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  BOLT


Eighteen-year-old Kevin Jason—also known as the superhero Bolt, one of the youngest members of the Neohero Alliance, and probably the most famous young superhero in the world—found himself facing his hardest challenge yet. 
Standing outside of his girlfriend’s room in the House, Bolt didn’t understand why he was so anxious. He rarely worried about anything. That’s what his girlfriend, Blizzard, did. Perhaps his lack of worry came from the fact that he was stronger than even most other superhumans. But even before Bolt discovered his superpowers what seemed like a lifetime ago now, he’d always been carefree and free of worry. Some might have accused him of not taking life seriously, but that was far from true.
The way Bolt saw it, being a superhero was all about danger and putting your own life at risk. Whether that was as simple as stopping a thug from stealing an elderly lady’s purse on the street or killing an interdimensional alien god with plans to conquer the multiverse, the life of a superhero was never a boring one and definitely never a safe one. In Bolt’s short life as a superhero alone, he’d faced near-death more times than he could count, and had seen death itself even more often.
Which brought Bolt back to his original question: What was he so worried about now?
He was on Hero Island, the headquarters and base of the Neohero Alliance, the largest and most well-known superhero organization in the world. More specifically, he was in the House, the base of the Young Neos, the NHA’s resident young superhero team. It was a building he was familiar with, having been the leader of the Young Neos before graduating to full-time NHA membership. He was even more familiar with it because Blizzard, his girlfriend, was still on the team.
Not for much longer, Bolt reminded himself. Just a couple more hours, that’s all.
That was true. Blizzard was now eighteen, which meant she was eligible to graduate from the Young Neos to full-time membership in the NHA. Her graduation ceremony, in fact, was supposed to be today in exactly two hours from now. Bolt had been granted time off by Brains, the superhero who he worked with in Showdown, Virginia, to attend the ceremony, and he was currently waiting for Blizzard to finish preparing for the ceremony so he could escort her to it. He would sit on stage beside her and watch as Blizzard went through the exact same ceremony he had gone through nearly a year ago now.
Once Blizzard completed the ceremony, she would be considered an official, full-time member of the NHA. Bolt hoped that meant she would get to work with him in Showdown, but even if she didn’t, he thought he would still see her more often than he did now.
Because Bolt was not anxious about the ceremony. No, he was anxious about what he was going to do after the ceremony. And all of his anxiety was currently trapped inside a small, soft little cloth box in his right pocket.
Bolt had played out the scenario in his head multiple times over the last month or so. After Blizzard went through the ceremony and was officially declared a member of the NHA by Omega Man, a member of the NHA Leadership Council, Bolt would get down on his knee, whip out his engagement ring, and ask her to marry him, there and then, in front of the Leadership Council, the Young Neos, and a good portion of the NHA general membership.
Just thinking about it made the hairs on the back of Bolt’s neck stand on end. And he still wasn’t sure why. He wasn’t putting his life in danger. The fate of the world didn’t depend on whether Blizzard married him or not. It was just his own happiness and his own future at stake.
Although when you put it THAT way, maybe it is important, Bolt thought with a slight chuckle.
This was not a spur of the moment thing, either, which Bolt’s late dad, the superhero legend known as Genius, would have appreciated. Bolt and Blizzard had been dating for nearly two years now. Although they were both still very young, Bolt honestly could not imagine himself with any other woman. Nor could Blizzard imagine herself being with any other man, as far as he knew. Bolt wasn’t the kind of guy to rush these sorts of things, but at the same time, he didn’t see any point in delaying the inevitable.
But it wasn’t inevitable. And that was where Bolt’s anxiety started. Blizzard might very well say no. She might say she wasn’t ready. She might—
Snap out of it, Bolt, Bolt told himself harshly. You’ve never doubted yourself before now. Imagine thinking this crap when you fought Master Chaos or the Dread God. Where would you be then?
Again, it was silly to feel so fearful when Bolt was as physically safe as he was ever going to be, but that did nothing to make his feelings go away. If anything, his anxiety became even worse the more he dwelt on it. Which was the main reason why Bolt didn’t consider himself much of an intellectual or thinker. It wasn’t that he was dumb. It was that he liked to keep moving, spend less time thinking and more time doing. Doers saved lives. Not thinkers.
It was times like these that Bolt wished Genius was still alive. Bolt had already talked about this to his mom, but it wasn’t the same and both he and his mom knew it. The closest thing to a father figure Bolt had nowadays was Mecha Knight, his mentor, and Mecha Knight had never been married as far as he knew.
Gotta figure this crap out all on my own, it seems, Bolt thought with a sigh.
His thoughts were interrupted when the door to Blizzard’s room opened and Blizzard herself stepped out and smiled at Bolt. “Well? What do you think?”
Bolt’s jaw dropped. Blizzard always looked drop-dead gorgeous, but—whether it was because she was wearing a new costume or because he was still thinking about proposing to her—she looked positively stunning now. Her snow-white hair flowed across her shoulders like snow on a mountain top, her icy blue eyes shone out like stars against her tanned skin, and her lips were a bright, tasty red. A white hood and cape flowed down her shoulders, while an ice-blue bodysuit clung to her shapely body. She somehow looked both ready to fight and ready to dance at the same time.
Bolt loved it. And he loved her.
Blizzard tilted her head to the side in confusion. “Um, Bolt? Is something wrong?”
Bolt shook his head and stuttered, “Uh, no. You look beautiful. Really beautiful.”
Bolt cursed himself. He didn’t mean to say that. He had meant to be a lot more eloquent, but unfortunately, words were never his strong suit.
Fortunately, Blizzard just chuckled and said, “You always say I’m beautiful, but that’s okay. Makes me a little less nervous about the ceremony.”
Snapped out of his own thoughts, Bolt said, “You’re nervous about the ceremony?”
Blizzard nodded. She adjusted the collar of her hood. “Yes. The Leadership Council is going to be there and even my parents and sister have come to see me. Can’t forget you and the other Young Neos, too. It’s really important and I don’t want to mess—”
Bolt stepped forward and wrapped his arms around Blizzard in a tight but comforting hug. “Relax. It’s going to be fine. You saw my ceremony. Just give a short speech, answer Omega Man’s questions, and everything will go fine. Easy peasy.”
Blizzard smiled at Bolt. “Yeah, you’re right. I just overthink things too much sometimes.”
Bolt gave her a quick kiss on the forehead. “Which is one of the things I love about you. You think. I don’t.”
“Don’t say that,” said Blizzard, playfully smacking his arm. “I worry. You don’t. That’s why I love you.”
Bolt smiled back. If only she knew, he thought, a thought that certainly didn’t reach his lips.
But now that Bolt was actually holding Blizzard, he found it impossible to let her go. He didn’t care that the ceremony was going to start soon. He wanted to hold her, hold her forever, and he could feel the engagement ring burning a hole in his pocket.
Perhaps Blizzard could sense what was going through his head because she said, “Bolt, are you all right? You look distracted.”
Bolt took a deep breath. Okay, time to wing it, like I usually do.
“Blizzard,” said Bolt, locking her gaze with his own. “There’s something I want to ask you, something … important.”
Blizzard paused in his arms, never breaking her gaze. “Yes? What is it?”
Bolt took another deep breath to steady himself, although Blizzard’s expectant—even anticipatory—gaze made that nearly impossible. “Will you … will you …”
“Come to the Tournament of Heroes?” said a British-accented voice out of nowhere.
Startled, Bolt let go of Blizzard and immediately looked around for the source of the voice. That was when he spotted it.
Standing just a few feet away from them was a creature that resembled a generic Grey alien … in a tuxedo that looked more expensive than the House. The alien stood with his arms folded behind his back, his large, black eyes staring unblinkingly at Bolt and Blizzard. He was obviously not an NHA or Young Neos member, but Bolt wasn’t sure where he had come from.
“What the—?” said Bolt. “Who are you? Val, can you scan this guy and tell me who he is?”
“Negative,” came the voice of Valerie, Bolt’s personal AI assistant, in his ear. “Sensors indicate that he does not exist.”
The alien snort. “Artificial intelligence scanning systems? Why, you humans really are primitive. Once again, I find myself questioning why His Majesty is so fascinated by your kind.”
“As if you were invited to enter the House,” said Bolt, his hands balling into fists. “So who are you and how did you get in here? Are you a friend of Nicknacks or something?”
The alien’s ‘lips,’ if you could call them that, curled into a disapproving scowl. “Oh, I am not related to the Pokacu. Such a barbaric race, even more so than humans. No, I’m not even from this universe. This is my first time here, but if your behavior is indicative of how your people treat visitors, then I am even more skeptical about His Majesty’s decision to invite you to the Tournament.”
“I’m not sure what universe you’re from, but in my universe, trespassing is illegal in most places,” said Bolt. “And where I’m from—Texas—trespassers get shot.”
Bolt’s hands sparked with red electricity when he said that. He didn’t want to have to use force against this guy, whoever he was, but the last time a bunch of aliens from other dimension invaded Bolt’s universe, it hadn’t ended well. The alien guy didn’t look anything like the Darzens, but he could have been just as bad. At the very least, Bolt didn’t appreciate his uptight and elitist attitude.
The alien looked unfazed by Bolt’s threat. “Hmm, yes. I am aware that humans have a tendency to resort to violence to deal with intruders and outsiders. It’s the story of your people.”
“Violence isn’t necessarily always bad,” said Bolt. He stepped in front of Blizzard. “Sometimes, it’s necessary to protect the ones you love.”
As Bolt said that he glanced at Blizzard. He knew Blizzard could protect herself, but he still wanted to protect her anyway. He didn’t trust this alien one bit and didn’t want him to harm Blizzard.
The alien shrugged. “Let’s agree to disagree. Anyway, we are wasting time. The Tournament is starting soon and I still need to gather the rest of the competitors.”
“Tournament …” Bolt repeated. “That Tournament of Heroes you mentioned earlier?”
The alien nodded with a smirk. “I am glad you remembered. Considering your propensity toward violence, I feared for your short-term memory.”
“My short-term memory is just fine,” said Bolt. His fingers sparked again, despite his best efforts to keep his powers under control.
“I’ll take your word for it,” said the alien. “Anyway, allow me to introduce myself properly, like a civilized being. My name is Sigil and I am the servant of King Aeno, the King of the Multiverse.”
“Aeno?” Blizzard repeated. “I’ve never heard of him. Bolt, have you?”
Bolt shook his head. “Can’t say I have, no.”
“King Aeno usually keeps to himself,” said Sigil, “but recent events in the multiverse have caught his attention. Therefore, you, along with three other superheroes, have been personally invited to participate in the Tournament of Heroes.”
“The Tournament of Heroes,” Bolt repeated again. “And what will happen if I win said Tournament?”
“You will be declared the Greatest Hero in the Multiverse, naturally,” said Sigil. “His Majesty is interested in determining who the greatest hero in the multiverse is, so he is hosting a tournament consisting of the multiverse’s greatest heroes and villains to decide who is the greatest of them all.”
Bolt looked at Blizzard again in confusion before returning his attention to Sigil. “That does sound fun, but I am afraid I am going to have to pass. My girlfriend and I have an important ceremony to attend and—”
“The Tournament won’t take long,” Sigil promised. “You will be back in time for whatever appointments you have scheduled. You have King Aeno’s guarantee.”
Bolt blinked. “A two-hour Tournament doesn’t sound very exciting to me.”
“It will last much longer than that,” Sigil said, “but I’m sure you are familiar with how time works differently in different universes. Trust me, you can come with me and not miss a thing back here.”
Bolt frowned. Sigil was right about time and other universes. Time went faster in some universes than it did in others, that was true, but Bolt still didn’t want to go. “Even if you’re right, I’m still going to have to decline. But if this is going to be some sort of annual tourney, maybe I can go next year.”
Sigil’s cold eyes locked on Bolt. “I forgot one thing: ‘Invitation’ is something of a misnomer. It is an order, straight from the lips of King Aeno himself. Which means you must come, regardless of whether you want to or not.”
Sigil thrust his hand forward. A band of green energy shot out from his hand and wrapped around Bolt. Shocked, Bolt’s super strength kicked in and he tried to break it, but the energy band didn’t even budge under his strength.
“Bolt!” said Blizzard in alarm. She grabbed the band only to pull her now-smoking hands away. “Ouch!”
“Now that I have you where I want you, I think it is time for us to go,” said Sigil to Bolt coolly. “King Aeno is not known for his patience and he rarely shows mercy to those who test his patience.”
Before Bolt could say anything, Sigil snapped his fingers.
In the next instant, Bolt’s surroundings changed from the main hallway of the House to a courtyard of a castle he didn’t recognize.
Where a fight between a couple of superheroes had already broken out.






  
  WINTER


Nyle Maxwell, better known as the Hero Winter, one of the most famous players in all of Capes Online, certainly didn’t expect to find himself picking a fight with a teenager as soon as he stepped through the portal to the Castle. And he definitely didn’t expect to find himself  losing that fight, either.
The day had started out weird enough already. After defeating Paradox and freeing its players from Paradox’s forced log-in, Winter had planned to get married to his girlfriend, Sally, and spend the rest of his life in the virtual reality that was now his new reality. With his Sidekick, Cyclone, by his side, Winter had looked forward to building the life in-game that had been stolen from him in the real world by that fateful car crash.
Which was why he had been blindsided by the arrival of the mysterious alien, Sigil, who invited him to some sort of ‘Tournament of Heroes’ hosted by some guy calling himself the ‘King of the Multiverse.’
Naturally, Winter had rejected the offer right away. Winter felt like he had had enough adventure for now. True, the life of a Capes Online Hero meant he’d always be going on missions and putting his life at risk, but the idea of entering some kind of ‘Tournament of Heroes’ was too much for him. Even Sigil’s offer of waiting a week to go was unappealing to him.
But what Sigil hadn’t told Winter was that the invitation was not actually an invitation. It was an order. Straight from the mouth of ‘King Aeno,’ the self-proclaimed King of the Multiverse, himself.
Although Winter never considered himself a monarchist, he now understood why his ancestors had thrown tea into the ocean and revolted against a king hundreds of years ago. It seemed like no matter where you went, monarchs couldn’t handle being told ‘no.’
Now Winter found himself standing in the courtyard of the strangest castle he’d ever seen. The castle towered over him, looking like a mishmash of an ancient medieval castle, a modern skyscraper, and wooden blocks, of all things. It looked almost like something that a child would make. A large glass dome peeked out between two towers on the west side of the castle. The courtyard was wide enough, with walls made of wooden blocks and green grass that smelled vaguely of fruit loops, of all things. A small patch of red flowers stood a couple of feet away.
The sky was weird, too. There was no visible sun, yet it was as bright as daytime. The sky was a strange purple color, with black streaks in it. The texture reminded Winter of something that a classmate of his had described to him in high school. Said classmate had also been high on drugs at the time, which made this all the more puzzling to Winter, who never did drugs as a rule, not even alcohol.
Cyclone, Winter’s Sidekick, on the other hand, was bouncing around and looking around at the castle and courtyard like he was in a playground.
“Oh, wow!” said Cyclone, flying around Winter’s head like an insect. “This place is so cool! Purple sky, cool castle, and grass that smells like fruit loops!”
Winter shook his head. “’Cool’ is the last word I’d use to describe this place. Weird, yes. Cool, no.”
Cyclone landed beside Winter and held up a red flower. “Look at this flower, boss! It’s so pretty.’
Winter looked at the ‘flower’ Cyclone had found. It had petals that resembled cat heads, staring up at Winter and Cyclone with unblinking eyes.
That is until one of the petals ‘blinked’ and the others started meowing like actual cats, causing Cyclone to immediately drop it on the ground with a loud, “Ah!”
Winter didn’t even hesitate to stomp the unnatural flower into the ground. Winter liked cats well enough, but not enough to spare what was clearly an unnatural abomination that needed to be destroyed.
“Okay, maybe you have a point, boss,” said Cyclone, looking around uneasily. “This place is kind of weird.”
“And there’s no one around, either,” said Winter, stroking his chin. “Sigil did say that the was the castle of the ‘King of the Multiverse,’ but this has to be some kind of DLC the developers added onto Capes Online. Weird time to launch a new DLC area, but maybe they’ve been working on it for a while.”
“I’m not sure,” said Cyclone, picking earwax out of his ear. “Can you contact anyone from the League?”
Winter paused and opened his character sheet, allowing him to see the small 3D model of himself. He toggled over to the Winter League page, clicked the name of his brother Busker Burn, and tried to send him a message, but the message button was grayed out. “No good. Can’t send anyone messages.”
“Yay!” said Cyclone, clapping his hands together suddenly. “That means we can be the first to explore this new part of the world together! What a rare opportunity for a player. Most players usually don’t get access to new areas of the world until the developers open it up. I bet we were picked to test a new part of the world and this whole Tournament of Heroes thing is just part of that.”
“Maybe,” said Winter, “but it doesn’t add up. I’d think the developers would have contacted us if they were going to have us beta test a new part of the—”
Winter was interrupted by a laser blast striking him in the back. The blast knocked Winter off his feet and he landed on top of the cat flowerbed before him, causing the flowers to meow loudly when he crashed on top of them. His head spinning, Winter shook his head and glanced at his Health bar, which had dropped a solid 30% from that one hit alone.
“Boss!” said Cyclone in surprise, only for him to get blasted in the chest and sent flying from the impact. He landed on his head on the other side of the courtyard and lay very still, causing this notification to appear before Winter:
[Sidekick Cyclone] is Unconscious! Duration: 5 minutes.
Who is attacking us? Winter thought as he jumped back to his feet and turned around. A new DLC enemy?
He turned around just in time to see another laser coming his way. Winter thrust his hands forward and summoned Ice Barrier, forming an ice shield in front of him that took the brunt of the blast. Even so, the laser blast made the ice shield explode, sending chunks of ice flying everywhere, though Winter finally got a chance to see his attacker.
Standing on the other side of the courtyard was someone who looked like a Hero, though not one Winter had seen before. He was slightly shorter than Winter by about a head or two and wore a green-and-yellow bodysuit that clung to his body like a second skin. The Hero wore a protective helmet on his head, his eyes hid behind a glowing red visor. Above his head, the nametag [SIDEKICK BEAMS] hovered faintly.
“A Sidekick …?” Winter said. He Scanned Beams, only to get this error message:
ERROR. No Scan data is associated with this character.
That was bad. The only times Scan failed Winter was when he was dealing with an enemy who shouldn’t exist in Capes Online. And this Beams character, apparently, was one such character who either didn’t exist in the game’s code or wasn’t supposed to.
This meant that Winter had only one option: Eliminate this guy before he got eliminated.
Winter fired an Ice Beam at Beams, but Beams jumped high into the air—much higher than someone like him should have been able to—and landed behind Winter and kicked him in the back. The impact of the blow sent Winter staggering forward, but he whirled around and summoned his Ice Daggers just in time to block another laser beam from Beams, who had apparently fired them from his eyes.
“Ice Daggers, huh?” said Beams in an oddly young-sounding voice. “You’ve learned a few new tricks since I last saw you, Fro-Zen.”
“Fro-Zen?” said Winter, lowering his Ice Daggers in confusion. “Do you mean Frostbite? I know he’s my clone, but—”
“Don’t try to play dumb with me,” Beams snapped, pointing an accusing finger at Winter. “I’m not sure how you’re still alive, but I always suspected you survived my lasers. Just didn’t expect to see you here.”
“Kid, I have no idea what you’re talking about,” said Winter, shaking his head. “Where’s your Hero? Are you like Cy and can exist independently of your—”
Beams fired another laser blast at Winter, which struck him in the chest and sent him flying. Winter hit the ground and rolled for a couple of seconds before coming to a stop, dazed from the blow. A glance at his Health bar showed him that he had lost nearly 50% of his Health now, which annoyed him greatly.
Time to get serious, Winter thought.
Rising to his feet, Winter hurled both of his Ice Daggers at Beams. Beams blasted them out of the air, but Winter activated Freezing Touch and slammed his foot against the ground. Ice exploded from his foot and rushed across the ground toward Beams. Before Beams could dodge, the ice struck his feet and frozen his feet to the ground. It didn’t stop at his feet, however. It went up to his legs and then his waist, leaving him completely unable to move.
Sensing his chance, Winter activated Flight and shot toward Beams. Landing behind Beams, he twisted Beams’ arms behind his back hard enough to make Beams cry out in pain.
“Okay, kid,” said Winter, increasing the pressure on Beams’ arms just enough to hurt him but not enough to break his arms, “I have no idea who ‘Fro-Zen’ is or why you think I’m him, but I’m extremely pissed off at the moment and am not above hurting a kid like you if you keep trying to murder me.”
“You don’t scare me,” said Beams in a strained voice, “I killed you once already. I can do it again.”
Winter smirked. “I seem to have you pretty well controlled, kid. Promise not to kill me and I’ll happily let you go.”
Beams, however, shook his head. “No.”
Without warning, the ice around Beams’ feet shattered and he suddenly went flying into the sky thanks to what looked like rocket boots on his feet. This caused Winter to let go of him and stare in disbelief as Beams flew into the sky.
“Oh, cool!” said Cyclone, appearing next to Winter out of nowhere. He pointed at the flying Beams. “He can shoot lasers from his eyes and fly? Man, Shooters get all the cool toys!”
“Where were—oh, never mind,” said Winter, shaking his head. “Look, we need to stop this kid now. He’s trying to kill us.”
Cyclone saluted Winter. “Don’t worry, boss! I got this covered. Observe.”
Cyclone flew into the air like a wasp. Beams tried to shoot him, but Cyclone’s superior mobility allowed him to avoid Beams’ lasers easily. He tackled Beams in the stomach and the two crashed back onto the ground hard enough to send dust into the air. Cyclone immediately pulled his Kunai out of his inventory and held it against Beams’ neck, causing Beams to freeze underneath him.
“Okay, kid,” said Cyclone in a serious voice that didn’t really work on him. “Take one more step and you’re gonna be tasting your own blood. I bet it tastes really bad.”
Winter sighed. Although Cyclone was far more competent than his jokey demeanor suggested, he still wasn’t very good at the whole ‘intimidating the enemy’ thing. But it seemed like he didn’t need to be. A knife to the throat would be enough to make anyone stop resisting, regardless of what the knife-wielder said.
At least this fight is over, Winter thought. Odd how the kid doesn’t seem to have a Hero, but—
“Beams!”
A red-and-black blur came rushing out of nowhere and slammed into Cyclone so hard that Cyclone flew into and through the courtyard wall on the other side of the courtyard. A second later, Winter got this unhelpful notification:
[Sidekick Cyclone] has died!
“For God’s sake, Cy …” Winter muttered in frustration.
But Winter’s attention was focused on the newcomer, yet another superhero he had never seen before. This guy looked to be about the same age as Cyclone. He wore a form-fitting black-and-red costume with a lightning motif going on. He was incredibly muscular, his body sparking with red electricity. Above his head, the nametag [HERO BOLT] hung like a neon sign.
“Bolt?” said Beams as Bolt helped him to his feet. “What are you doing here?”
“I was going to ask you the same question,” said Bolt. He glanced at the Cyclone-shaped hole in the wall. “Were you about to get killed by a ninja?”
“I think so,” said Beams, rubbing the back of his neck. “Although I was trying to kill Fro-Zen over there.”
Bolt looked over at Winter and frowned. “Fro-Zen? Looks more like this guy I know named Rime. Definitely not Blizzard because she’s a girl and he isn’t, but—”
“The name isn’t Fro-Zen, Rime, Blizzard, Icicle, or whatever other stupid ice pun name you’ve got,” Winter snapped. “It’s Winter. Like the season.”
Bolt raised an eyebrow. “Winter? That’s a pretty boring name if you ask me, but okay. If you’re trying to kill Beams, who is my friend, then I guess that means we’re enemies.”
“If you say so,” said Winter. “But for the record, he attacked me first.”
Bolt punched his fist into his other hand. “I don’t really care. If you attack my friends, that’s the same as attacking me.”
Right before Bolt could run over to Winter, however, Winter heard a whistling sound out of nowhere. He looked over his shoulder just in time to see some kind of disk flying at him. The disk struck his forehead and knocked him flat off his feet. He heard a couple more thumps and looked and saw Beams and Bolt lying on the ground as well, having apparently been hit by those same disks.
Shaking his head, Winter picked up the disk, which had fallen nearby, and looked it over. It was small and made of some kind of metal, but it looked like nothing Winter had ever seen in Capes Online. He tried to Scan it, only to get the same error message from when he Scanned Beams.
That was when a young, arrogant-sounding voice above said, “Is this a superhero party or something? Why wasn’t I invited?”
Yet another superhero flew down from the sky and landed perpendicular to Winter and Bolt and Beams, completing their loose triangle. This kid looked even younger than Beams or Bolt. He wore a full-body red-and-blue costume with a long, flowing red cape and a yellow visor across his eyes. The letters ‘TS’ were written on his chest, while he drew three small metal disks from the pouch on his utility belt and held them like playing cards. [HERO TRICKSHOT] hovered above his head.
“Okay, who are you?” said Winter, sitting up and rubbing his forehead, which hurt like heck.
Trickshot smiled. “Name’s Trickshot. Who are you?”
“Winter,” said Winter. He gestured at Bolt and Beams, who were also sitting up and rubbing their heads. “Are you friends with those two, as well?”
Trickshot shook his head. “Nope! Never seen either of them before in my life. Never seen you, either.”
Winter blinked. “Then why did you attack me?”
Trickshot shrugged. “I dunno. I just saw everyone fighting each other and I thought it looked like fun.”
Winter sighed. “Yes, you are definitely a teenager. I don’t think I was that stupid when I was your age … I hope.”
“Well, it doesn’t matter who you guys are,” said Bolt as he rose to his feet along with Beams. His hands began crackling with red electricity. “I was told I was going to have to compete with a bunch of other superheroes. If this is the Tournament, then I’ll be more than happy to mop the floor with you guys and head home.”
“You look strong,” Trickshot said to Bolt. He raised his disks. “This will hopefully be a fun fight. Haven’t had a good fight since Iconia. Been itching to go all out against someone who can actually take it.”
“Trust me, Discus, you really don’t want to see me when I go all out,” said Bolt, raising his electrical hands.
Winter groaned. “Great. Who had the bright idea of giving a bunch of hormonal teenagers superpowers?”
“Hey, it’s worked out pretty well for us so far,” said Bolt in annoyance. “I’ve saved the world loads of times.”
“Same here,” Trickshot agreed. “You just need to lighten up a little, old man.”
“Old man?” said Winter. He glared at Trickshot. “Okay, for that comment alone, it’s on, kid.”
“Bring it,” said Trickshot. He glanced at Bolt and Beams. “I can take on all three of you guys at once. Sounds like a fun challenge.”
Winter summoned another set of Ice Daggers, while Bolt’s hands crackled even more loudly with red energy while Beams’ eyes began to glow. Winter wasn’t afraid of any of these kids. For killing Cyclone, he would make sure to teach these kids a lesson they would never forget.
Right before a huge brawl could break out, everything froze. Winter tried to move but found that every nerve in his body wouldn’t respond to his movements. Based on the confused and bewildered expressions worn by Bolt, Beams, and Trickshot, their bodies were also non-responsive.
“What the—?” said Bolt. “Why can’t I move my body?”
“Because, as amusing as it is to watch you apes beat each other to a pulp, King Aeno does not want any violence until the Tournament actually begins,” said a cold voice that seemed to come from everywhere at once. “His Majesty has given me the authority to do whatever is necessary to keep the peace until the start of the Tournament.”
Sigil appeared in the middle of the superhero triangle all of a sudden as if he had teleported. He looked around at the four superheroes with obvious disgust, lingering on Bolt especially, as if there was something about Bolt that made him uniquely disgusting to him.
“Hey, you’re the alien guy who invited me to the Tournament in the first place,” said Trickshot. “Was wondering where you were.”
“He invited all of us to the Tournament,” said Winter. He looked at Sigil. “You said the Tournament hasn’t started yet. When and where will it actually start?”
Sigil put his hands together as if in prayer. “Good question. The Tournament of Heroes will officially begin tomorrow. As for where it will begin, I should have told you before dropping you off here. Welcome to the Universal Castle, the castle and personal home of King Aeno, as well as the location of the Tournament itself.”






  
  TRICKSHOT


The Universal Castle?” Beams repeated with a frown. “What is that?” 
“I will explain, but first, let me give control of your bodies back to you,” said Sigil. “It will perhaps be easier for you humans to listen to me if you can actually move your bodies.”
Sigil snapped his fingers and Trickshot felt his body come back under his control. He patted his chest, happy to feel his body back under his control and even happier to see his body reacting according to his thoughts once again. If there was one thing Trickshot hated more than anything, it was losing control. Losing control of his mind, body, whatever. It reminded him too much of what happened to Grandfather back home and the last thing he wanted was to end up like Grandfather had in that situation.
Trickshot’s first impulse upon getting control of his body again was to attack the other three. Based on their body language, he could tell that they were all thinking the same thing.
But Trickshot’s chance to have a fun challenge was ruined when Sigil held up a hand and said, “Hold on, now. If you keep fighting each other, I will be forced to take control of your bodies again and make you my puppets. Something, I think, that none of you seemed to enjoy very much.”
Trickshot scowled. He was starting to dislike this Sigil guy, but at the same time, Sigil had already shown that he could control Trickshot and the others.
“He probably has other powers at his command as well,” said a familiar elderly voice in Trickshot’s head.
“TW?” said Trickshot. “I thought you were asleep.”
TW—the artificial intelligence which inhabited Trickshot’s Trickshot Watch—merely chuckled. “No, I was simply observing the situation and gathering data on your prospective opponents while you nearly got yourself killed. You know, the usual way we do things.”
Trickshot smiled sheepishly to himself. TW was the artificial intelligence hologram that existed in his Trickshot Watch, a device on his right wrist which gave him his costume and his powers of flight, super strength, durability, and perfect aim. Without TW’s guidance, Trickshot knew he would never have learned how to use his powers nearly as well as he did today. Even though he and TW teased each other quite a bit, Trickshot had nothing but respect for the AI and he knew TW felt the same way about him.
“What do you think about the other three heroes?” Trickshot asked, glancing at Winter, Beams, and Bolt curiously. “Think they’re a threat?”
“They do look tough,” TW said, “but I think we need to watch them a bit more closely before making final judgments. Also, Sigil is still speaking, so you should listen to him.”
TW was right. Sigil was still speaking, so Trickshot turned his attention away from his mental conversation to focus on what Sigil was saying.
“Now that we’re all here, allow me to properly welcome all four of you to the Tournament,” said Sigil. He spread his arms again. “As I said, welcome to the Universal Castle, home of the Tournament of Heroes. You four were specially picked by King Aeno to represent your four universes to determine who will win the title of Greatest Hero in the Multiverse.”
The snowflake guy—Winter, Trickshot recalled hearing him call himself—raised a hand suddenly. “Sorry to interrupt, but when will Cyclone respawn? Will he respawn in my Base back in Adventure City or will he respawn here?”
Respawn? Why was this guy talking about his dead friend like it was some kind of video game?
“He must be totally insane,” said TW in Trickshot’s head. “I would most definitely keep an eye on that one if I were you. The crazy ones are always the most dangerous.”
Trickshot couldn’t disagree with that.
“Ah, yes,” said Sigil. “I almost forgot. Let me bring him back for you.”
Sigil waved his hand and Cyclone abruptly reappeared standing next to Winter. Cyclone looked around wildly for a moment, as if unsure where he was before he paused and stared into empty air for a second or two and smiled. “Yay! I’m back and I didn’t even lose my experience points or money!”
“That’s because you technically did not respawn in Capes Online,” said Sigil. “I brought you back myself.”
“Cool!” said Cyclone. He ran over and hugged Sigil. “Thanks for bringing me back! You’re my best friend in the world right—”
Sigil flicked Cyclone’s forehead and sent Cyclone flying into Winter, who caught him easily and set him down. Cyclone, however, looked like he was almost out of it, his eyes spinning from the simple blow.
“There will be no hugging here,” said Sigil in a calm but deadly tone. “I don’t like being touched.”
“I still say Winter and his sidekick are crazy,” TW said.
“No argument there,” said Trickshot, “though something tells me that Kyle would probably like to talk to them about video games and stuff.”
Sigil then turned to face everyone again, an annoyed look clear on his face. “Now, as I was saying, this is the location of the Tournament. Not this exact spot, of course, but all of the challenges will take place inside the Universal Castle itself.”
Bolt looked up at the Universal Castle with a puzzled look on his face. “You still really haven’t explained what the Universal Castle is or who this King Aeno fellow is.”
Sigil put his hands together again. “I believe I have already explained the Universal Castle sufficiently enough. As for King Aeno, he is the King of the Multiverse. He rules over it all. Very few things escape his notice and even fewer things can match his sheer might. He is easily one of the most powerful beings in the multiverse, perhaps the most powerful of them all.”
“Even more powerful than the Dread God?” asked Beams in surprise.
“Much stronger, my friend,” said Sigil.
Based on the way Beams and Bolt exchanged shocked expressions, Trickshot could guess that this ‘Dread God,’ whoever that was, had been a powerful enemy. Of course, the name meant nothing to Trickshot, who thought it sounded kind of hokey.
“Don’t ask me about it, either,” said TW in his head. “I have never heard of a ‘Dread God’ of any sort.”
“Looks like we’re not the only ones who haven’t heard about him,” Trickshot thought, glancing at Winter and Cyclone, who looked as confused as he did.
“But perhaps it will be easier to show you King Aeno rather than tell you about him,” said Sigil. “He is rather … unique. Besides, King Aeno is a big fan of all four of you and requested to meet you as soon as possible. Let us meet him now.”
Before any of them could react, Sigil snapped his fingers again and the setting abruptly changed. They now found themselves standing in what was clearly a huge throne room, but it was weirder than any throne room Trickshot had ever seen.
For one, it was absolutely massive. Huge stone walls rose so high that the ceiling was barely visible. On the walls were a variety of carvings depicting scenes that Trickshot didn’t understand, such as two heroes who looked an awful lot like Bolt and Beams fighting some kind of cow monster, Winter clashing with a weird purple guy with a metal faceplate, and similar images. He even saw what appeared to be a carving of himself clashing with his Grandfather in the Atlas Armor, an event that happened not too long ago. Based on the surprised looks on the faces of the other heroes, he guessed that they were looking at scenes from their own histories.
The rest of the throne room was equally awe-inspiring. Massive marble columns in rainbow colors rose from the floor like titans, holding up the massive, barely visible ceiling. The floor tiles were in an equally diverse variety of colors, while a massive chandelier that had to be at least as big as a truck hung from the ceiling. Within the chandelier was what appeared to be some kind of glowing white orb, which provided more than enough illumination by which to see.
And standing before the assembled group of heroes was what Trickshot assumed was King Aeno’s throne itself. The throne was massive. It appeared to be made out of crystal, gold, and ruby. It looked big enough for a giant. And indeed, a giant did sit upon it.
The giant looked like a barbarian warrior. He wore a crown on his head which seemed to be made of platinum and emerald. His skin appeared to be made out of bronze while his eyes glowed like burning fires. In one hand he carried a sword that was half the size of a car with a blade as sharp as a razor. His bare chest was slightly concealed behind the golden necklaces and jewelry which hung along his neck. The giant looked down at them all with disapproving eyes.
“That must be King Aeno,” Trickshot heard Winter mutter to Cyclone. “He’s huge.”
The giant seemed to hear what Winter said because his eyes darted to Winter and squinted suspiciously. Winter even took a step back, looking slightly hesitant about being targeted by such a massive being. Indeed, all of the heroes looked at the giant with apprehension, including Trickshot, who was suddenly less sure about his ability to defeat such a godlike foe.
Sigil, however, didn’t even hesitate to approach the giant. He walked forward and, without even bowing, looked up and said, “What end awaits us all?”
The giant snorted, a sound like a cannonball even in the wide-open throne room. “Destruction.”
Sigil bowed. “You are correct. The Prophecy is true.”
“Very,” said the giant. “State your business.”
Sigil gestured at Trickshot and the others. “The participants in the Tournament of Heroes have arrived and I wish to introduce them to King Aeno.”
Trickshot started. “Wait, you mean that guy isn’t King Aeno?”
The giant looked at Trickshot with a scowl. “Of course not. I am not even close to His Majesty’s grace. He is truly a god above gods. In comparison to him, the power of Ardok the Guardian is nothing.”
“Ardok?” said Trickshot.
“He is the bodyguard of His Majesty,” Sigil explained quietly. “Even a servant of King Aeno such as I must go through him to secure an audience with the King of the Multiverse.”
Trickshot nodded, but privately, he wondered what Aeno must look like if this guy was merely his bodyguard. The real Aeno probably looked like God Himself. It made Trickshot take this all the more seriously.
Ardok the Guardian stood up. He held his sword up toward the ceiling and said, in a booming voice, “Creation is at the heart of the multiverse, destruction is at its end! So sayeth the Oracle!”
With that, Ardok swung his sword and he and his throne disappeared in a brilliant flash of light. The flash of light made Trickshot cover his eyes to protect the, but when the flash faded, Trickshot lowered his hands again to see what happened.
The throne room had shrunk in size. Whereas before it had been about the size of a football field, now it was closer to being the size of an average—though still quite big—room. The change in size left Trickshot disoriented and made him wonder if Ardok had deliberately done that just to mess with them.
Even the throne had changed. No longer did it appear to be made out of gold and crystal. Now it looked like it had been constructed from children’s blocks and behind the throne were bright red curtains that had not been there before. That left Trickshot even more confused than he already was.
Sigil, however, looked perfectly at ease. He got down on one knee and said, “King Aeno, King of the Multiverse, I, your servant, Sigilious con Vongar, have returned with the participants in the Tournament of Heroes, per your glorious and wondrous orders.”
Sigil then looked over his shoulder at the heroes and snapped, “All of you, kneel. Now.”
Trickshot almost said no because the throne was still empty. But then he heard footsteps coming from behind the throne and knelt as quickly as he could with the rest of the heroes. It felt a little weird to be kneeling like some kind of medieval peasant, but Trickshot knew that Sigil could easily force him to kneel if he wanted to, so it was better to do it of his own free will than give Sigil an excuse to control him. At least the floor had a nice red carpet going from the throne to the door at the back, meaning his knees didn’t hurt, at least.
The soft footsteps became louder and louder with each passing second, yet Trickshot still couldn’t see whoever was on the other side of the throne. In his mind’s eye, he found himself imagining an elderly, powerful man with white hair, a golden crown, and a majestic cape. Given all of the hype surrounding King Aeno, that seemed like a safe way to imagine him, though the soft footsteps didn’t seem to support such a mental image.
That was when a figure stepped out from the curtains behind the throne. The figure looked almost like a child. The figure couldn’t be more than three feet tall if even that. His pale skin contrasted sharply with his pastel bodysuit, which kind of looked like the bodysuits worn by Trickshot and the other heroes. Indeed, the boy looked more like a kid wearing a Halloween costume more than anything.
“Is that King Aeno’s kid?” Trickshot said in his mind to TW.
“Must be,” said TW. “Though I’m not sure why we’re all kneeling if that is the case.”
The little boy waved at everyone as he sat down on the throne. “Hi! I’m so excited to see all of you. You’re all even cooler in person than on my TV!”
Trickshot exchanged puzzled looks with the other heroes. Who was this kid and what ‘TV’ was he talking about? Trickshot certainly couldn’t remember anyone filming his adventures. Yet the carvings on the walls of the throne room—which featured many scenes from his life and the lives of the other three heroes—indicated that someone was watching him, though who, how, and why, he didn’t know.
Think I’m starting to know who, at least, Trickshot thought, looking at the little boy.
It was Winter, kneeling near the front of the group, who raised his head and said, “Thanks, kid, but we’re waiting for your father to show up.”
Sigil tensed unexpectedly, which Trickshot did not understand. The confused look on the little boy’s face made even less sense to Trickshot.
“My father?” said the little boy with a frown. “But I don’t have a father, though I would like one.”
“You mean you aren’t the son of King Aeno?” said Winter in surprise. “Then who are you?”
“King Aeno?” said the little boy. His face broke into a big smile. “I am King Aeno, King of the Multiverse!”






  
  BEAMS


When Beams was kidnapped from the movie theater in Golden City by Sigil to participate in the Tournament of Heroes, he had thought things couldn’t get any worse. Then Sigil mentioned that this ‘King Aeno,’ the guy organizing the Tournament in the first place, was even more powerful than the Dread God, and Beams found himself wishing that he had kept the God Slayer rather than give it to the Starborn. 
And now seeing that King Aeno was apparently a five-year-old child playing dress-up made Beams think he had to lost his mind. The only good thing that had happened so far was that Beams had run into Bolt again. A familiar face made even the strangest situations easier to handle, although Beams still wasn’t sure how he felt about Fro-Zen 2.0 (or ‘Winter,’ as he insisted on calling himself) or the other guy, Trickshot, yet.
But Beams would worry about those two later. For now, his attention was fixed on the little boy calling himself King Aeno sitting on a throne made for a king.
“You’re … King Aeno?” said Winter incredulously. He looked at Sigil. “This is a joke, right?”
Sigil slapped Winter on the head. “You fool! You insult His Majesty at your own risk. You doom us all by—”
“It’s okay, Sigil,” said the little boy with a casual wave of his hand. “Winter is one of the coolest superheroes ever. And so is Bolt. And Beams. And even Trickshot.”
“Even Trickshot?” said Trickshot. “What is that supposed to—”
“But I don’t get it,” said Winter, interrupting Trickshot. He looked at King Aeno directly. “You’re just a kid. We were expecting the actual King Aeno to be a little bit … older.”
Aeno giggled. “Everyone says that. But I don’t care. I’m just so excited to have my four favorite superheroes ever in one room together!”
Aeno disappeared and reappeared next to Bolt. “First, we’ve got Bolt, the guy who blew up a planet and helped save the multiverse from the Dread God!”
Then Aeno disappeared again and appeared in between Winter and Cyclone, putting his hands on both of their shoulders. “Then we’ve got Winter and Cyclone, the guys who saved Capes Online from Paradox! So awesome!”
With another twirl, Aeno teleported—which was what Beams thought he was doing—and reappeared on Trickshot’s shoulders. “And Trickshot! You’re the guy who defeated Icon! You’re pretty wicked!”
Aeno did a backflip off of Trickshot’s shoulders and landed next to Beams, causing Beams to start. Aeno looked up at Beams with a huge, childish smile and hugged his leg.
“And finally, Beams!” said Aeno. “You’re just a sidekick, not a superhero like these guys, but that’s okay. You defeated Sasha Munroe, the Zero Knights, and also helped beat the Dread God! You might just be my favorite, but that’s tough to say because the competition is pretty fierce!”
“Lord Aeno,” said Sigil with a sigh. “I understand you are excited to see all of your favorite superheroes in person, but perhaps it’s time you explained the rules of the Tournament to them. They all look rather confused.”
Aeno sighed like a little child being told to behave by a parent, but then he said, “You’re right, Sigil. Sorry.”
Aeno let go of Beams’ leg and vanished and reappeared on the throne again. Plopping down on the throne, Aeno clapped his hands together excitedly, a huge grin on his face. “I just can’t get over how awesome it is to have all four of you here in person. I’ve been planning this for such a long time that it doesn’t feel real. Oh, and you guys can stand now if you want.”
Beams, whose knee was starting to hurt from kneeling for so long, stood up quickly along with the other heroes. He then stepped forward to form a loose line with the others, standing between Bolt to his right and Winter to his left, though his eyes remained fixed on Aeno, whose face seemed to be stuck in a permanent grin.
“So, you’re the King of the Multiverse?” said Bolt in a slightly hesitant voice.
Aeno nodded happily. “Sure am! Well, I call myself that, anyway, but no one’s ever disagreed with me, so that’s what I call myself.”
“Is there like a royal family of the multiverse, too, or something?” said Winter. “You mentioned that you don’t have a dad.”
“Nope!” Aeno shook his head. “I’m unique. I don’t have an adult to tell me what to do. Except Sigil, but since he’s one of my creations, technically I get to tell him what to do.”
“Yes you do, Your Majesty,” said Sigil in a tone clearly lacking any sort of enthusiasm whatsoever. “Your will is my command.”
“What do you mean that Sigil is your creation?” asked Beams. “Do you create things, too?”
“Yep!” said Aeno cheerfully. He spread his short arms wide. “I made this castle, Ardok the Guardian, the entirety of the Nexus … heck, I created this whole universe all by myself.”
“You made an entire universe by yourself?” said Winter in disbelief. “How?”
Aeno lowered his arms, a thoughtful look on his face. “I dunno. I just wanted a place I could call home and then, boom, it was here. There was even a bang, a really big one.”
Beams exchanged a stunned look with Bolt. If Aeno was telling the truth, then maybe he really was God, though Beams couldn’t remember any Bible passage describing God as a superhero fan.
“Let me get this straight,” said Beams, looking at Aeno again. “You can make anything as long as you can imagine it?”
“Pretty much,” Aeno agreed. “Look, I can show you right now.”
Aeno snapped his fingers. The ceiling suddenly disappeared, opening the throne room up to the outside world … and revealing a horrid monstrosity the likes of which Beams had never seen before in his life hovering above.
The horrific creature looked like no earthly creature. It somewhat resembled a jellyfish crossed with a guinea pig, of all things. Its black skin pulsed with white light, illuminating bizarre patterns in its skin that looked entirely random and unnatural. A single red eye peered down at them all and a thousand tentacles reached toward the assembled heroes as the abomination made choking noises.
Then Aeno snapped his fingers again and the eldritch abomination disappeared and the roof of the throne room returned.
Beams’ heart beating fast, he looked at Aeno and said, “What the heck was that?”
Aeno shrugged. “I dunno, but it was cool, wasn’t it? It’s gone now, though. Maybe I’ll make it again later, after the Tournament is over. Looked fun to play with.”
Beams’ eyes widened. Not only could Aeno create things, but he could also destroy them, seemingly at will. Even the Dread God didn’t have that power. No wonder no one had ever contested Aeno’s title of King of the Multiverse. With the power to make and unmake anything he wanted, Aeno was as close to god as you could get.
A small, immature child with the power of creation and destruction at his fingertips, Beams thought grimly. Yeah, no way that could go wrong.
“Wow,” said Bolt, “but here’s something I don’t understand: If you’re so powerful, why did you not help us with the Dread God?”
“What is the Dread God?” said Winter, folding his arms in front of his chest. “We weren’t here for it, you know.”
“The Dread God was an interdimensional dead alien god, revived by his worshipers to conquer the multiverse,” Beams explained. He gestured at himself and Bolt. “Bolt and I killed him a while ago, though it was not easy, let me tell you.”
“Really?” said Cyclone. He looked at Winter. “Boss, this DLC is lit.”
Winter just sighed in exasperation, while Bolt and Trickshot just looked at Cyclone in bewilderment. Beams was also confused about why Winter and Cyclone kept making video game references, but he supposed they were both just really hardcore gamers or something. Or maybe they were just crazy. That was also a distinct possibility, assuming Winter was not, in fact, some kind of alternate universe version of Fro-Zen.
“The Dread God?” said Aeno. He smiled. “I was asleep for all of that.”
“You were—?” Bolt sputtered. “But how? How did you sleep through all of that?”
“His Majesty has been sleeping for the past million years,” said Sigil. He was now standing next to Aeno’s throne, even though Beams hadn’t seen him move. “He only just woke up recently.”
“Yep,” said Aeno with a nod. He yawned and stretched his limbs. “I kind of regret missing it, though. Sounded like fun.”
“You napped,” said Beams. “For a million years.”
“You make it sound like a long time,” said Aeno. “Then again, I forget that you mortals have a shorter lifespan than I do. I don’t know how you guys get anything done with such a small lifespan. I have trouble just finishing my breakfast in a thousand years.”
“We’re just really efficient with the time we have,” said Winter dryly.
“What he said,” said Bolt. “So, er, how old are you, exactly, Aeno?”
Aeno began counting off his fingers. “Let’s see … one, two, three, four … no, carry the five and divide by ten … but where does that leave the three … two’s gotta go somewhere … math is so dumb …”
“You have no age,” Sigil reminded Aeno. “Remember?”
“Oh, right!” said Aeno, raising his head as if he had just made an important discovery. “That’s right. Yeah, I can’t remember when, or if, I was born. I just remember always existing. Probably always will exist.”
The more Beams learned about Aeno, the more horrified he became. If he understood Aeno’s answers correctly, they were talking with an immortal five-year-old boy with reality-warping powers who might have always existed. Beams had no children of his own, but he was well aware of how much trouble an ordinary five-year-old kid could cause even without any powers. Beams considered it a minor miracle that the multiverse itself still existed if Aeno was its king.
Winter seemed to have the same thoughts as him, because he muttered, “And here I thought it was crazy to give a bunch of teenagers superpowers. Never mind that.”
“But enough about me,” said Aeno, clapping his hands together again. “I want to talk about you guys. I’ve been paying attention to you guys for a long time now.”
“But weren’t you sleeping until just recently?” said Bolt. “You said you slept right through the Dread God situation.”
Aeno gestured at Sigil. “I had Sigil here keep an eye on the multiverse while I was gone. He recorded everything on the Eternal Camera and I watched it all when I woke up.”
“Why did you have Sigil record the multiverse while you slept?” said Beams.
“Because someone’s gotta keep an eye on my kingdom,” Aeno replied. “And because I couldn’t both sleep and watch things at the same time, I stayed asleep. I really only woke up when you and Bolt killed the Dread God. Felt the Dread God’s death in the multiverse, so I woke up to see who had done it.”
“Actually, Your Majesty, I was the one who woke you up,” Sigil reminded Aeno. “Remember?”
“Oh, yeah,” said Aeno in a slightly dismissive way. “You did. Thanks.”
Sigil’s lips curled in a slight sneer. “You’re welcome, Your Majesty.”
Aeno, however, did not seem to notice Sigil’s sneer. He kept his focus on Beams and the other heroes, speaking as rapidly as ever.
“So I asked Sigil who killed the Dread God and he told me that Bolt and Beams did it,” Aeno continued. “Never heard of you guys before, so I watched the footage from the Eternal Camera to find out more about you guys. Which is when I became your biggest fan in the world and when I hatched the idea for the Tournament in the first place.”
“What about us?” said Winter, gesturing at himself and Trickshot. “When did we fall on your radar?”
“Not long after I learned about Bolt and Beams,” said Aeno. “You see, I became a big superhero fan in general. There are so many superheroes in the multiverse you wouldn’t even believe. I had no idea just how awesome you guys are. And not just awesome, but really heroic, too. I hope I can be as heroic as you guys someday.”
“That’s, er, nice, Aeno,” said Beams, scratching the back of his neck. “But if you just wanted to speak to us, then you could have just invited us to your Castle to visit. No need for a tournament.”
Aeno, however, shook his head vigorously. “No! I don’t just want your autographs. I want to see you guys fight ‘cause that’s what superheroes do. One of the coolest things about superheroes is when they fight supervillains and bad guys and stuff. I want to find out which one of you is the greatest hero in the multiverse, and the only logical way to do that is to have you guys fight each other in a tournament!”
Beams’ frown deepened. That hardly seemed ‘logical’ to him, but he decided to continue being diplomatic to avoid angering Aeno. “I see. Well, I’m not sure how interested we are in fighting each other—”
“But you must,” Aeno insisted. “You have to. If you don’t, I’ll be forced to destroy all of your universes.”
“Wait, what?” said Winter. “What are you talking about?”
Aeno looked at Sigil in surprise. “Sigil, didn’t you tell them what would happen to the losers of the Tournament?”
Sigil, his expression stone-cold, shook his head. “I am afraid not, Your Majesty. I thought it would be more appropriate if you were the one to deliver the news.”
Aeno nodded, apparently satisfied with that explanation. “Okay.”
Aeno then looked at the heroes with a big smile on his face. “All right. The winner of the Tournament will be officially declared the Greatest Hero in the Multiverse. The losers, however, will be erased. Them and their universes.”






  
  BOLT


Bolt was already in a bad mood after getting kidnapped from his own universe to fight in some tournament that he had never heard of before. If Bolt could have  his way, he would be back home on Hero Island, waiting through Blizzard’s graduation ceremony, waiting for the right moment to ask her to marry him.
But when Aeno said that he was going to destroy the universes of the losers in the Tournament, Bolt just about had it. He didn’t care if Aeno was basically a god. He didn’t care that Aeno could probably kill him without even thinking about it. He was going to let Aeno know exactly what he thought about Aeno’s plan, regardless of the consequences.
Stepping forward, Bolt said, “You’re going to destroy the losers’ universes?”
“Sure,” said Aeno. “Plus, of course, the loser themselves.”
“Why?” said Bolt, not even pretending to be respectful anymore. “What does that accomplish?”
Aeno smiled, an expression that looked quite chilling to Bolt. “Think about it. Does the multiverse really need multiple great heroes? Or does it just need one hero, that is, the greatest of them all? Quality over quantity. Right, Sigil?”
Sigil smirked slightly. “Yes, Your Majesty. Whatever you say.”
Bolt planned to punch Sigil in the face at some point as well, if only because his smug expression was starting to get on his nerves. At the moment, however, Aeno was his target.
“That’s insane,” said Winter, also stepping forward beside Bolt. “You can’t just eliminate an entire universe just because its hero didn’t measure up to your expectations.”
Aeno frowned. “Why not? I’m the King of the Multiverse. That means I can do whatever I want.”
Bolt bit his lower lip. This wasn’t good. Aeno was starting to act more like a little dictator than a king. It made Bolt even more worried about their survival. He could easily foresee a scenario where Aeno just got angry enough to destroy the entire multiverse. That meant that Bolt would need to handle this situation much more delicately than he wanted, which would be hard because Bolt was used to solving his problems with his fists and his powers.
“Besides, the Tournament will be fun,” said Aeno. “And you won’t even have to fight by yourselves.”
“What do you mean?” said Bolt, raising an eyebrow.
“The Tournament of Heroes isn’t just for heroes,” said Aeno. “I am also going to give each of you guys a Team of people from your respective universe to fight alongside you. We will have four Teams of four people each and each Team will fight all of the other Teams for the title of Greatest Hero in the Multiverse.”
“We’re getting Teams?” said Winter. He sighed in relief. “Great. I’ve got an entire League of people back home, any of whom would make great Teammates for me.”
Aeno, however, shook his head. “Sorry, but I get to
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