno and his creations will likely be on high alert for any IEA agents. Even if we try another invasion of agents, it still might not work.”
“Can we talk about the fact that we lost the Dimension Bomb?” Commander Meteor asked sharply. He rubbed his bald head. “W&R has been complaining to me all day about that. Now that Aeno has the Dimension Bomb, we know for a fact that he can carry out his threat of destroying the losers’ universe. And four days, even taking into account the time difference between our dimension and the Nexus, is hardly enough time to come up with a plan to recover from this disaster.”
“I don’t know,” said Commander Eclipse. “We faced a similar situation during the Mechanoid Invasion fifty years ago, where the initial assault failed and we had only a single day to come up with a counter plan. Of course, the Mechanoids weren’t planning to destroy whole universes. Even so, we have a lot more time to come up with a counter-strategy than you think.”
Mr. Space licked his lips. He was glad the Commanderate were spending more time arguing with each other than focusing on him. Maybe they would even forget to punish him and Captain Galaxy for their failure. That would be nice.
“But this situation is far worse than the Mechanoid Invasion,” said Commander Nova. “As you pointed out, the Mechanoids were not planning to destroy the multiverse. Aeno is. Time is of the essence.”
“What, then, do you suggest, Commander?” said Commander Eclipse, folding her arms in front of her chest. “Do you suggest we try another full-on invasion of the Nexus and get even more innocent agents slaughtered?”
“I suggested nothing of the sort, Commander Eclipse. I’m only saying—”
“Enough!” said Chief Aster, raising his voice and causing all of the Commanders to look at him in surprise. “We must not bicker with each other. Aeno is the real enemy here. Not us.”
Mr. Space relaxed. Even though he knew he was probably still in trouble, something about Chief Aster’s firm tone made him feel safer already.
“Now, I understand that tension is high,” Chief Aster continued, “but that does not justify endless bickering among us. Remember, we’re all on the same side here. The Aeno situation may be the toughest situation that the IEA has ever faced in its millions of years of existence, but we can conquer it. We must. The fate of countless individuals is on the line here. Therefore, we need to take extreme measures to protect the multiverse.”
Commander Nova raised an eyebrow. “Extreme measures, Chief? What, exactly, do you have in mind that we have not already discussed?”
Chief Aster tapped a few buttons on the arms of his chair. A holographic image of what looked like a full-sized capsule appeared in the center of the room, big enough for everyone to see no matter where they stood. The canister had an opaque glass lid, with the words ‘TOP-SECRET’ stamped across it in huge lettering.
Mr. Space had never seen this canister before. Nor, based on Captain Galaxy’s puzzled expression, had she, either.
But the Commanderate collectively leaned back in their chairs at the sight of the hologram. They acted like Chief Aster had just shown them a dead body.
“Have you lost your mind?” asked Commander Pattie Pulsar, her skin paler than usual as she looked at Chief Aster. “There is a reason Chief Nebula put it away before she died.”
“I am perfectly sand, Commander Pulsar,” said Chief Aster. “I wouldn’t be suggesting this to the Commanderate if I didn’t think this was necessary. But you can’t deny that we are in desperate times, which often call for desperate measures.”
Commander Nova gestured at Mr. Space and Captain Galaxy. “Is this the actual reason you called this meeting? You know that this is beyond top-secret. Only the Commanderate is supposed to know about this, yet you are blatantly showing it to a Captain and her Deputy.”
“Captain Galaxy and Deputy Space can be trusted to keep secrets,” said Chief Aster simply. Then he smiled wryly. “Besides, if this doesn’t work, it’s not like we’ll live long enough to regret it.”
“Excuse me, Chief Aster, Commanderate,” said Captain Galaxy, raising her hand again before any of the Commanders could respond to Chief Aster. “But what is that canister? Mr. Space and I don’t know what it is.”
Mr. Space was relieved that Captain Galaxy was brave enough to ask that question. He had been wondering the same thing but was still too afraid of being punished to draw attention to himself specifically.
Without looking at the Commanderate for approval, Chief Aster looked down at Mr. Space and Captain Galaxy with a serious frown on his face. “This? This is the best-kept secret of the IEA. And it might be the multiverse’s salvation … or its destruction.”






  
  TRICKSHOT


With an open mouth, Trickshot stared at everything in Nexus City as he and Bolt walked along its streets. 
‘Everything’ was a bit of an exaggeration. Trickshot had only two eyes, after all, and one head. That meant he couldn’t look at literally everything at once. That would be silly.
Nonetheless, Trickshot made a good effort at it. He took in the smells of fresh food being sold by vendors on the street, mixed with the scent of dirt and dust on the cobblestone streets. The collective sounds of the thousands of people living in Nexus city filled his ears. Babies crying, merchants hawking their wares, and even street musicians playing on bizarre instruments that looked like no earthly instrument Trickshot had ever seen made this street the noisiest street Trickshot had ever walked on in his life.
The variety of people was astonishing as well. Some of them looked almost like ordinary humans from Earth, while others looked like they had walked straight off the set of a science fiction movie. A young human couple carrying a grocery bag walked down the street hand in hand, while a weird slug-like creature was vigorously bartering with a literal dog-faced merchant over an apple that glowed purple. A lumbering giant made of rock stood at the entrance of a restaurant apparently named ‘NEXUS DELI,’ a bored look on his stony face. What appeared to be a cat with wings snatched a strange-looking fish with spider limbs from a vendor’s stall. The vendor—an elderly woman with a snake wrapped around her balding head—reached out to catch the cat, but the cat either turned invisible or teleported away, causing the woman and her snake to curse out the cat in a language Trickshot could not understand.
It was also incredibly crowded, with throngs of people filling nearly every inch of the street. Oddly, the people seemed to part to let Trickshot and Bolt through the streets, though their progress was slow-going despite that. There was also the collective stink of so many people crammed together in one street that made Trickshot grimace.
“Wow,” said Trickshot as they walked. “This city is amazing. Biggest city I’ve ever been in, for sure.”
Bolt looked over his shoulder at Trickshot. “Really? Where are you from?”
“Rumsfeld,” said Trickshot. “It’s kind of a medium-sized town in Texas.”
“Ah,” said Bolt, nodding. “Sounds like Silvers.”
“What?”
“The town I’m from,” said Bolt. He shrugged. “Technically, I’m actually from New York City, but Silvers is where my mom lives, so that’s where I go when I’m not doing superhero stuff.”
Trickshot nodded. “Never been to NYC, but I’ve always wanted to go. Is it as big as the pictures show?”
“Bigger,” said Bolt. He shook his head. “I want to say I’m surprised NYC exists in your universe, but I honestly can’t. Seems like NYC is one of those universal constants that my friend, Shell, once told me about when he was explaining multiverse theory to me.”
“Probably,” said Trickshot. He sighed and looked around the crowded street again. “Man, I wish we weren’t on a deadline. I’d love to spend all day here just checking out all of this cool stuff.”
“Maybe some other time,” said Bolt, turning his attention back to the street before them. “Right now, we need to focus on finding Desfro.”
Trickshot glanced at the ancient book in the bag hanging from his side and nodded. “The translator guy.”
“Exactly,” said Bolt. “He shouldn’t be hard to find. He’s big and looks like a humanoid frog. Really fat around the waist. Even in this crowd, he should stand out like a sore thumb.”
Bolt spread his arms around his stomach as if to indicate Desfro’s girth. It was an amusing image to Trickshot, who had not seen Desfro and therefore did not know exactly how he looked.
“I am keeping an eye out for him as well, Jack,” said TW’s voice in Trickshot’s head. “So far, I have not seen any humanoid frog translators, but I will let you know if I see anything.”
“Thanks, TW,” said Trickshot. “The more eyes we have looking, the more likely we are to find him.”
Although Trickshot said that, he had to admit he felt nervous. Curfew for Tournament participants was at midnight every night. According to the huge Clock Tower in the middle of Nexus City, it was currently around lunchtime, which perhaps explained the masses of people gathered in the streets. It meant that Trickshot and Bolt had plenty of time to find Desfro before they had to return to the Universal Castle to avoid getting disqualified from the Tournament.
But is it even possible for us to get disqualified at all, given what Sigil told us? Trickshot thought, glancing at the sky, which was empty at the moment. If he needs us to generate all of that dark energy for Aeno, then why would he risk getting rid of even just one of us, much less two?
Perhaps that was what Trickshot was truly nervous about. He wasn’t very concerned about what might happen to the two of them if they ended up outside of the Universal Castle after curfew. No, he was really nervous about what might happen if Sigil, or one of Aeno’s other servants, found out why he and Bolt were outside after dark.
The answer to that question lay in the bag hanging off of Trickshot’s right shoulder. He had gotten the bag from one of the cafeteria workers, who, it seemed, could create more than just food at the drop of a hat. Inside the bag was an ancient book that might be the key to defeating Sigil and potentially even thwarting destiny itself.
Trickshot had found this ancient book—titled simply PROPHECY, with no author name—in the Library of the Universal Castle yesterday. Well, technically-speaking, he hadn’t found it. Mimic, one of Bolt’s Teammates, had been the one to steal it from the Library, for reasons he still didn’t know. Trickshot had merely kept the book because Tournament participants were not allowed to enter the Library. He had intended on returning the book to the Library before the end of the Tournament, but now he had reason to keep it, at least for a little while longer.
The reason why Trickshot wanted to keep it, even though it was written in a language he couldn’t read? Because it might be the only written copy of the legendary ‘Prophecy’ in existence.
The Prophecy that Trickshot was thinking about was an ancient prophecy that was as old as Aeno. According to Sigil, the Prophecy told of a time when four of the multiverse’s greatest heroes would gather in one place and fight for a full straight week. Their conflict would generate enough ‘dark energy’ to transform Aeno from a powerful if childish deity into an entity known only as the Great Destruction, a figure destined to bring about the end of the multiverse itself.
Sigil had told Trickshot, Bolt, Winter, and Beams all of this bluntly at the end of the third match. In just four short days, enough dark energy would be generated for Aeno to become the Great Destruction and there was nothing they could do about it.
Or so Sigil says, Trickshot thought, glancing into the bag again. Sigil could also be full of it.
Their only hope of stopping Sigil lay in understanding the Prophecy itself. And they had reason to believe that the only written version of the Prophecy in existence lay somewhere in the contents of that book, in a language that no human could read. They believed that if they could translate and read the Prophecy for themselves that they might discover information that Sigil left out, knowledge that might help them overcome Sigil and stop the Tournament before enough dark energy was generated to turn Aeno into the Great Destruction.
Which brought Trickshot back to the present. Right now, he and Bolt were searching for Desfro, a frog-like humanoid thief, who could supposedly translate any language in existence. The idea was to give Desfro the book and ask him to translate it. Specifically, they wanted him to translate the Prophecy. The rest of the book could remain untranslated, which Trickshot did not mind. He wasn’t much of a ‘book person,’ so to speak, and didn’t feel robbed of the knowledge that might lie between the book’s cover.
Besides, something about this book feels … wrong, Trickshot thought. Like it’s not natural.
That was something Trickshot had not mentioned to Bolt or the others when he first told them about the book. Ever since he got his hands on it, the book had felt unnatural. It wasn’t his guilt over ‘stealing’ it from the Library, either, as he didn’t consider himself a thief. The book itself simply felt like something that should not exist.
Maybe it’s because it’s so old, Trickshot thought. The oldest book I’ve ever seen. Surprised the thing hasn’t fallen apart completely by now.
Shaking his head, Trickshot put that out of his mind for now. He needed to keep his wits about himself and focus on finding Desfro. Without Desfro’s help, then Sigil would win and he couldn’t allow that.
“Seen Desfro yet, Bolt?” said Trickshot, increasing his pace so he was walking side-by-side with Bolt down the crowded street.
“No,” said Bolt, shaking his head. “Still haven’t.”
Trickshot looked up into the air. “Think we should try flying? Maybe it will be easier to see him if we’re both airborne.”
Bolt shrugged. “Sounds like a good idea to me. Besides, the sky looks a lot more open than the streets.”
Bolt crouched and then flew straight up into the air. Trickshot followed Bolt, though he was all too aware of how much faster Bolt was than him. That was apparently because Bolt, in addition to his super strength, flight, and lightning powers, also had super speed. Trickshot wondered what other powers Bolt had that he hadn’t shown off or shared with anyone yet.
No wonder he and Winter get along so well, Trickshot thought as he flew into the sky over Nexus City. The two of them are like Swiss army knives in human form, given all of the tricks and powers they have. Makes me feel pretty plain in comparison.
The two heroes stopped when they were high above most of the buildings in the city. Trickshot, who had excellent eyesight thanks to his aiming skills, immediately began scanning the crowds of people below. A handful of Nexians looked up at Trickshot and Bolt in surprise, but most of the people apparently did not see anything noteworthy about a couple of superheroes flying above their city.
“These people treat us kind of weirdly,” said Trickshot, looking at Bolt. “Have you noticed that?”
“Hmm?” said Bolt, glancing at Trickshot. “What do you mean?”
Trickshot gestured at the throngs of Nexians packed in the streets below. “They parted the crowd for us while we walked and looked at us kind of like they don’ t trust us.”
“Oh, yeah,” said Bolt with a dismissive wave. “I think the Nexians simply don’t trust ‘outworlders,’ as they call us. Though they are perfectly willing to steal our stuff and sell them at ludicrous prices to make a profit.”
Bolt said that last sentence with odd bitterness, making it sound like something that had actually happened to him.
That made Trickshot curious enough to ask Bolt what happened, but then TW suddenly shouted in his head, “Jack, watch out! Behind you!”
Surprised, Trickshot whirled around in time to see what looked like a huge boulder come flying at him. The boulder slammed into Trickshot, sending him falling down toward one of the buildings below.
Trickshot crashed into the roof of one of the buildings in Nexus City, his head spinning from the impact. Above, he saw Bolt flying down toward him. Bolt landed a couple of feet away from Trickshot and said, “Trickshot, are you all right?”
Trickshot groaned and looked around at his surroundings. His fall hadn’t been hard enough to smash through the roof, thankfully, but he did leave a deep imprint of his own body in the roof. It looked like it would be really expensive for the owner of the building to fix unless he forced Trickshot to pay for it somehow.
Deciding to worry about that later, Trickshot sat up and rubbed his forehead. “I’m fine, but did you see what hit me?”
Bolt shook his head. “No. It all happened so fast. It looked like a boulder might have hit you, but I’m not sure where it came from. It disappeared as quickly as it came.”
“That is really weird,” said Trickshot as he rose to his feet, dusting off his costume. “Good thing I’ve got super durability. Otherwise, I’d probably have to be in a wheelchair for the rest of my life.”
“No kidding,” said Bolt. Then his eyes went down to Trickshot’s waist and he started. “Uh, Trickshot?”
“Yeah, Bolt?” said Trickshot, looking at Bolt curiously. “What’s the matter? Did you notice something?”
“Yeah,” said Bolt. He pointed at Trickshot. “The book. It’s missing.”
Trickshot looked at his right shoulder and found that Bolt was right:
The bag—and with it, the Prophecy—was gone.






  
  WINTER


Winter stepped into the cafeteria, his eyes scanning all of the tables set up for the Tournament competitors. Everywhere he looked, he saw competitors from every Team having lunch. Over in the table at the far right corner, Rubberman and the Necromantress were eating spaghetti together while arguing about something he couldn’t hear. Closer to the center was Tsunami, eating a large steak and lobster all by himself, while Lethal Injection, sitting a couple of tables down, was scarfing down hot dog after hot dog. Bug Bite sat over on one of the common areas’ sofas, sipping coffee while reading what looked like a newspaper called  The Daily Dimension, of all things, while Blizzard and Beams were playing some kind of video game on the commons’ big flat-screen TV. Not every single competitor from every Team was present, but nearly everyone was.
Everyone, that is, except for the one guy I am looking for, Winter thought, his hands balling into fists.
“Whatcha doing, boss?” said Cyclone, appearing next to Winter all of a sudden, licking a huge chocolate ice cream cone that looked like it was about to fall out of the cone any minute now. “Aside from just looking cool and trying to creep everyone out by staring at them intently?”
Winter, who was used to Cyclone’s sudden appearances by now, spared his Sidekick one glance before returning his attention to the commons. “I’m looking for Atmosfear. And Giggles. But mostly Atmosfear. Where is he? Did he go back to our Team room already?”
Winter’s eyes fell on the four doors on the other side of the commons. In particular, his eyes focused on the room with the label ‘TEAM WINTER’ on its door in golden lettering, which signified that that was the room where Winter and his Teammates slept in between matches during the Tournament.
“No, I don’t think so,” said Cyclone in between licks of his ice cream cone. “I was just in there rearranging my bottle cap collection and didn’t see anyone.”
Winter’s eyes shifted over to Cyclone. “Since when do you collect bottle caps?”
“Since I learned how amazing they are,” said Cyclone. “Did you know that there are approximately one point five billion different bottle caps across the multiverse? And that more come into existence all the time thanks to the nature of the multiverse? Makes it really hard to collect ‘em all, but apparently, interdimensional bottle cap collecting is a big deal.”
“I’m kind of afraid to ask where you learned that interdimensional bottle cap collecting even exists,” said Winter. He sighed. “But I will anyway, seeing as you are going to tell me what it is regardless.”
“That’s the spirit, boss!” said Cyclone with a smile. “I learned about it from an interdimensional bottle cap collector in Nexus City yesterday! I was walking down the marketplace, looking at all of the cool things they have on sale when I saw this guy selling bottle caps. He told me all about it and even sold me a starter pack of bottle caps to get my collection started. He totally sold me on it.”
Winter raised an eyebrow. “You can buy bottle cap starter packs?”
“Sure!” said Cyclone. He licked his ice cream again. “So I’ve decided to work on my collection while I’m here in the Nexus. There’s even an Interdimensional Bottle Cap Collectors’ Society in Nexus City. They meet on the first Tuesday of every month at the Square and give a ten percent membership discount to members who bring in new members.”
Winter frowned. “Are you trying to sell me on joining your interdimensional bottle cap collecting club?”
“No, of course not, boss,” said Cyclone. “I mean, I think you would really enjoy it and I would really like that ten percent discount, but it’s totally your choice. Here’s a flyer, by the way.”
Cyclone pulled out a flyer from nowhere and handed it to Winter, who took it in confusion. The flyer showed what looked like a generic bottle cap floating in a dimensional portal, with the words ‘INTERDIMENSIONAL BOTTLE CAP COLLECTORS’ SOCIETY’ written above it in bold, yet hard to read letters. Flipping it open, Winter saw images of members from the Society, including a rather ugly frog-looking guy. Though they were of a variety of different species, they all wore the same ugly red sweater with bottle cap nametags over their hearts. The image was captioned ‘CURRENT MEMBERSHIP AS OF THIS YEAR,’ with a slightly smaller caption adding, ‘THIS COULD BE YOU.’
“Why is it in English?” said Winter, looking up at Cyclone. “I thought they spoke and wrote in another language around here.”
“They are interdimensional, after all,” said Cyclone. “According to the guy I spoke to, they have flyers in thirty-five billion different languages from across the multiverse.”
“Thirty-five billion—?” Winter shook his head and thrust the flyer back into Cyclone’s hands. “Never mind that. I’m not interested in bottle cap collecting or joining a society where that is the main focus. I’m looking for Atmosfear.”
Taking the flyer back, Cyclone looked at Winter curiously. “Why are you looking for Atmosfear, anyway? Are you gonna congratulate him on our win in the last match? ‘Cause I dunno, I wouldn’t congratulate him since he didn’t really contribute that much, but I know you’re more of a Team player than I am and—”
“I don’t want to congratulate him,” said Winter. His eyes scanned the cafeteria again, but he still didn’t see Atmosfear. “I want to talk to him about his tactics in the last match.”
Winter kept his words vague because Blizzard, Bolt’s girlfriend, was still within hearing distance of him and the matter that he wanted to talk about directly involved her.
Before Bolt and Trickshot ran off to Nexus City, Bolt had told Winter that Atmosfear was the thief who had stolen his engagement ring from the Clock Keeper. Atmosfear had then used the ring to try to blackmail Bolt into throwing the match for Team Winter, a plot which Winter foiled without even knowing it.
Winter could not say he was surprised to hear that. There was a reason Atmosfear had the Villain Alignment and it wasn’t because he kicked puppies or stole candy from babies. It was because he was a cruel, manipulative, and all-around evil man who was willing to do whatever it took to win. Nor was Winter surprised that Atmosfear had not mentioned that fact to him beforehand. Atmosfear likely knew how Winter would have responded if he had told Winter his plans for the third match.
Bet that’s why he’s missing, Winter thought. Probably trying to avoid me until curfew. Too bad for him that I’m willing to stay up all night to confront him about this if necessary.
Still, Winter did not relish staying up past midnight just to confront Atmosfear about his tactics. The sooner he could confront Atmosfear—and, more importantly, retrieve Bolt’s engagement ring—the sooner he could get to bed on time and get a good night’s sleep. Though the Nexus was not in Capes Online, Winter found that he still suffered debuffs if he risked staying up too late and didn’t get enough sleep every night.
“Well, I don’t see Atmosfear anywhere in here,” said Cyclone, looking at the cafeteria as well. He licked his ice cream cone. “He could be anywhere. Maybe he decided to explore Nexus City a little. I’m sure there’s, like, a little old lady whose purse he really wanted to snatch or something like that.”
Winter shook his head. “No. Atmosfear wouldn’t go near Nexus City. Bolt is there, for one, and if people found out that he was the thief, then he might be arrested. No, I suspect Atmosfear is likely hiding somewhere within the Universal Castle itself.”
Winter turned around to look at the hallway extending behind him. The hallway extended for a long way forward until it curved sharply off to the left out of sight.
“That makes sense,” said Cyclone. He looked at Winter. “Are we gonna explore the Universal Castle, then?”
Winter sighed. “I suppose, but I’d really rather not. This place can be confusing.”
Winter didn’t say that merely because the Universal Castle was huge and he was unfamiliar with it. He was thinking about the fact Aeno could alter the Castle’s layout whenever he wanted. He was worried about possibly getting lost in the twisting hallways of the Universal Castle and being late for tomorrow’s match.
Still, Winter needed to find Atmosfear and couldn’t put off searching for him forever. It was either now or wait in his room until midnight, and because Winter was not a night person, he decided it was now.
“Come on,” said Winter, gesturing at Cyclone. “Let’s do a little exploration of our own and see if we can find Atmosfear.”
“Sounds good, boss,” said Cyclone, giving Winter a thumbs up. “Lead the way and I shall faithfully follow, as always.”
-
As Winter expected, exploring the Castle was not quite as easy as it sounded. Without any clues to Atmosfear’s location, Winter was forced to pick hallways at random, sometimes going left, sometimes going right. It didn’t help that all of the hallways were starting to look the same to him. Even the suits of armor looked the same, which was impressive given the sheer variety of suits of armor that stood at attention along the hallway walls.
He and Cyclone also peeked into each room they passed on both sides of the hallway or at least the ones that weren’t locked. But no luck. They did not see Atmosfear or Giggles in any of the rooms along each hallway, either.
As a result, it didn’t take long for Winter to start to feel discouraged. Neither he nor Cyclone had seen any hint of Atmosfear. And even worse, he was starting to forget which was the way back to the commons. He wished he had a map of the Universal Castle, though knowing the way the Universal Castle regularly changed its layout, a map probably would have been useless anyway.
Even the normally chipper Cyclone was starting to seem discouraged. As Winter peeked into one last room, Cyclone said, “Boss, do you think maybe we should head back to the commons? ‘Cause we’ve searched, like, a hundred rooms by now and haven’t found any sign of Atmosfear or Giggles.”
Winter sighed. The room he looked into now was mostly empty aside from a desk covered in a white shroud and a few chairs and empty bookshelves. Pulling his head out of the room and closing the door behind him, Winter looked at Cyclone. “I know how you feel, Cy, but this is important. If we don’t find Atmosfear now, we’ll never get to confront him about the ring.”
Cyclone’s shoulders slumped. “I guess you’re right, but I’m still getting bored. Also worried about us being late.”
“Don’t worry,” said Winter with a wave of his hands. “We haven’t been out here for maybe half an hour if that. Still have plenty of time to get back to our room before curfew. I promise.”
Then Winter gestured down the hallway. “Anyway, we’ve searched every room in here, so I say we keep going—”
Winter was interrupted by the sound of metal scraping against metal. The sound came from up ahead, just around the corner leading to the next hallway, though Winter could not see the source of the sound.
“Did you hear that?” Winter whispered to Cyclone. “Metal scraping against metal?”
“I did,” said Cyclone in an equally low whisper. “Do you think it’s Atmosfear?”
Winter’s hands balled into fists. “Only one way to find out. Let’s check it out.”
Winter and Cyclone walked down the rest of the hallway’s length. Turning the corner, Winter was surprised by what he saw.
Rather than connecting to another hallway, like Winter expected, this hallway opened up into a wide stone staircase that seemed to connect the first floor with the second. The staircase—which was easily wide enough for all four members of Team Winter to walk up side by side, with plenty of room to spare—stopped at the foot of a stained glass portrait of a smiling elderly man who reminded Winter of a thin Santa Claus with dragon wings. The stairs then split, heading up to two separate wings of the Castle on the second floor.
On all sides of the room stood more suits of armor. They stood in one-foot intervals, each one looking like a guard standing at attention. Once again, Winter was heavily reminded of the Protectors from the Ninja Guild HQ back in Capes Online, even though the suits of armor looked nothing like the Protectors aside from being made of metal and wielding bladed weapons.
“Oh my gosh,” said Cyclone, putting his hands on his cheeks. “Look, stairs!”
“Yes, I see that, Cy,” said Winter. “Very perceptive of you.”
“Nah, it actually isn’t,” said Cyclone in complete sincerity. “Otherwise my Perception would have leveled up. I just think stairs are cool.”
Rubbing his forehead in exasperation, Winter decided not to say anything about that. Instead he said, “I think the stairs are less interesting than the stained glass figure. Who is that, do you think?”
“Dunno, boss,” said Cyclone as he picked his nose. “I just wish I hadn’t eaten my ice cream cone so quickly. I’m hungry again. Can we go back to the cafeteria?”
“Only after we check out this staircase,” said Winter. “There’s a good chance that Atmosfear and Giggles went up this staircase, which means they are probably on the Castle’s second floor.”
“The Castle has a second floor?” said Cyclone in surprise. “That’s amazing. I thought it only had one floor.”
“Sigil mentioned it had multiple floors when we first got here,” said Winter, looking at Cyclone questioningly. “Weren’t you paying attention?”
“Yep,” said Cyclone. “It’s just that when he said floors, I thought he was talking about, like, the actual floor we’re standing on. Like the Castle has multiple literal floors.”
Although Winter was used to Cyclone’s non-sequiturs by now, that one floored even him. He was so taken aback by Cyclone’s bizarre interpretation of Sigil’s earlier speech that he found himself utterly speechless.
Then he shook his head and said, “You know what? Never mind. Let’s just go up the stairs and see if we can find Atmosfear and Giggles.”
Winter and Cyclone walked across the open Mr. Space between the hallway and the stairs. Winter felt naked for some reason. Perhaps it was simply that they were walking in a fairly open Mr. Space with all of the suits of armor glaring at them like they had done something wrong.
Cut it out, Nyle, Winter told himself. You’re worrying about nothing. You and Cyclone will be able to walk up the stairs and everything will be fine.
Winter then put one foot on the bottom step of the stairs … and a large sword came flying at his head.
“Boss, watch out!” said Cyclone, tackling Winter to the ground right before the sword cut his head off.
Hitting the floor, Winter looked up to see that the two suits of armor standing on either side of the stairs had come to life. The European knight raised its sword and shield, its eyes glowing a dangerous blue, while the samurai armor drew its katana and held the weapon before it like it was getting ready for a charge.
“What the—?” said Winter as he and Cyclone scrambled to their feet. “Why did they come to life?”
“I don’t know,” said Cyclone, “but they’re not the only ones looking like they want to kill us.”
Cyclone was right. All along the walls, the various suits of armor that Aeno had collected over the years stepped off their plinths. They wielded a variety of weapons, ranging from simple daggers to sharp swords to deadly-looking axes. The armor themselves ranged in size and appearance, with some looking almost human and others looking like the sort of armor worn by giant grasshoppers.
But they all had one thing in common:
They had Winter and Cyclone completely surrounded, with no way to escape, either forward or backward.
Which meant that they would have to fight for their lives against an enemy that they couldn’t kill.






  
  BEAMS


Beams stood in the center of the courtyard, on top of the linework, with his arms folded in front of his chest. He still couldn’t quite guess at the meaning of the designs, but he could certainly feel the power flowing underneath him, the power which the Necromantress had showed to him what felt like a lifetime ago now, even though it had only been a few days ago. 
Where is she? Beams thought, looking around the courtyard for the Necromantress. She said to meet her here and I’m here. Hopefully, she isn’t pulling some kind of prank, because if she is …
Beams shook his head. The Necromantress might have been a liar, but she wasn’t much of a prankster. She really didn’t have a sense of humor unless you counted taking joy in the pain of her enemies as ‘humor,’ which she might, though Beams would beg to differ.
A few minutes ago, Beams had finished playing on one of the commons’ video game systems with Blizzard. Blizzard had handily beat Beams at pretty much every game they played, though not due to any lack of effort on Beams’ part. It was mostly because he hadn’t been trying to win. Instead, he had been trying to keep Blizzard distracted so she wouldn’t wonder what Bolt was doing. Although Beams did not know Blizzard as well as Bolt, he had pegged Blizzard as a big worrier and decided, as a favor to Bolt, to keep Blizzard busy while he was away.
After they finished playing, Blizzard had said she was tired and was going to bed early. She told Beams to tell Bolt where to find her when he got back and then retired to Team Bolt’s Team room. Beams had planned to return to his own Team room before the Necromantress to intercept him and ask him to meet her out in the courtyard privately. Beams had wanted to say no—he wanted to go to bed early as well to be ready for tomorrow’s match—but the Necromantress insisted that this was important and that it couldn’t wait until tomorrow.
So Beams headed out to the courtyard, where he had been waiting five minutes for the Necromantress to show up and explain to him what was so important that they needed to have a private meeting out here. The weather wasn’t bad. It was almost perfect, actually, neither too hot nor too cold, but just right.
Maybe she just wants to enjoy the weather, Beams thought with a chuckle. No, she must want to talk to me about something else. But what? Can’t be the Prophecy. She doesn’t know about it.
Beams had debated whether or not to tell his Teammates the things that Sigil had revealed to him, Bolt, Winter, and Trickshot at the end of the third match. Although Beams disliked hiding secrets from his friends, he took Sigil’s threat to heart about what he would do to them if they told their Teammates the true purpose of the Tournament. Beams saw what that dark energy had done to the IEA. He did not want his friends to suffer the same fate.
At the same time, however, Beams wanted more than anything to let his friends know the truth. Rubberman, especially, deserved to know the truth about the Tournament. Beams trusted Rubberman more than almost anyone else in the world, just below his parents in terms of adult figures he trusted, and hiding any secrets from Rubberman at all made him feel bad.
But what choice do I have? Beams thought. Either I keep the Tournament’s true purpose a secret or else Sigil kills my Teammates. That’s the real reason he convinced Aeno to make the Tournament into a Team Tournament. Sigil wanted to use our friends as blackmail in case we rebelled against our so-called ‘destiny.’
Beams spat. As a general rule, Beams did not believe in fate. Oh, he wasn’t entirely sold on the idea of free will, either—genetics played a big factor in a person’s behavior—but he was not convinced that anything was inevitable. Sigil might think that there was no way they could fight the Prophecy, but Beams wasn’t ready to believe Sigil until he read the Prophecy with his own two eyes.
Which is why I hope Bolt and Trickshot get that book translated quickly, Beams thought, glancing out the open gates of the Universal Castle, which gave him a glimpse of the sprawling Nexus City below. Because otherwise, I’m not sure how we’ll survive this Tournament.
His thoughts were interrupted when the front doors of the Universal Castle burst open and the Necromantress marched out. That didn’t surprise Beams.
What surprised Beams was the man who followed out after her.
“Tsunami?” said Beams, turning to face the Necromantress and Tsunami as the two villains walked down the front steps of the Castle. He gulped. “What are you doing here?”
Tsunami smiled as he approached Beams, a cruel smile that made Beams feel on edge. “I thought you would be glad to see me, Beans.”
“It’s Beams.”
“Whatever,” said Tsunami with a dismissive wave. “Regardless, I can see you are not happy to see me. The feeling, by the way, is mutual, so don’t worry about me trying to win you over.”
Beams was not exactly worried about Tsunami trying to be his friend. He was mostly thinking about how Tsunami had nearly killed him during the second match. Beams was not sure how Tsunami compared to, say, Bolt in terms of sheer power, but from what little he’d seen and experienced, Tsunami was easily one of the most powerful participants in the Tournament. Even if the rules forbid Tsunami from attacking Beams outside of a match, Beams still felt nervous around him.
“Do not worry about him, Beams,” said the Necromantress with a wave of her hand. “The Necromantress invited Tsunami to our little meeting. He has relevant information to share.”
“That I do, Necromantress,” said Tsunami. “Although even I cannot say no to a woman as beautiful as you.”
The Necromantress rolled her eyes. “Keep your compliments to yourself, Tsunami. The Necromantress has no need of them.”
“Of course,” said Tsunami. “Besides, I’ve learned my lesson. The last time I got into a relationship with a female supervillain … well, it simply proved that no woman is good enough for me and I will leave it at that.”
Despite what the Necromantress said, Beams was starting to rethink the wisdom of meeting with her. Although the Necromantress may have been on his Team, that did not mean they liked each other or were friends. Beams was glad his helmet’s radio worked with Rubberman’s even in the Nexus. It meant he could call for help if necessary.
“So,” said Beams, looking at the Necromantress, “what did you want to talk with me about? And why did you insist on having a private meeting?”
“It is simple,” said the Necromantress. She gestured at the linework under their feet. “You recall the last time we came out here to discuss the dark energy I felt underneath this linework, yes? Something we both felt?”
Beams nodded with a slight shudder. “Yeah, I remember. Felt freaky.”
“‘Freaky’ is putting it mildly,” said the Necromantress. “It felt more like an abomination resting beneath the Universal Castle. Or at least beneath the courtyard, though the Necromantress has reason to believe that its resting place is deeper than even that.”
Beams tilted his head to the side. “Its resting place? What are you talking about?”
“The Necromantress is not finished,” said the Necromantress, giving Beams a withering look. “Anyway, the Necromantress is not the only one to have sensed a great evil here. Tsunami has also sensed a powerful evil.”
“I did not merely sense it, my dear,” said Tsunami. “I saw it. During the last match. It looked like a big cloud of dark energy.”
Beams looked at Tsunami in alarm. “Wait, you saw the dark energy cloud? I thought you were knocked out for that.”
Tsunami frowned. “Yes, I was briefly knocked out by the tasers from those annoying IEA agents, but I saw it before they even appeared.”
“So did the Necromantress,” said the Necromantress. She looked at Beams curiously. “Which the Necromantress told you about before the IEA agents appeared and which you dismissed as the Necromantress going crazy. Yet now you seem to have seen it for yourself.”
Beams gulped. He looked around quickly, just to make sure Sigil was not around to eavesdrop on him, and then leaned forward and whispered, “Okay, I saw it, but only after you guys got knocked out. I don’t think you’re crazy anymore. At least, not any crazier than you normally are.”
The Necromantress smirked. “Good to hear. Perhaps there is hope for you, after all, Beams. Unlike Dennis, who will never stop being the jerk that he is.”
“Sure,” said Beams skeptically, “but I don’t see what this has to do with our meeting.”
“Then let the Necromantress put it plainly,” said the Necromantress. She gestured at the linework. “The dark energy cloud in the arena and the dark energy under this linework are one and the same.”
Beams looked down at the pad in surprise. “You mean all of that dark energy that was in the arena is being held underneath the courtyard?”
“Far, far below the courtyard,” the Necromantress said. “Much farther than even my dark magic can reach.”
Beams tapped his chin in thought. “Makes sense. I was wondering where Sigil kept that dark energy.”
“What?” said the Necromantress.
“Uh, nothing,” said Beams quickly. “I just meant, yeah, I can sense the similarities, too.”
The Necromantress looked at Beams skeptically for a moment before she nodded. “Good. That means the Necromantress will have to spend less time explaining things to you on a first-grade level.”
Beams did not show it, but he was relieved that the Necromantress insulted him. It meant that she would not suspect him of keeping important information from her. Knowing the Necromantress, he didn’t want to see what she would do if she believed he was not being entirely upfront with her.
“Don’t be so harsh on the boy, Necromantress,” said Tsunami, resting a hand on her shoulder. “Like most boys his age, he’s obviously too stupid to follow your complicated ideas.”
The Necromantress shrugged Tsunami’s hand off her shoulder and glared at him. “What did the Necromantress tell you about flirting with her?”
“I wasn’t trying to flirt,” said Tsunami, holding up his hand in mock surrender, a playful smirk on his face. “I was merely offering my comments. I was actually agreeing with you, in case you didn’t notice.”
“The Necromantress noticed, but did not care,” said the Necromantress. “Either about you or your opinions.”
“Then why did you bring him here?” said Beams, putting his hands on his hips. “I’m not the one who invited the freaky fish guy with the god complex.”
“Because, as a general rule, I am interested in … power, I suppose you might say,” said Tsunami. He clenched his fist. “And the power I felt during the third match, the power pulsating from the dark energy cloud … it was unlike any power I’ve ever felt before. Once, and only once, have I felt that kind of power, and even then, the Blood Gems did not come anywhere close to that.”
“So you want the dark energy for yourself, then?” said Beams. “Rather stereotypical, if I do say so myself.”
“Please,” said Tsunami with a wave of his hand. “I am already powerful enough. No, I simply wish to keep such power out of the hands of other people, including myself.”
That sounded like BS to Beams. Tsunami struck him as your typical power-hungry supervillain who would do anything to get power.
And, although I don’t know Tsunami that well, I don’t want to see what he would do if he had the power to destroy the multiverse in his hands, Beams thought.
“That is all well and good, but both of you are missing the real point the Necromantress is trying to make here,” said the Necromantress. She pointed at the pad. “It’s not the dark energy which worries the Necromantress. It is the thing that lies underneath it.”
“The thing that lies underneath it?” said Beams. “What are you talking about?”
The Necromantress’ lips curled into an even deeper frown. “Why, the demon, of course.”






  
  BOLT


You  lost the Prophecy?” said Bolt, looking at Trickshot in shock. “How? When?”
Trickshot, who stood a few feet away from Bolt, looked up at him with a sheepish expression on his face. “I-I have no idea. When that boulder knocked me out of the air, I was too focused on, well, not crashing to my death that I didn’t notice my bag or the book.”
Bolt slapped his forehead. “Great. You must have dropped it when you fell. Knew we should have just tied the bag to you.”
“Sorry,” said Trickshot, rubbing the back of his head. “I didn’t mean to lose it. I just … did.”
Bolt sighed but took a deep breath to calm himself down. “It’s fine, Trickshot. I know you didn’t lose it intentionally. But we do need to find it again. And quickly.”
Trickshot smiled in relief when Bolt said that. Bolt was happy about that. Although Trickshot was the farthest thing possible from a wallflower, he did seem genuinely regretful of losing the book. The last thing Bolt needed was for Trickshot to feel as if he was somehow responsible for it and needed Bolt’s forgiveness.
But this is giving me flashbacks to the first day, Bolt thought, looking around at the rooftops all around them, when Desfro stole the engagement ring from me and I thought I’d lost it.
That thought alone made Bolt clench his fists. Thinking about the stolen engagement ring reminded him of Atmosfear, who had stolen it from the Clock Keeper and then tried to use it to blackmail Bolt into throwing the third match for his Team.
And it darn near worked, too, Bolt thought, grinding his teeth together. Atmosfear’s lucky that Winter is looking for him and not me. After threatening Blizzard’s life and trying to blackmail me like that … well, let’s just say that both me and Atmosfear would be disqualified from the Tournament, but for different reasons.
“Bolt?” said Trickshot hesitantly. “You look angry about something.”
Snapping out of his thoughts, Bolt looked at Trickshot in confusion. “Huh? What? Oh, it’s nothing. Just … thinking about something else.”
“Right,” said Trickshot. “So, because I lost the book, we just need to find it again.”
“Yeah,” said Bolt. “But where could it be? I wasn’t paying attention to where it might have fallen. We were pretty high up in the sky when it happened. It could have fallen anywhere and Nexus City is a fairly big place.”
“I saw where it went,” said TW, appearing between Bolt and Trickshot suddenly.
“Gah!” said Bolt, jumping backward in surprise. “Trickshot, tell your virtual assistant not to spook me like that.”
“My apologies,” said TW with a bow. “I am so used to simply appearing without announcing my presence that I forgot that not everyone is as used to my sudden appearances as Trickshot is. I will try to give you a fair warning going forward.”
Bolt looked at TW weirdly. TW reminded him heavily of his own AI assistant, Valerie, who spoke in a similar polite and proper tone. The main difference was that Valerie was a bodyless voice that could not manifest herself as a hologram like TW.
Speaking of Valerie, Bolt had not spoken to her since Sigil had kidnapped him. Several times throughout the Tournament, Bolt had tried to reestablish contact with Valerie, but it seemed like his connection with her had been severed after he ended up in the Nexus. He shouldn’t have been surprised. When he was banished to the universe of Mastermind, one of his late supervillains, Bolt had been unable to talk to Valerie there, too.
TW must actually be stored inside Trickshot’s watch, Bolt thought. That’s probably why he’s here and Valerie is not. We synced our watches before we left Nexus City so we could stay in touch with each other if we got separated. Wonder if I can summon TW through my watch or not. Might be worth testing at some point.
“Did you say you saw where the book fell, TW?” said Trickshot hopefully. “Where?”
TW held up his hand and a large map of a city Bolt did not recognize appeared in the air between them. “According to this map of Nexus City, I was able to triangulate the book’s location in this area about a block away from us.”
As TW said that, he zoomed in on a specific section
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