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 1: Best Laid Plans 
 In the end, all of Ryan’s loops started the same way. 
 By ramming his car into Ghoul’s back. 
 "You know, you have become a fixture in my life," Ryan said as he exited his Plymouth and walked into Renesco’s bar. By now, this place had become a second home to the courier. He had grown almost paternally fond of the wall he kept crashing into. "I’ve had more dates with you than with Jasmine." 
 Ghoul wriggled on the ground, trying to rise up again using the bar counter. The barman Renesco hid behind it, unsure how to react to Ryan’s unforgettable entrance. The courier happily waltzed through debris, wind entering the establishment through the hole in the wall. 
 "I thought my life was a black comedy, maybe a tragicomedy, but now I realize… it was a vampire romance all along." Ryan loomed over Ghoul, hands behind his back. The Psycho was halfway back on his feet, while the other patrons dared not interfere. "Do your bones shine in sunlight?" 
 "What the hell are you talki—" Ghoul screamed as Ryan introduced the undead's knee to his boot, the Psycho collapsing on the ground. "You bastard!" 
 "All of this to say that I’m not stalking you," the courier said, as he kicked his beloved again. "I mean, look at me. I’m handsome. Only ugly people stalk, that’s well known. If I hurt you, it’s out of love." 
 His love of hurting Ghoul. 
 Darkling had said that the Black Ultimate One would remove it from causality and all future resets, and Ryan had wondered if it also applied to its previous hosts. However, the bag of bones had returned without any memory of the previous loop. 
 Which meant that Big Fat Adam lived again, plotting mischief. 
 "I’m calling Security!" the barman Renesco complained behind the bar counter, while the wounded Ghoul tried to crawl away from Ryan. The undead looked at the courier as if he were insane, which wounded his soft, sensible heart. 
 Ryan didn’t react well to rejection. 
 "I know your secret weakness, Ghoul," Ryan said, as he opened his car’s backdoor. "A kryptonite you cannot hope to defend yourself against." 
 A dirty street dog leaped out of the Plymouth Fury, her sparkling eyes lacking anything resembling intelligence; she was the bastard daughter of a mastiff and a greyhound, and inherited the ugliest parts of both. Her tongue stuck out, fleas happily moving on from her blackening fur to greener pastures. This plebeian creature lacked Eugène-Henry’s aristocratic flair but had a certain rustic charm, though her terrible stench made the bar’s patrons recoil. 
 "Her name is Henriette. I found her eating trash on my way to the bar, and I bought her loyalty with a ham." Ryan always kept food in his car for situations like this. "Now, as a cat person, this may seem like a betrayal. And it is!" 
 Ryan petted his hellhound behind the ears, and she loved it very much. All dogs wanted affection. "I have no shame, no hesitation, no principles!" 
 "What do you want?" Ghoul asked, looking at Henriette with dread. The she-dog had noticed him, her eyes rising up as she gazed at his barebone legs with hunger. 
 The Psycho knew what was coming. 
 "Only your pain," Ryan replied, pointing a finger at his prey. "Go, girl!" 
 Henriette leaped on Ghoul, and he couldn’t crawl away fast enough. 
 The dog brought her new master a beautiful femur a few seconds later, and she was very proud of it too. 
   
 Ghoul was only the first person on Ryan’s Christmas list. After the tense ending of the previous loop, the courier needed a moment of respite and catharsis before getting down to business. 
 Ryan’s next naughty child lived not so far from Jamie’s own house. The courier knocked on the door of a single-story bungalow, so perfect in its mundanity. Only the condemned windows indicated something wrong with the tenant. 
 The door soon opened, revealing a lean, gaunt man with snow white skin and raven hair. This pallid scarecrow remained in the darkness, fearing the sunlight that would certainly burn his unholy soul. Garish, colorful paint figments covered his dirty clothes. The black circles around his bloodshot, green eyes told Ryan he had just woken up. 
 Damn, not only was this man a hitman, but he was also a vampire! 
 "Richard Pinkman?" Ryan asked. "Night Terror?" 
 "Uh… yes?" The vampire squinted suspiciously at the courier. "Do we know each other?" 
 "I have something for you, though it’s a bit late." Ryan wanted to make this delivery in the last loop, but never found the opportunity to do so. "The night is dark and full of terrors, huh?" 
 The man frowned, realizing that his visitor knew of his power and its limitations. The vampire’s hand moved to his back, perhaps looking for a gun; as if he could hurt the pure of heart. "What kind of delivery?" 
 Ryan punched him in the face so hard, that the man stumbled backward. His back hit something with a loud clatter, though the courier couldn’t see due to the darkness inside the house. 
 "Don’t make me live through my childhood traumas again," Ryan warned the vicious telepath. The fact these nightmares became real afterward had left the courier bitter. "You can’t fathom how much money I spent on therapists." 
 Night Terror didn’t answer, knocked out cold. 
 Ryan took a moment to check off his Christmas list, finding the next name to be Karen Ricci, alias the Vamp. After the vampire, the witch. Unfortunately, it was getting late, and the courier might not survive his plan for her. Luigi came afterward, but Ryan was too tired for a late-afternoon hockey match. 
 "Maybe later." 
 A princess waited for him. 
   
 Ryan reached the Deadland motel by nightfall, parking his car near the entrance. Henriette sat at his side, the bastard dog whining at her new master with shameful eyes. Though he favored cats and rabbits above all else, Ryan had learned how to handle dogs across loops. He knew that look. 
 "You want a litter box?" 
 Henriette yapped in response, her tongue sticking out of her mouth. She made a face only a dog lover could appreciate. 
 "Ghoul," Ryan said, looking at the rearview mirror. 
 The lonely skull on the backseat looked back at the courier with fear. For a moment, Ryan almost felt pity for the murderous bag of bones. But then, he remembered his previous loop, and how Ghoul had encouraged his boss to turn the time-traveler into a Psycho. 
 Ryan removed his mask and hat, his terrible smile causing the undead to whine in stark, raving terror. 
 "Open your mouth." 
 Bone Daddy’s screams of despair were music to Ryan’s ears, though they ended too soon. The Psycho had lost his courage with his spine. 
 Ryan left Henriette to her new chew toy, and walked towards the motel. He noticed light coming from Livia’s room, but no Killer Seven member was guarding the door. Odd. 
 Still, Ryan whistled as he opened the suite’s door, finding his former first lady waiting for him. The table was set, with delightful cookies and steaming coffee waiting for consumption. 
 Livia stood on the other side, her back turned against Ryan. She wore an elegant blue leather coat and long velvet gloves, a true femme fatale straight out of a detective noir movie. Her platinum hair flowed down like a silver waterfall. 
 "Hello, princess," Ryan said as he closed the door behind him. "How was your first time-travel trip?" 
 Livia turned around, her blue eyes observing him with cold amusement. Her face reminded Ryan of her aunt Pluto's lovely deadliness. "Pretty good," she said, her tone dangerous. "Though it will be the last." 
 Ryan frowned. "What do you mean?" 
 "I am so sorry Ryan, but now that I remember everything, you have outlived your usefulness. I have all the intel I need to take over this city, and the only obstacle remaining…" She marked a short pause. "Is you." 
 … 
 Shit. 
 Shit! 
 "I thought we were friends!" Ryan complained, his hand moving to his coat to draw a knife. 
 "And you believed me?" The courier froze, as Livia’s hands moved to her chair. Somehow, her every movement seemed effortlessly threatening. "Cancel is waiting outside, and her power is already at work. It’s over." 
 Oh gods, this was Alchemo’s betrayal all over again! Ryan reflexively activated his power, and the world turned purple as he prepared to strike Livia. 
 Wait, how could his time-stop still work if Cancel was around the door? 
 Ryan looked at the frozen Livia, and noticed the smile she desperately tried to suppress. 
 No way. 
 She wouldn’t dare. She wouldn’t dare. 
 Ryan quickly opened the door when time resumed, and found no killer outside. 
 She dared. 
 "You… you evil mastermind!" Ryan said while closing the gate behind him, the hidden knife back inside his trenchcoat. "You pranked me!" 
 Livia responded with a warm, delightful laughter. "I’m sorry," she apologized, a sheepish grin on her face. "I know this is silly, but I always wanted to make a speech like this. I knew nobody else would take it seriously." 
 Her last loop as Ryan’s sidekick had corrupted Livia. 
 He had created a monster. 
 "I apologize if I scared you. I didn’t know how you would react, which is why I did it." Livia shyly joined her hands. "Can you forgive me, Ryan?" 
 "I could never blame someone with such an impeccable fashion sense," Ryan said, sitting around the table. "But don’t try it again, princess, I could have killed you. I’m really sensitive about these things." 
 Her joy instantly turned to horror. "Truly?" Livia asked while she sat as well. "What happened?" 
 "A few people went mad after I informed them of the truth," Ryan admitted, warming his hands by touching his coffee cup. "Some tried to restrain me so I wouldn’t reload. Others went farther." 
 "I…" And now Livia regretted her joke. Her hands moved to touch his own, and they felt warmer than the cup. "I’m sorry, Ryan. I didn’t wish to open up old wounds." 
 "Nah, it’s alright. If anything, you’re helping them to heal." At long last, Ryan had an ally that would help up across future loops. With Livia’s help, he could make his allies remember him. His friendships would survive the test of time. "I already retaliated anyway." 
 "What do you mean?" Livia frowned, as she suddenly realized the cookies had vanished. "Did you eat them in the frozen time?" 
 Ryan smiled. 
 "That was childish," Livia said as she returned the smile, her hands moving back to her own coffee cup. "So, Ryan. How do we win?" 

We. The word warmed Ryan’s heart like a campfire on a cold night. 
 Ryan shared with Livia the previous loop’s end. How he and Len confirmed that Dynamis kept a mutated Bloodstream prisoner inside their lab fortress, and how Len’s presence allowed it to escape. He told her of his allies’ last stand against Alphonse Manada, how Bloodstream destroyed New Rome, and how Augustus chose to attack Leo Hargraves rather than stop fighting. 
 The courier didn’t mention how he managed to hurt Lightning Butt though. His daughter might not react well, and Ryan himself didn’t fully understand what happened. He needed more time to figure that part out. 
 The more Livia listened, the deeper the frown on her face. "This is horrifying," she said, sipping her coffee thoughtfully. "Seeing your stepfather in such a state…" 
 "I hate him." Seeing Bloodstream devour his own daughter only reinforced Ryan’s poor opinion of him. "Death will be a mercy." 
 "Can we even kill him? If he makes up Dynamis’ Knockoff Elixirs, then a part of him will remain within countless Genomes." 
 "I have the formula for Dr. Tyrano’s vaccine. Unless Bloodstream’s core is in contact with Len’s blood, he won’t develop an immunity to it." The monster didn’t do so either when Shortie’s fluids touched a Knockoff Elixir, perhaps because her father had very little control over his fragments while neutered by Dynamis. 
 "But it works through injections," Livia pointed out. "Even with the best vaccination campaign, many will refuse to give up their powers. Especially since most paid a small fortune for them." 
 "Yeah, and people smoke while thinking they’ll win the coin toss." Ryan let out a shrug. "I have an idea in mind, but I want your opinion first. How much time do we have?" 
 "I ran simulations while listening to your tale," Livia said, joining her fingers. "Now that I know what is inside Lab Sixty-Six, my visions are more accurate. The odds of this pandemic are low, but increase dramatically if Alphonse Manada takes over Dynamis. And he will, given time; it might take a year or ten, but the odds increase with time. It can happen even under Hector Manada’s chairmanship." 
 The incompetent chairman didn’t worry the courier much. By now, he had realized that Atom Smasher was the real threat among his family. The strongest, the most determined. 
 Bloodstream would need to go whatever happened, but Livia’s prophecy reassured Ryan somewhat. "Out of all the disasters we must solve, this one is a long-term problem," the courier said. "The two other calamities won't wait years." 
 Livia scowled. "When will the Meta-Gang use Mechron’s satellite weapon?" 
 "Somewhere between May 12th and 18th." Big Fat Adam used the weapon on the last date, but Ryan had seen him and Psypsy take over the bunker as early as May 12th. The malevolent sociopath had almost pulled the trigger when the Manada invaded his HQ in the Dynamis loop. "And if nothing is done, Leo Hargraves and the Carnival will arrive in New Rome within three weeks." 
 "And my father will wage war on them," Livia said sorrowfully. "Destroying New Rome." 
 "I’m sorry," Ryan apologized. "Your father is not a nice man." 
 "I know," she said, looking away. "Do you have a paper sheet?" 
 A few seconds later, Livia scribbled a makeshift calendar on a paper sheet, planning the month of May. She added crosses on the 12th, 18th, and 28th—the rough date of Hargraves’ planned arrival, though Ryan never carried a loop this far. 
 "We must deal with Adam the Ogre first," Livia stated the obvious as she examined the calendar. "We have four days to prepare an attack." 
 "It will have to be done today in the final loop. The fatass is throwing people at the bunker’s defenses as we speak." The memory of Hannifat Lecter threatening to eat a hostage still haunted the courier. "The longer we wait, the higher the kill count." 
 "So this loop is not the final one even in the best case scenario?" Livia asked with a frown. "You want to assault the bunker the moment the next loop begins?" 
 "After I take out the trash first." Much like during his suicide run, Ryan would demolish Ghoul, and then attack the bunker afterward. "If Adam and Psyshock can be neutralized, then I can subsume their minions. If we have a cure for the Psycho condition, it'll be even easier." 
 "I can help with the assault, but I’m afraid my father will catch wind of the bunker if I call upon more help," Livia said. "Fortuna would hold her tongue though. Would the three of us be enough to defeat the Meta-Gang?" 
 "I’m not sure." Lucky Girl might make up for Darkling’s absence or the plushie’s inactivity, or maybe not. Shortie would probably help even without her memories, and perhaps Shroud too. "I need to perfect the memory transfer. The more people fighting with us the better." 
 "Especially since we need you to manually transfer memories. If you perish early, then this complicates the next loop." Livia crossed her arms. "Can you recreate the mind-transfer machine on your own?" 
 Ryan shook his head. Even with his considerable financial resources, the Genius device needed pieces difficult to make without a support network. "I will need more technological resources. Either the bunker, Vulcan, or Dynamis." 
 "I can introduce you to Vulcan," Livia argued. "I will not ask for the machine’s blueprints, if you are worried about that." 
 "Will you do a new villain speech if I give it away?" Ryan teased her. 
 "I doubt it will surprise you again," she mused, though her smile quickly faltered. "What about Mathias?" 
 "I can convince the Carnival to halt its assault on your family if I swear to play double agent, destroy the Bliss Factory, and sabotage your mob’s operations." 
 Livia frowned in skepticism. "Will Ischia Island’s destruction prevent Hargraves from showing up?" 
 "I’m not sure. The Carnival wants to end your family’s criminal activities, and honestly, I can’t blame them for it." If only a battle between the two organizations didn’t threaten to tear the city apart... "And then there’s Narcinia. Your father abducted her and murdered her parents." 
 Livia looked at her coffee cup, losing herself in the steaming blackness. She had confirmed this story in the previous loop, and it shook her to the core. Perhaps she thought that while her father was ruthless, he only went after people who threatened him first. Only now did she see Lightning Butt’s true, hateful self. 
 "I still can’t forgive Hargraves for killing my mother," Livia said. "What happened to Narcinia’s parents didn't make this a justified retaliation. However… I agree that Narcinia suffered a terrible injustice, and it is my duty to correct it." 
 "The Carnival is pretty reasonable," Ryan argued, having dealt with them extensively. "If they understand that you will inherit your father’s empire to better dismantle it, maybe they won’t poke the hornet’s nest. Returning Narcinia to them would show your goodwill." 
 "Let me think about this," Livia said. "I need more time to process simulations. A wrong move here could make my father overreact." 
 What an understatement. She might as well have said the Titanic had a small ice problem. 
 "And finally, we must destroy what remains of your stepfather," Livia changed the subject. "What was your idea?" 
 "A Carnival member, Dr. Stitch, is a Genius specialized in viruses and illnesses," Ryan said. "Since he already studied Bloodstream, I believe he could create something from the vaccine." 
 Livia’s head perked up in interest. "A Knockoff vaccine plague?" 
 "Something like that. I can also contact Tyrano, see if he can help as well. If the sample in Len’s body is neutralized, then Bloodstream cannot escape." Ryan finished his coffee. "As you see, princess, all the pieces are there. We just need to find the right way to assemble them. The sequence that will save everyone." 
 "Can we?" Livia asked with a frown. "Save everyone?" 
 "Yes." Everyone who deserved to be saved, at least. "It’s not my first rodeo." 
 Livia looked into his eyes, her face undecipherable. "How many resets did it take you to reach this moment?" 
 Ryan shrugged. "Dozens." 
 "And you are not yet done." Livia shook her head, her gaze full of compassion. "I was sincere when I told you we should find a way to ease your burden. I won’t have you martyr yourself on a cross for our sake." 
 "Who else will?" Ryan asked back. "Someone has to do it. Millions of lives are at stake." 
 "But the process doesn’t have to be painful, or lonely," Livia argued. "I’m sure we can find a way to make your resets painless. I doubt I am the only one who cares for your well-being." 
 The time-traveler looked away. Shortie cared too, but she was family. Even Alchemo had tried to set his foot down, to earn Ryan’s forgiveness. 
 "I made promises," the courier said, thinking back of Jasmine, Bianca, and so many others. "Fulfilling them is all that matters." 
 "Not if it means you sacrifice your own happiness for others." Livia smiled. "A perfect ending for everyone includes you too, Ryan." 
 If only she knew. Ryan’s mind wandered back to his first Perfect Run in Monaco, where he saved Simon and so many more from that hellish prison. Though he gave a happy ending to everyone else, the adventure left the courier with a bittersweet taste. He alone had remembered the moment they all shared together. His Perfect Runs afterward had left him with the same feeling. 
 But this time would be different. He hoped things would change this time around. 
 He wanted them to. 
 "I will try," Ryan said. "Any suggestion on how to proceed?" 
 Livia answered with a nod. "Join my father’s organization, and tell the Carnival that you will act as their mole to buy time. I can introduce you to Vulcan so you may recreate your brain-transfer machine, and I will see how to deal with Narcinia. It will be easier to plan the raid on the Meta-Gang if we cooperate closely. Do you think you could turn some of the Psychos against Adam before we attack the bunker? What about Sarin?" 
 Ryan shook his head. "Sarin only attacks the harbor if Ghoul can back her up and Psyshock isn't neutralized, but I need to offer the bag of bones to appease the Carnival and that telepath has to go. I have no other means of contacting her for certain." 
 "I am not certain that trusting the Carnival is the right step," Livia admitted, slightly worried. "But I trust you, Ryan. If you feel this is the right way..." 
 "It’s the best option we have right now," Ryan said, rising from his seat. "I need to meet with Len now." 
 Both to arrange the memory transfer, and prepare for Psyshock’s inevitable raid on the orphanage. 
 "I have her brainmap, and others. We can arrange the transfer as soon as you have the machine operational." Livia’s fingers fidgeted nervously. "You will stay at Jamie Cutter’s house this time around?" 
 "It’s probable," Ryan replied. "That or Len’s place." 
 "Maybe I will pay you a visit then," the mafia princess said with a friendly grin. "It doesn’t feel right you’re always the one coming to visit me." 
 Ryan chuckled. "You will need a diving suit if I’m moving in with Shortie." 
 "I would prefer a drier place," Livia mused. "See you soon, Ryan." 
 "See you soon, Princess," he said, as he closed the door behind him. Now… now he needed to convince an old friend to have her brain rewritten. A tall order. 
 The courier returned to his car, finding Henriette playfully licking a dejected skull. The light had left out Ghoul’s eyes, alongside all his hopes. 
 "Shortie," Ryan said, as he put on the Chronoradio. "Shortie, I know you can hear me." 
 The Chronoradio played a song from a time that never was. 
 "We need to talk," the courier continued, letting out a sigh. "Your father is alive. Dynamis holds him prisoner in one of their labs." 
 Her response came out of the radio seconds afterward. 

"Meet me at the orphanage."

 Ryan had heard these words before, but never with that tone. Anger, and determination. 
 Dynamis would never know what hit them 
   



 2: Defenders of the Realm 
 "You don’t believe me?" Ryan asked Len, his feet dangling from the edge of the orphanage’s roof. The stars shone brightly in New Rome’s polluted skies, their light piercing through the darkness. 
 "How can I?" Len asked, holding her head with her hands. Her water rifle remained within reach of her hand. "Time-travel? Downloadable memories? This is… this is insane, Riri. Insane. And my father… you’re saying my father is alive, and that Dynamis… that Dynamis turned him into..." 
 Well, as alive as a virus could be. Wait, could Pluto kill Bloodstream for good if her power registered him? Food for thought. 
 Ryan raised a hand to comfort Len, but his old friend recoiled. Without her memories, all the trust he managed to build up between them had vanished; it would have hurt once, but not this time. With Livia’s help, forgetfulness would no longer be a curse, but a temporary obstacle. 

If he could convince Len to accept the memory transfer procedure. Which considering her trust issues might prove difficult. 
 Perhaps Ryan should save a few seconds after he began a new loop? If he could only bring back a person at once, this would at least make the memory transfer permanent. They would only remember one loop, so it was an imperfect solution, but it was better than nothing. 
 "This… this is too much. Too much. I… I need time to process this." Len joined her hands, hyperventilating. It took her a few minutes to recover, and Ryan waited patiently. "I need to see the tech in question, Riri. If it’s really mine… if it’s really mine, I will recognize it. All the other stuff, you could have invented or learned through other means, but..." 
 "Sure," Ryan replied with a warm tone, trying to reassure her. "Anything you need." 
 Len took a long deep breath. "Riri. What happened to me?" she asked with a soft, weak voice. "When we reached that lab, assuming I believe your tale… you said I died. But not how. How did I perish?" 
 "You really want to know?" Ryan asked with a sigh. "It will hurt, Shortie." 
 "More than everything else you told me?" She struggled to hold back tears. "He killed me." 
 "Yes," Ryan admitted. She deserved to know the truth, no matter how horrifying. "There’s a piece of him in your blood. Some kind of sleeper agent or tracking device. When you approached your father—" 
 "I became him." Warm tears rained down Len’s cheeks, while she pinched her nose not to sob. 
 Perhaps a part of her always knew it was a possibility, even if she refused to believe it. 
 She did believe Ryan. Even if the tale sounded outlandish, Shortie still thought her oldest friend wouldn’t lie to her. No matter how horrifying the tale. 
 "Len, there’s…" Ryan struggled to find the right words, so she wouldn’t panic. "If the blood sample inside you could transform you into a monster, maybe it can do something subtler?" 
 Len glared at him, her sadness transforming into anger. "You’re saying… you’re saying that my father influenced my thoughts. My feelings… that my feelings for him aren’t my own." 
 "Maybe they are, or maybe not. But the doubt remains as long as you carry that infection." The courier crossed his arms. "Len, we have to remove it. Not only for everyone else’s sake, but yours too." 
 "How? It’s inside me, Riri. It’s in my blood like a cancer, and your vaccine won’t work on it." 
 "I know a few Geniuses who could help." He had already sent an email to Dr. Tyrano through the scalie’s secure channel, offering him to cooperate on Knockoff research… and asking for information about his secret ‘Monster Girl’ project, much to the courier’s shame. "One can even help you with your…" 
 "My depression?" Len frowned. "I’m… I’m not a problem to be solved." 
 "No, no." That was exactly why he had been opposed to interacting with her across many loops. If her experience didn’t carry through, then the courier would treat her less like a person and more like an equation. "It’s… if you want. After recovering your memories." 
 "And if I don’t want your transfer?" Len wiped away the tears with her hand. "Will you repeat this conversation until I say yes?" 
 Ryan paused to consider the question, realizing that his entire plan hinged on Len accepting the memory transfer. If his amnesiac friend wouldn’t, then what could he do? Kidnap her and transfer the memories by force? Find a way to transfer the stored knowledge across time without the current Len’s consent? 
 "You would rather stay amnesiac?" the courier asked. "It’s not brainwashing. You will remember memories that you forgot, but it won’t erase yours." 
 "But it will change me, and I don’t know how. You know, but..." 
 "You’re afraid of what you will learn," Ryan guessed. Ignorance was bliss. 
 "Answer me, Riri." 
 "I will respect your choice. Even if it hurts." In the end, Ryan couldn’t force his decisions upon those he loved. "I can offer my hand, but you have to reach back too." 
 Len raised her knees, holding them with her arms in a fetal position. Her expression was thoughtful, undecipherable. 
 "Psyshock will attack this place in two days," Ryan reminded her, changing the subject. "We need to prepare for it." 
 "This place is rotten," Len said, glancing at New Rome’s bright neon lights. "The deeper I go, the stronger the stench. The flashy colors only hide the ugliness underneath." 
 "I agree with you that most of the locals don’t have fashion sense, but there are quite a few locals overflowing with glamour." Ryan should introduce Len to Wardrobe at one point. "Where did you go after we split up?" 
 "The Canary Islands," Len admitted. "The sub’s autopilot tried to bring me to the USA, but an engine problem halfway redirected it to the closest island. I stayed a few months there before moving on." 
 So the Laïka had honored its namesake. "Pretty nice place," Ryan said. "I’m surprised they managed to establish an independent republic from Dynamis, considering how half of Spain has fallen under their control." 
 Len’s head perked up in surprise. "You went there?" 
 "Yeah, I think it was…" Two hundred years ago? Ryan’s memory was a bit foggy, as his adventures in North Africa hadn’t been memorable. "A while ago. We must have missed each other." 
 "It was… it was nice. The islanders are nice." 
 "Will you return there?" Ryan asked, his old friend shaking her head. 
 "They still fight each other sometimes," she said. "Wherever I went… there were always Genomes who wanted more. I couldn’t make a difference there, and I couldn’t make a difference in New Rome either." 
 "You still can." 
 "Even if we reveal how the Knockoffs are truly made of, Dynamis will continue to oppress people. If they could do something like that for a few more euros… then they’re capable of anything." She shook her head. "And the Augusti destroy lives through drugs and blood money. I’ve seen the ruins of Malta below the sea, Riri. Augustus made an underwater tomb for thousands." 
 She wasn’t wrong, but again she only saw the darkness and missed the stars. "I think these groups can change," Ryan said, remembering his Il Migliore loop and his discussions with Livia. "If the right people are in charge." 
 "I hope you’re right." 
 "But you don’t believe me." Ryan shrugged, rising up and walking on the roof. "It’s fine, I’ll change your mind." 
 "You’re going?" Len bit her lower lip. "You can… you can stay, you know." 
 "Thanks," Ryan said from the bottom of his heart. "I still have another date though." 
 He moved to the door separating the roof from the levels below, but his hand stopped on the handle. "Len, there’s something I never dared to ask you before, in any of our conversations." Ryan peeked over his shoulder, Len still sitting on the roof’s edge. "That day, when I returned to our hideout… you and the sub were gone. Did you leave, or was it the autopilot?" 
 Len looked away, avoiding his gaze. "I waited for you and Dad until the last second, and when you didn’t return, I… I didn’t know what to do. I thought you were both dead, and I… I just let the Laïka carry me away." 
 With her family gone, Len had lost all hope for a better life. 
 But she had waited for Ryan until the very end. 
 And so, he wouldn’t abandon her. 
 Ryan left Len to meditate on what he told her, crossing paths with Little Sarah in the stairs. She must have tried to eavesdrop, only to find the door firmly closed. "Hey, pintsize," the courier waved a hand at this petulant child, delighting in teasing her. "Have you seen my dog? I’m taking her on a walk." 
 "Wait until I hit puberty, jackass," the child replied, crossing her arms while pouting. "Your doggie is playing with that lazy cat and your rabbit outside." 
 … 
 Ryan’s hands hastily moved to his trenchcoat, searching his pockets. 
 A-Bomb? Check. 
 Guns? Check. 
 Knives? Check. 
 Buzzer? Check. 
 Plushie? 
 Not check. 
 "Uh oh." 
 Ryan rushed outside much to Sarah’s surprise, slamming the orphanage’s doors open. 
 He found Henriette ‘playing’ with Eugène-Henry in the yard. The courier had introduced his pets to each other, and the aristocratic cat dealt with the lowborn dog the same way a noble did with a peasant; by trying to ignore her entire existence. Still, Henriette proved too obstinate, or too stupid, to realize that. She kept licking and nuzzling the cat in an attempt to elicit a reaction, to no avail. 
 And the plushie sat on the steps, the button on its back switched on. The vile, long-eared demon glanced south of New Rome, perhaps dreaming of setting the city ablaze. 
 How? Ryan didn’t let it anywhere near the orphans! Who could have stolen it from him and switched the machine on? 
 Unless... 
 The courier had assumed a Meta-Gang member accidentally switched it on during the last loop, mistaking it for something harmless. But now that he thought of it, the timing of the furred horror’s rescue was a bit too perfect. 
 "You could always activate," Ryan guessed in horror. "You were just pretending." 
 All this time. 
 All this time, the time-traveler thought he had bound the demon inside a pentagram, but it could always step over. Ryan’s illusion of control shattered, his fingers trembling with dread. For centuries… for centuries, he had lived at the mercy of a horror that he had called, but couldn’t put down. 
 The plushie looked at his maker with its big blue eyes, and then behind him; Ryan froze, as he heard Little Sarah had followed him outside. The courier’s heart skipped a beat, as he watched all his hopes for this loop go down the drain. 
 And then the abyss looked away. 
 The plushie ignored them both, and gazed at Mount Augustus. It didn’t enter cute mode, didn’t make a sound. No pre-recorded message answered Ryan’s words; neither a laser nor a switchblade shed blood all over the orphanage. 
 The plushie didn’t want to play. 
 "You aren’t going to kill anyone?" Ryan asked his dreaded creation. "Not even disembowel a Psycho or two?" 
 No answer. 
 Ryan didn’t hear the whispers either. Alien voices followed in the plushie’s wake, but they had gone silent. The toy’s eldritch shadow, once so fearsome, had shrunk in size by half. 
 "You’re talking to a toy," Little Sarah said. "I knew you were a druggie." 
 Not even the promise of slaughter or the presence of preteens elicited a reaction. Instead, the plushie kept glaring at Mount Augustus with its big blue eyes; the menacing aura within them replaced with sourness. Ryan reached a terrible conclusion, the maddening truth clear for all to see. 
 By defeating the plushie so thoroughly, Lightning Butt had done the impossible. 
 He gave it depression. 
   
 Ryan knocked on Shroud’s door next. His visit was a bit earlier than usual, but he sweetened the deal with a free stuffed Ghoul. The Psycho had gone torpid, to the point Ryan wondered if his immortality gave in. 
 Though Ryan didn’t mention time travel, he told the translucent vigilante almost everything else. Both sat on opposing chairs for an hour inside Shroud’s hideout, the vigilante silent as a tomb. By the time his guest finished his tale, all windows had cracks and dawn rose on New Rome outside. 
 Mathias Martel only said one word. 

"Fuck."

 "Pretty much," Ryan said. "I’m pretty sure the Knockoffs also contain carcinogens, though I can’t prove it." 
 Shroud joined his hands, meditating on what he had learned. "Do you have a hard proof that Bloodstream makes up the Knockoffs? We destroyed all our samples to prevent him from returning." 
 "I have." Len allowed Ryan to take a drop of blood for study, which he offered to the vigilante. "Put this in contact with a Dynamis Knockoff, and you will see. Keep a flamethrower nearby though." 
 "I will need the vaccine data too," Shroud said, as he carefully examined the blood in a syringe. Even now, Ryan half-expected it to burst out of its container. "If our Genius confirms what you said, then we will have to come to New Rome in force." 
 "I would rather avoid that," Ryan said. "Trust me, you will get a lot more than pigeon shit on your windshield if you do that, Matty." 
 The glass manipulator’s armor seemed to shift, threatening to grow spikes. After a short moment of hesitation, he removed his helmet, revealing his true face. He approached Ryan’s head, gazing into his eyes with absolute, chilling seriousness. 
 "From what you’re telling me, Adam the Ogre—a man so terrible he was already eating people long before he gained superpowers—is within days of getting his hands on an orbital superweapon, and Dynamis infected thousands of people with the seeds of a global pandemic," Mathias Martel said. "Both disasters are only possible because we failed to properly address them. Now, tell me Quicksave. How is this not a situation that deserves our full attention?" 
 "I told you, I can select whichever universe I want," Ryan lied. "The sun will set on New Rome if Sunshine makes his way here. Lightning Butt will see to that. Countless innocents will die." 
 "So you say," the vigilante replied. 
 Ryan squinted at the hero. "How many times has your group fought Lightning Butt?" 
 Shroud clenched his fists. "Too many times." 
 They had tried to bring him down for years, and failed. "Then you know Mob Zeus is a heartless bastard who only cares for power and revenge," Ryan said. The memory of that madman striking Sunshine down as the world collapsed around them flashed vividly in the courier’s mind. "He’s a bitter old man dying of cancer. He has little left to lose, except for his daughter." 
 "I know that." 
 "Good. Now, imagine him near this city’s powder kegs. Do you think he will put aside his grievances against a greater threat, or make things worse for Leo just to spite him?" 
 Shroud’s silence was an answer in itself. 
 Ryan delivered the coup de grace. "You had a plan for New Rome, but it didn’t account for either Adam or Bloodstream. It didn’t survive contact with the enemy, so you’ve got to adapt." 
 "Who do you serve, Quicksave?" Mathias asked, after pondering his words. "Which side are you on?" 
 "The realm!" Ryan put a hand on his chest. "And my own side." 
 Mathias looked at him with a frown. "So you’re just trying to save your hide?" 
 "Didn’t anyone tell you I’m immortal?" Ryan shrugged his shoulders. "I don’t want this city to burn or the world to end, is that too much to ask? I have friends on both sides, and I want all of them to be happy. Isn’t that what you want too?" 
 "I want to save lives yes," Shroud replied, hanging back in his chair. "But I want to save them permanently. We tried to deal with Bloodstream in the past, only for Dynamis to lie to us so they could exploit him for profit. We killed Mechron, but his weapons remain available to even worse villains. I don’t want to repeat everything in five years." 
 Ryan examined him closely. "You knew something like this would happen with Bloodstream." That was what he gathered from their brief interactions last loop. 
 The vigilante nodded. "My mother, Alice Martel, was once called Pythia." 
 "The seer?" Ryan never met her, though she was part of the Carnival’s original line-up. She had left the group by the time they tracked Bloodstream down. "My condolences." 
 "She still lives." Shroud looked away in sadness. "She almost died fighting Mechron, but she’s recovering in Denmark with my father." 
 "Recovering, as in rising from the dead?" 
 "Nidhogg and his men haven’t progressed that far yet," Mr. Safelite replied. "Before she was wounded in action against Mechron, my mother provided a detailed report of future threats to the world. Though Augustus was ranked high, Bloodstream topped the list. He was expected to cause an extinction event in the case your sister died." 
 So that was why the Carnival pursued that bloody headache so relentlessly. Unfortunately, all they did was delay the disaster and let Dynamis worsen it. Ryan shuddered upon remembering Len being absorbed into that eldritch horror. 
 The prophecy had come true. 
 But seers didn’t decide the march of time. 
 Ryan did. 
 "It will still happen, unless we act," the courier said. "But we can still change the future. We can end this nightmare once and for all, if we cooperate." 
 "How?" Mathias asked, skeptical. "We aren’t powerful enough to destroy the bunker without Leo, Mr. Wave, and others at our back. Dynamis is corrupt, so we can’t rely on Il Migliore’s help either." 
 "There are other heroes in Rome," Ryan said. "Let me recruit a crack team of rogues and misfits! Who knows, maybe you will find love among them!" 
 Shroud didn’t put much trust in his wingmate. "Even if we somehow manage to prevail on our own, saving lives isn’t enough, Quicksave. Justice must be served. Augustus can’t keep poisoning people, and especially not continue to exploit the Costa’s daughter. He can’t get away with his crimes, and neither can the Manadas." 
 "I know." After watching Lightning Butt ravage New Rome in one loop and worsen its destruction in another, Ryan had sworn to bring the immortal emperor down. And maybe he was the only one capable of doing so. "But you can leave the Augusti to me. If you take care of the Bloodstream vaccine, my transparent friend, I swear I will destroy the Bliss Factory and return Julie Costa’s daughter to you. Blowing up stuff is my passion in life." 
 "You can’t expect Leo and the others to wait things out." 
 "There are other Mechron bases," Ryan said, the vigilante’s eyes widening in alarm. "The bunker below the Junkyard is one of many, but I recorded their locations. Sunshine can hunt them down while we deal with the situation here in New Rome. With his legacy wiped out, we can finally exorcise Mechron’s ghost for good." 
 With luck, the Mechron base could also cause the Bahamut to self-detonate, preventing anyone else from using the orbital laser ever again. 
 "And the Manadas?" Shroud asked. "Hector is mad, Fallout is madder, and Blackthorn lied to us." 
 "Actually, though his fashion sense would tell otherwise, I believe our dear gardener is the cleanest of them." 
 Ryan remembered Enrique complaining to his brother about lying to him at the end of the previous restart. Jasmine had also told the courier that the manager was supposed to manage Knockoff Elixirs’ production until he visited Lab Sixty-Six and left in disgust. He must have found his family’s dirty secret then. 
 Atom Smasher was too fanatical to back down, and his father too corrupt. Blackthorn though… Ryan had mistaken the gardener for a closet supervillain, but he had his heart in the right place. 
 Enrique was Livia’s counterpart in Dynamis. A well-meaning man trying to reform his organization from the inside, but too bound by familial love to take a hard stance. They both needed to inherit for New Rome to know peace. 
 Removing Hector Manada would be easy; Ryan only had to reveal his corruption and alliance with Hannifat Lecter. 
 Fallout wouldn’t give up power without a fight though. 
 "We can work with Greenhand to clean up the skeletons in his company’s closet," Ryan said. "I think a part of him wants to take action, but he isn’t sure how. If you approach him with hard data about the danger his company’s miracle drug presents, he might turn his coat." 
 "I will inform Leo and Stitch about your plan, but I can’t guarantee anything." Shroud marked a short pause. "You said Psyshock will attack Rust Town’s orphanage on May 10th?" 
 "Yes, and we’ll counterattack immediately afterward." 
 "The reason why the Carnival was so effective was because of my mother," Shroud said. "Now I see why. After she fell ill, I tried to pick up the slack, but I cannot see the future. You can though, Quicksave. It’s almost unfair." 
 "Trust me, I earned that knowledge." 
 Mathias said nothing, examining Ryan carefully. His eyes wandered to the courier’s mask and hat, the vigilante’s face straining. He didn’t say a word for half a minute, as if trying to figure something out. 
 "Have you fallen for me?" Ryan asked. "Trust me, I get that all the time." 
 "How far can you go back?" 
 The courier was thankful for the mask shielding his face. "Sorry?" 
 "It can’t all be visions of alternate timelines. You know too much, with too many vivid details. Even a powerful Blue like my mother would be hard-pressed to provide all the secrets you hand out like candies, and you’re a Violet. You know me." 
 He was far too sharp for his own good. 
 "You don’t just freeze time," Mathias guessed. "You control it. You’re a chronokinetic." 
 Ryan’s first instinct was to deny the truth, to mislead. 
 Instead, he held his tongue and considered his next words. 
 For centuries, the courier kept his cards close to his chest. His misadventures with Alchemo and so many others had taught him caution. But at one point, that caution turned into paranoia, until he could trust no one. Trust was a two-way street, an open wound. 
 Ryan only found the strength to reach out for Jasmine when all was lost, and she wagered her life on his success. Livia was a case of bad luck, but they learned to trust each other. Bianca sacrificed his life for him. Even Alchemo had made an effort to make up for his mistakes. 
 Slowly, Ryan Romano had learned to open his heart. 
 Though he killed the time-traveler a few times before they got to know each other, Mathias Martel had his heart in the right place. He reminded Ryan of Felix, a young man burning with a strong desire to make things right. After interacting with him over so many loops, Ryan had grown to know the vigilante. Even to respect him. 
 Perhaps the courier gave away so much information because he subconsciously trusted the Carnival member already. He would have been far more careful about what he said with someone else. Ryan wanted the vigilante on his side, to be a trustworthy ally rather than a means to an end. 
 And so, he took a leap of faith. 
 "What if I were, hypothetically?" 
 "Then I would assume you can’t travel very far." Mathias intertwined his fingers. "Do you know why we’re going all in on Augustus now? We have worked down my mother’s list of threats to the world. We’ve defeated Psychos, warlords, and monsters. But we could never beat him. And now… now we must." 
 Ryan tensed up. "He’s going to do something." 
 "At one point in the coming years, Augustus will attack Dynamis and try to take over Europe by force. He will go all-out. It will be Malta all over again, except that he won’t settle for anything but complete victory. And though it will cost many lives, he will get what he wants." 
 Ryan remembered watching New Rome burn, torn apart by the Augusti and the Il Migliore-Dynamis alliance. The courier thought Sunshine’s presence started it, but in truth, it had only accelerated Lightning Butt’s timetable. 
 Tyrants didn’t go into quiet retirement. 
 When confronted with his inevitable death by cancer, Augustus would take a page from Big Fat Adam’s book. He would try to ensure Livia would rule unopposed once he was dead and buried, by destroying Dynamis, the Carnival, and anyone he could get his hands on in the little time he had left. Perhaps Lightning Butt thought he would go out in a blaze of glory, leaving his daughter as queen of the ashes. 
 Did Livia see it in her visions? Was it why she was so adamant about managing her father so he wouldn’t ‘overreact’? 
 "Since we can’t defeat Augustus directly, we decided to cripple the organization," Mathias admitted. "Even if he’s all-powerful, he is only one man. He needs soldiers to carry out his will, drugs to fuel his war chest. If we do that, Quicksave, will it stop him?" 
 The vigilante’s tone was hesitant, begging. He wanted to hear a yes, a confirmation that his efforts hadn’t been for naught. 
 And Ryan couldn’t say yes. 
 The time-traveler had managed to affect Augustus in the previous loop, true, but his punch hurt the courier more than his foe. The ivory titan’s retaliation tossed Ryan through a building, and he then proceeded to survive Leo Hargraves going supernova. All of this happened after Lightning Butt trounced the plushie so hard that it sent the terrible monster into an existential crisis. 
 Sunshine could bring down Mechron, but not Augustus. 
 The plushie could destroy the world, but not Augustus. The extradimensional horror that haunted Ryan’s dreams for centuries couldn’t even scratch him. Darkling might have, but it had returned home. 
 Augustus was the most powerful creature on Earth short of the Ultimate Ones; and Ryan had no permanent solution to bring him down yet. 
 Only a hope. 
 "I may have a way," Ryan said. "To put him down for good." 
 "May," Shroud repeated, dejected. "May." 
 "May," the time-traveler admitted. "I need more time. I won’t let him win, I swear it. Doesn’t matter how long it takes, what it will cost me. I won’t let him win." 
 It didn’t reassure Mathias at all, but it broke him out of his despair. "That extinction event, Adam taking over the Bahamut… It happened before?" 
 Ryan hesitated, but then nodded slowly. Mathias Martel lowered his head, trembling with anger. At Dynamis, at the Meta-Gang, but at himself most of all. 
 "I’m trying to solve this, but I can’t do it alone," Ryan admitted, both to the vigilante, and to himself. "So... are you in?" 
 Mathias snickered, a look of determination on his face. "Do you even need to ask?" 
 And so, Ryan recruited another Avenger to his cause. 
 Only one left. An independent hero unaffiliated with Dynamis, whose power and purity of heart was unmatched. Half a man, half a beast, and the best of both. 
 Ryan typed a number on his cellphone as he exited Shroud’s shack, listening to the sound of waves crashing on the shore. He didn’t have to wait long, as someone picked up before the courier could return to his Plymouth Fury. 

"Yes?" The voice on the other end of the line 
 "Timmy?" Ryan replied, opening the door. Henriette yapped from the backseat, while Eugène-Henry napped and the plushie sulked. 

"That is the Panda’s name!" Poor boy, he must have waited next to his phone for hours, desperately wishing for a call. "The Panda… the Panda can do anything. Even save cats up in trees!"

 "That’s your lucky day, dear bear." 
 Ryan smiled behind his mask. 
 "Tell me, have you considered joining a traveling circus?" 





 3: Cheat Code 
 It was May 10th. Psyshock would attack the orphanage any minute now, and a rabbit had hanged himself in the kitchen. 
 "Come on…" Ryan muttered to himself in consternation. The world-destroyer had used a rope rather than warm intestines, but it had scared Little Sarah to death all the same. "You know it won’t work, right? I’ve tried." 
 The plushie played dead. 
 The courier’s eyes wandered to the walls, covered in gunshots; an empty Beretta awaited on the kitchen’s table, alongside knives, Len’s antidepressants, and alcohol. Little Sarah had come to Ryan crying upon finding the rabbit in this state, and the time-traveler couldn’t blame her. 
 That wasn’t the first complaint he had received either. Another child had found the plushie in the disaffected shower room with a bucket of water, a bloody pentagram, and a jumper cable; though thankfully it didn’t steal that from Ryan’s car. 
 Somehow the courier found the plushie’s behavior even creepier than usual. 
 "What are you trying to achieve?" Ryan asked carefully, unsure how that pattern would progress. The beast no longer reproduced in the presence of children but no longer seemed to care about them either, which worried the courier. 
 An orphan walked into the kitchen, to find Ryan talking to a hanged rabbit. He looked at the time-traveler and then at the plushie, his face as blank as a Dynamis infomercial. 
 "It makes sense in context," Ryan said. 
 The child walked away wordlessly. 
 Ryan looked back at the plushie’s big blue eyes, trying to figure out what happened. He remembered what his Elixir had told him, when he briefly entered the Black World. 
 The plushie didn’t understand death, so it killed others in an attempt to figure it out; or perhaps because it found it funny. But its inability to slay Lightning Butt had forced the monster to reevaluate its approach. It had decided to understand death by experiencing it. 
 The plushie was having a suicidal phase. 
 How long would it last? Ryan’s own lasted a while, and involved at least two plane crashes, one yacht, lasers, sharks, piranhas—and as it turned out, Spy movies had lied to him—giraffes, drug-fueled orgies, and one meteorite. 
 The courier’s hand instinctively moved to the pocket where he kept his A-bomb, and Ryan sighed in relief upon finding it safely in its place. 
 And then the plushie’s ears rose up in interest. 
 "No," Ryan said, shielding his bomb like a maiden’s virginity. "No, don’t you dare." 
 The plushie’s head turned to look at Ryan, glancing at his pocket. 
 In the end, the courier left the plushie hanging from the ceiling and wisely slithered out of the kitchen. He felt the dreadful creature’s gaze on his back even when he exited the room. 
 If only the courier could pull the off switch. The realization this terrible monster had been pretending it worked all along had crushed all of Ryan’s hope of containing it. He thought of all the time he put the plushie on a shelf, thinking himself safe. Even when he and Jasmine— 
 … 
 Oh gods, it had been watching all along. 
 Ryan exited the orphanage through the front door on this terrible realization, his heart filled with dread and horror. Happy memories had suddenly turned dark and grim. "Riri," Len said, awaiting him outside in full power armor. "I… I have something for you." 
 She tossed him a handheld version of her water rifle, which Ryan gladly accepted. The Meta-Gang’s minibus had reached the courtyard. 
 The courier didn’t shoot at it on sight this time around, and instead waited for its passengers to step out. Mongrel, more beast than man; Mosquito, utterly anemic without the special blood juice which Ryan provided him in the last loop; and Psyshock, whose mere presence infuriated the time-traveler. 
 "Hey, Psypsy," Ryan ‘greeted’ the Meta-Gang’s members, while Len’s fingers tensed on her rifle’s trigger. "I know you won’t care, but the kids here are underage. They’re way too old for you." 
 "Little Cesare," Psyshock replied, Mosquito cracking his knuckles and Mongrel letting out a bestial hiss. "And is that Little Len too? I could recognize her work anywhere. Is your father joining us from beyond the grave too?" 
 Len remained as silent as a grave, and Ryan couldn’t help but flinch. He already heard Psyshock say those exact words before, but they hit much harder now. 
 The telepath didn’t remember the previous loop, and since he hadn’t adjusted his behavior either, then Big Fat Adam was certainly alive again. Ryan would have preferred both of them buried for good, but it meant he could predict their behavior. 
 "Not yet," Ryan replied, raising his water rifle. "I’m afraid this place is invitation-only. If you take another step, I will have to show you the door, face first." 
 Psyshock’s tone turned vicious. "You were not so brave during our last—" 
 Ryan activated his power, shot both Mosquito and Mongrel with the water rifle in the frozen time, tossed his weapon, and grabbed a Bliss inhaler hidden beneath his trenchcoat. 
 "Encoun—" Psypsy didn’t finish his sentence, as Ryan applied the inhaler to his face and pumped his brain full of drugs. From the telepath’s point of view, the courier appeared to have teleported in front of him. Giant water bubbles had captured his allies, quickly drowning them into unconsciousness. 
 Tentacles wriggled free out of Psyshock’s clothes, revealing his true monstrous self, but the drug acted quicker. The telepath’s limbs trashed around like beheaded snakes while he collapsed to the ground, his brain overwhelmed by Bliss. Soon Psyshock went limp, liquid dripping from his inhuman skull. 
 The whole conflict had lasted half a minute. 
 "I prefer to make my fights fun and relaxing, like smelling flowers in a park, but you’re an exception," Ryan said before kicking the helpless Psyshock. "You really overstayed your welcome." 
 He was saving himself for Wardrobe anyway. 
 "That was quick," a new voice said. Ryan didn’t even turn around, as Shroud appeared at his side. "I see you rehearsed." 
 "About that, Shortie, you modified the oxygen supply as I asked?" Ryan pointed a finger at Mosquito, who struggled to stay conscious in the water prison. "Bugs and water don’t mesh well." 
 "I… yes, I did. He shouldn’t get brain damage." Len glanced at Shroud, leaving the next part of her sentence unsaid: this time. 
 The next member of Quicksave’s Avengers arrived while driving a fearsome bicycle, honking to intimidate his foes. The Monster of the East had come to lay waste to Psychos and evildoers alike, to bathe his fur in their blood. 
 "Is the Panda on time?" Timmy said as he abruptly stopped his vehicle near the Meta-Gang’s minibus, ready for battle. "He will save the day!" 
 "You’re a bit late for that round, my young Pandawan," Ryan replied, patting the manbear on the shoulder. "But you’re early for the main course." 
 "Oh, so we’ll eat before defeating bad guys?" 
 "We shall eat, yes," Ryan raised a fist to the heavens. "We shall eat villains’ dreams and drink their tears." 
 "I-I understand, Sifu!" 
 "What can he do?" Shroud asked, glancing at the Panda with clear skepticism. 
 "He can transform into the most powerful creature on Earth," Ryan boasted on his apprentice’s behalf. "I thought he would be a good addition to your traveling circus." 
 "T-that’s right!" The Panda nodded sheepishly. "I… the Panda doesn’t have much work experience, but it would be an honor to serve with the Carnival, sir!" 
 "You will learn," Shroud replied with a shrug. "It’s not skills that make a hero, it’s the heart. You can pick up the first through time and effort, the second not so much." 
 Ryan had half-expected the silicanetic to look down on the Panda like Enrique did, and was pleasantly surprised. Then again, the Carnival had a tremendously high rate of turnover, so they couldn’t afford to turn down volunteers. The mere idea of joining this illustrious group of heroes invigorated the Panda, the manbear ready to take names and prove his worth. 
 "How many more are we waiting for?" Len asked Ryan. 
 "Two more." Ryan had considered bringing Atom Kitty to the party too, but putting him, his sister, and Livia in the same team was bound to backfire. At this point, Felix was too scornful of his family to stand them. "Afterwards, drug bust, and we haul everyone we catch to jail." 
 "There is no need to keep them prisoner," Shroud said while glancing at the captured Meta-Gang members. "They are Psychos and murderers, nobody will blame you for putting them down." 
 "Putting them down?" The Panda asked, suddenly a lot less enthusiastic. 
 "We’ll bring them in by the book," Ryan reassured his young Pandawan. "By the book." 
 "And how do you intend to imprison Psychos?" Shroud asked with heavy sarcasm. "They have unique powers. Sarin and Frank the Mad in particular will destroy any jail they’re put into." 
 Those two Ryan could turn around, and he had a solution for the rest. "Not if the prison is located twenty leagues under the sea." 
 Mr. Looking Glass immediately caught on and glanced at Shortie. "Your underwater base?" 
 "I cut off some of the habitats from my sanctuary," Len explained with a nod. "They’re, they’re self-sustaining, but isolated. Like an… an underwater asylum." 
 "Unless they can turn into fish, the prisoners won’t swim far before the pressure crushes them," Ryan said. "We can try to rehabilitate people before putting them six feet under, Glass Cowboy." 
 "Even Adam the Ogre?" Shroud deadpanned. 
 "Now, don’t be silly. Whalie will be extradited to Monaco." With luck, the staff would appropriately eat him and call it karma. 
 "Psychos cannot be cured," the vigilante said, before crossing his arms in doubt. Perhaps he had guessed Ryan had a plan to change that, though he couldn’t tell just yet. "Unless you can pull off a miracle." 
 "I’m… I’m not so sure either, Riri," Len said. "But… well, imprisonment is always better than killing. That won’t change." 
 Shroud suddenly turned invisible much to the Panda’s surprise, as the sound of a new car echoed in the distance. 
 Livia’s group arrived in a platinum version of Pluto’s Lamborghini driven by Cancel. Livia and Fortuna sat at the back. The former wore her Queen Crimson costume, without the helmet but with a new, white cat-themed necktie; the latter used a tight, white latex catsuit that only enhanced her curvaceous form and meshed well with her golden hair. 
 The sight of two Genomes in fashionable costumes restored Ryan’s faith in humanity. 
 "Livia, Fortuna," the courier greeted his favorite ladies as they exited the car, before waving a hand at Cancel. "Oh hi, Greta!" 
 "Hi, nice to meet you!" the budding sociopath replied with the same cheery tone as the courier. "So, whom do I kill today?" 
 "That one, Cancel," Livia said while nodding at the unconscious Psyshock, before greeting everyone else with a warm smile. "Ryan, Len, Mr. Panda." 
 "I… hello." Len wasn’t sure how to answer. Though Ryan couldn’t see her face beneath her power armor’s helmet, she probably examined Livia with mistrust. Shroud’s disappearance didn’t help matters; considering he hadn’t turned visible again, he must have learned of Cancel’s range and stayed out of it. 
 "Y-you know the Panda?" Timmy hyperventilated at people recognizing him. 
 "Not before Livy told me about you," Fortuna admitted, though she couldn’t resist a black and white bear’s charm. "I looove pandas though, they’re so fluffy. I had a stuffed doll of one when I was a child." 
 "The Panda is very cuddly in his natural form too," the manbear replied with a friendly nod. "His fur is soft and perfumed." 
 "Aw, he’s drugged out," Cancel complained as she examined Psyshock. "I prefer it when they see what’s coming." 
 "You mean…" The Panda gulped, suddenly a lot less enthusiastic. "You mean death?" 
 "Yes, death," Greta replied as if it were obvious. "People are only genuine when they die. It’s only when I kill meanies that I build a real human connection with them. You should try it out sometimes." 
 Ryan noticed the Lamborghini’s windows cracking at the edge, though it was barely noticeable. 
 "He can brainwash and take over others’ bodies, and getting rid of him is the only way to save his victims," Ryan told the disturbed Panda. "Sometimes, a hero must get his hands dirty." 
 Well, truth be told, there were probably non-lethal ways to cure Psyshock’s thralls, but the time-traveler didn’t care about them. The brainjacker and his boss were the strongest arguments for the death penalty the courier had ever seen, and would receive no mercy from him. 
 "Wait for my signal to execute him," Livia ordered Cancel. "We will deal with the rest shortly." 
 "As you wish, boss!" Greta replied, a hand on her waist. "You’re sure you don’t need more backup? The neighborhood isn’t safe." 
 "Fortuna will take care of me," Livia replied with a smile, before glancing at Ryan. "As will this shining knight." 
 "I left my armor in storage, unfortunately," Ryan replied. 
 "Let’s recover it then." 
 Cancel pulled Psyshock’s body in the Lamborghini and drove away afterward, but not before Livia picked up her helmet from the car’s chest. The seer waited for the hitman to leave, to turn and look at an empty spot. "I can see you." 
 Shroud dropped his invisibility to Fortuna’s surprise, and took his anger out on Ryan. "You want us to cooperate with his daughter?" 
 "My father doesn’t know anything about this plan," Livia replied with a cold frown. "And he will not." 
 "This changes little," the vigilante stated. "I do not appreciate dealing with the heir of a drug-running empire." 
 "Nor do I appreciate you dating my best friend and lying to her," the Augusti princess replied icily, the glass telekinetic flinching upon realizing that she knew his secret identity. "But we all have to make compromises for the greater good." 
 "Your best friend?" Fortuna scowled. "Livy, you like someone more than me?" 
 Shroud seemed to suppress the urge to put a hand on his helmet, while Livia reassured the oblivious Fortuna by warmly taking her hand into her own. "Of course not," she said, "you are more than a friend to me. You are almost a sister." 
 "And we would have been if Felix hadn’t treated you like crap," the blonde replied angrily. "I swear, next time I see my brother I will clout him on his thick head!" 
 Shroud crossed his arms. "Why would you cooperate with us on this?" 
 "The same reason as you," Livia answered. "To protect this city from destruction." 
 "D-destruction?" The Panda asked, suddenly uneasy. 
 "About that, Livy, what are we here for?" Fortuna asked her best friend. "I haven’t mentioned this secret mission to anyone else, not even Narcinia, but I want to know." 
 Shroud looked at Fortuna with a hint of scorn. "You came all the way here not knowing why?" 
 "Well, Livy is my dearest friend," she replied confidently. "If a friend needs help, you give it no questions asked." 
 This made Shroud shut up, and he seemed to look at Fortuna with a brand new perspective. Ryan wondered if he was starting to see the good qualities in Lucky Girl, just as the courier did in a previous loop. If only she wasn’t so vain, the courier might have dated her seriously. 
 "The Meta-Gang has found a cache of Mechron weapons," Livia explained. "They intend to use it to destroy New Rome, and we must stop them." 
 For a moment, neither Fortuna nor the Panda seemed to have understood what she said. The Panda looked at Ryan for confirmation, while Fortuna glanced at Livia as if she were joking. "Mechron? The Mechron?" she asked. "You’re joking, right? Livy, we’re in May, April is long gone." 
 "I am not joking Fortuna," Livia replied. "That is why the Meta-Gang thought they could take our families on." 
 "Oh." Fortuna blinked a few more times, before panicking. "Wait, why just the two of us?! We should tell your father!" 
 "So he can get his hands on Mechron’s weapons?" Shroud asked, less than thrilled by the prospect. 
 "Better than Psychos!" Fortuna replied. "I heard they eat people!" 
 "I have seen the future, Fortuna," Livia said calmly. "That technology will cause harm no matter who gets it. It has to go. If anyone but us knows, it will find its way into the wrong hands." 
 "I…" Fortuna scratched the back of her head. "You’re sure about this, Livy?" 
 Livia nodded gravely, and Shroud found his tongue again. "So this is a temporary alliance until the Mechron base’s threat is dealt with," he stated. "We agree to destroy it together, and then it’s business as usual." 
 "Yes," the Augusti princess said with a nod. "Afterward, we will discuss what you came to New Rome for, and see if we can reach a diplomatic solution." 
 Ryan said nothing, trying to make these two get along on their own. Thankfully, though he was ruthless when the situation called for it, Looking Glass would prefer something else than total war. "Everything rests on this mission," he said. 
 "Alright, Livy. You’re the one who can see the future, so I won’t tell a tale." Fortuna grinned ear to ear. "My power will guide us to victory." 
 Ryan glanced at Len and the Panda, who had remained silent so far. "So, ready to clean up the trash?" 
 "This… this is everything the Panda trained for, all his life." Instead of being crushed by the weight of the situation, the manbear had risen to the occasion. "This is the moment of truth!" 
 "They… they tried to take the children," Len said, shaking her head. "They have to go, before they come back." 
 "The children?" Fortuna glanced at the orphanage, noticing children looking through the windows at them. "Oh my gosh, and here I thought it was a dog shelter!" 
 "It’s both," Shroud replied, before snickering. "Perhaps you could offer your next lottery winnings to those who need it." 
 "That’s a wonderful idea!" Fortuna replied with enthusiasm, much to the translucent vigilante’s surprise. "By the way, have we met before? Your voice sounds familiar." 
 Shroud’s tone turned drastically deeper. It reminded Ryan of Christian Bale having a cough. "Unlikely." 
 Livia decided to switch the subject to something lighter, and instead smiled at a handsome courier with a hand on her chest. "Do you like this necktie more than the other one, Ryan?" 
 "You are perfect," Ryan reassured her, before glaring at Fortuna. "Unlike the fashion disaster here. She doesn’t even wear a mask!" 
 "Excuse you? I have a fashionable piece to go along with my costume, thank you very much!" And on these words, Fortuna put a golden domino mask on her beautiful face. "Ta-da!" 
 Though the color did mesh well with her hair and clothes, Ryan wasn’t impressed. "Clark Kent, that mask doesn’t hide anything." 
 "Of course it doesn’t!" She sounded almost proud of it too, putting a hand in her hair. "Look at me. Look at me. It would be cruel to deny our foes the ecstasy of my beauty, especially since this would be the last thing they ever see!" 
 "They’ll probably go blind from the horror," Ryan deadpanned, Shroud chuckling in response. 
 "H-how dare you!" Fortuna put her hands on her waist, furious. "Be glad I am taken, if you had been my boyfriend I would have made you invite me for dinner to apologize." 
 Ryan grinned behind his mask. "You are taken?" 
 "I have found the one," Fortuna boasted. "The perfect gentleman." 
 Shroud looked really uncomfortable, so Ryan decided to tease him further. "Do you have a photo of the victim?" he asked Fortuna. 
 "Of course!" Lucky Girl showed the group a photo of a sour Mathias Martel on her cellphone. The poor game designer looked as if he had been dragged in front of the camera by force. "Isn’t he the cutest?" 
 "Oh yes, he’s a very transparent person," Ryan said with a nod. "You see it on his face." 
 "His eyes are a window into his soul," Livia added with a giggle, while Shroud did his best to ignore them. 
 The Panda, who didn’t know better, spoke his mind, "He doesn’t look very happy." 
 "Because he doesn’t understand we’re meant to be together, but he will," Fortuna said while putting back her cell phone in one of her catsuit’s pockets. "It’s fate." 
 Ryan would have pitied Mathias, but better him than the courier. If the time-traveler had interfered in the previous days, then that golden retriever would have targeted him instead. "Time is running out," Shroud complained, while Len agreed with a nod. 
 "I have timed everything based on the information Ryan provided," Livia said. "Once Greta slays Psyshock, the Meta-Gang will go on high alert. It has to happen at the moment we attack the Junkyard, to deny Adam the Ogre time to prepare and maximize confusion in his ranks." 
 "She made the plan?" Shroud asked Ryan, incensed. 
 "We did," the courier replied with a shrug. "Hey, you wanted a seer, we have one." 
 Looking Glass’ dislike was clear, but he had committed to this course of action and swallowed his pride. "We will destroy the Meta-Gang’s base after we finish," he said. "I won’t take any risk of their technology ending in the wrong hands." 
 "That is the plan," Livia replied aloofly. "Len will attack from the water access, while we distract from the front. I will debrief you on the way to the Junkyard." 
 "How far ahead have you planned?" Ryan asked his former first lady. 
 "Up until we move inside, afterward… afterward things become more difficult, especially since I still can’t see you." Livia put a hand on her waist, which made her look glamorous. "Surprise me, Quicksave." 
 "Always." 
 "Leave it to me, Livy," Fortuna said with a smirk. "None of these mutants are getting anywhere near you, I swear." 
 Ryan had long pondered how to break into Mechron’s mainframe, realizing it would either take an ungodly amount of loops and memorization, or an army taking huge casualties. 
 Instead, he chose a third option: bringing in a living cheat code. 
 From what Ryan knew of Elixirs, he had assumed that Lucky Girl’s worked as a guardian angel, influencing events around the spoiled brat to make her happier. Perhaps it thought that Shroud would make the perfect match for Fortuna… or more probably making the vigilante fall in love with her would put her off the Carnival’s radar. 
 The courier wondered how far Yellow Elixirs could see in time. Fortuna’s power had limits since Ryan and other Yellow Genomes could counter it, but it was pretty damn powerful. 
 The only true obstacle among the Meta for Fortuna would be the Land. The terrakinetic had already slain Lucky Girl once before, so Ryan wasn’t in a hurry to see it happen again, but Livia seemed to have a plan to deal with her. 
 After this exchange, the group separated. Len dragged the captive Mosquito and Mongrel inside the orphanage, to put them in an automated bathysphere and then move on to Mechron’s bunker next. Ryan, the Panda, Livia and Fortuna boarded the Plymouth Fury, while Shroud flew above them. The courier smashed the accelerator, ready to bring the fight to the Meta-Gang. 
 And his car refused to move. 
 After a few fruitless attempts, Ryan turned around to glare at Fortuna. 
 "W-why are you looking at me like that?" the oblivious blonde protested. "It’s not my fault if you’re too poor to buy a Ferrari!" 
 "You don’t insult my car." Ryan raised a threatening finger at her. "I’ve blown up cities for less!" 
 "Did you?" Livia and the Panda asked at the same time, the former more curious than surprised. 
 "If you even ask, then you don’t know me enough." Ryan glanced out of his window, looking up at Shroud. "Translucent." 
 The vigilante froze in midair. "No." 
 "Yes. Sit in the back." 
 "No," he repeated. "Find another car." 
 Ryan gave the vigilante ‘the look,’ until he gave in. 
 In the end, Fortuna happily sat in the backseat’s middle, an angry Shroud on one side and an amused Livia on the other. A happy and determined Panda sat at the front next to Ryan while he turned on the car. 
 This time, the Plymouth Fury worked again, and Livia couldn't stop chuckling. 
 There was no escape. 
   





 4: Double Date 
 Ryan drove his Plymouth Fury through dilapidated streets, while his partner-in-crime explained the plan in the back. He had put on the bowler hat, like a crown of pain and destruction. 
 "When Psyshock dies, the bunker will go on high alert," Livia explained, checking on her phone. Cancel waited on the other side of the line to execute the metal squid. "According to Ryan, Adam the Ogre explicitly ordered the Land to close the bunker’s entrance if intruders get too close to it. This means we have only a short window to either take down the Land, or reach the base’s entrance before she can close it." 
 "How long?" Shroud asked, trying to disguise his voice by making it rougher. 
 "Minutes," Livia replied. 
 "How do we prevent her from noticing our approach?" The vigilante was always such a downer. "Her range extends for miles. I checked." 
 "The good thing about Ghoul, is that like with Lego toys," Ryan said while opening the glovebox, "he comes in many parts." 
 A skeletal foot wriggled within it. 
 "Oh, I wondered where the rest of him had gone," Shroud noted from the backseat. 
 "W-what is this, Sifu?" The Panda asked, disturbed. 
 "It’s like a rabbit foot, it brings luck." Ryan glanced at Fortuna in the rearview mirror. "Though less than the living charm over here." 
 "Thank you for recognizing my superiority, though it is obvious," Fortuna said with smug pride. "And this is disgusting." 
 Ryan froze time and tossed the severed foot at her lap, causing Lucky Girl to scream when the clock resumed. She made a cute sound and grabbed Shroud on instinct, much to the vigilante’s confusion. He seemed torn between reassuring her and annoyance. 
 "I have a hand in the trunk, if you prefer it," the courier mocked the blonde. 
 "I will show you a hand!" Fortuna complained before throwing the foot at the driver. She would have aimed true too, if Ryan didn’t freeze time to catch the projectile. "I will slap you in the face!" 
 "Anyway, as long as we have her tenant’s body parts in the car, the landowner won’t pay attention to us." Ryan put the foot back in the glovebox. "She will think Psypsy picked Ghoul up and they’re now returning home. At least, until we crash through their front door." 
 Livia answered with a nod. "The Reptilian, Acid Rain, Gemini, and the thralls should protect the Junkyard’s surface, while the rest of the gang is in standby inside their base. Psyshock’s execution will free his victims, the Reptilian shouldn’t be a problem, and I can handle Acid Rain." 
 Ryan blinked. "You can?" 
 Though he couldn’t see her face with her helmet on, the courier was pretty sure Livia grinned in response. "I can see where she teleports before she does." 
 In the end, the life of a Genome was a giant game of Rock-Paper-Scissors. One power trumped another, forming a delicate, complex web. 
 And then you had people like Lightning Butt, who just plain cheated at life. 
 "Gemini and the Land don’t have any hard counters though," Livia said, as the group came within sight of the Junkyard’s walls of car piles and trash. "Fortuna, Shroud, can you take care of them?" 
 "Leave it to us, Livy," Fortuna replied before frowning. "Now that I think of it, I should get a pseudonym too. I would have taken Diana if Felix hadn’t run off, but…" 
 "You should choose a name that fits yourself, not others’ desires," Shroud said. 
 "You’re right, but I should get something that my boyfriend will like, since we’ll spend our lives together," Fortuna said while checking her phone. "I’ll harass him with suggestions until he likes one!" 
 Ryan could tell that the boyfriend in question was strongly resisting the urge to facepalm, doubly so as the Panda started offering suggestions of his own. "How about Lady Luck?" the manbear proposed. "The Legend?" 
 "I would have said Almost-Invincible, but the last half is already taken," the courier joked at the front. 
 "Excuse you? Almost Invincible?" Fortuna sneered arrogantly. "Nobody can hurt me. I’m the world’s luckiest woman." 
 The memory of the blonde model bleeding out after Pluto shot her in the chest flashed through Ryan’s mind. "Only if another Yellow isn’t involved, Goldie," Ryan said. "The Land is one, and you should stay as far away from her as possible, least you find your luck running out." 
 "That can’t happen." 
 "It can," Livia said, shocking her best friend. "The Land is a Yellow/Orange Psycho who can gain conceptual dominion over an area, and this control trumps yours over luck." 
 Ryan’s brief presidential term had given him insight into the Meta-Gang’s operations and abilities. In particular, he had learned that the Land could also telekinetically manipulate earth, but her precision was inversely proportional to her range. While she was near impossible to destroy while fused to the earth’s soil, she could only create quakes in that state. However, this power combination also made the Land Fortuna’s natural counter. 
 "Your power is a guardian angel," Ryan told Lucky Girl. "But like all Yellow powers, it follows esoteric rules. Which means it’s nonsensical, but with its own internal logic." 
 "I don’t get it," Fortuna said with a frown. 
 Her boyfriend caught on though. "Your power alters probability and events to protect you, under the guise of luck," Shroud explained. "But the Land has supreme spiritual control over an area. By that logic, its authority is higher than your power’s in her territory." 
 "So she can harm me?" Fortuna asked shyly, her pride replaced with doubt. She felt suddenly a lot less confident about this mission, but Livia reassured her by holding her hand. 
 "You will live, if your…" Livia trailed off, glancing at Shroud. "Your partner protects you during the battle. The Land will need to take back physical form to use her full terrakinesis, which will give you an opening to take her down." 
 "A deal is a deal," Shroud said, though the main reason he ended up with Fortuna was due to her power foiling his assassination attempts. "Unlike your kind, we do not betray our alliance in the middle of a fight. If you have my back, I will have yours." 
 "You better!" Fortuna said, regaining her bravery. "If I die, I swear I will haunt you!" 
 Ryan suddenly wondered how the Land and Geist’s abilities would interact, and folded the idea away into a corner of his mind. Maybe the former could exorcise the latter, especially since his power anchored him to an area too. 
 In any case, if they could take out the Land, then the Meta-Gang didn’t have anyone capable of bringing down Lucky Girl. With that walking four-leaf clover on their side, the battle would be as good as won. 
 Gemini and Ink Machine would be the hardest to contain due to their abnormal physiology, followed by Frank. Ryan could take care of his former bodyguard, but he could only hope Fortuna and her long-suffering boyfriend could deal with the former two. He had also informed the Panda of his power’s regeneration, so he could pull his weight in the battle to come. 
 Which would start within seconds, as the Plymouth Fury finally reached the Junkyard’s entrance fence. The Reptilian and Gemini stood watch over the entrance, with Lizard-boy’s reptilian eyes squinting as the car approached. 
 Ryan hoped for one of them to shout ‘you shall not pass’, and was deeply disappointed when they didn’t. 
 "Lucky girl!" The courier kept one hand on the driver’s wheel, and tossed Len’s water rifle at Fortuna with the other. "Aim for the eyes!" 
 "Go get them!" Livia encouraged her best friend, while Fortuna opened the windows with a grin. 
 "Stop right there!" The Reptilian panicked, but Ryan answered by accelerating. "Stop!" 
 Fortuna fired at the Psychos with the water rifle as the car passed, not even bothering to aim. Her projectiles hit true nonetheless, trapping the Reptilian in a sphere of water. The water phased through Gemini however, the ethereal woman of light vanishing as the car approached. Her monstrous shadow chased after the Plymouth Fury, but not quickly enough to make a difference. 
 Ryan raced through the Junkyard’s labyrinth of forking trash walls and twisted turns. He still carried the reflexes from his first suicide run, and experienced an impression of déjà vu. Someone should sound the alarm in five, four... 
 "Now!" Livia said, typing on her phone. 
 No bell raised the alarm. 
 Cancel must have executed Psyshock on the spot, freeing the thralls and sowing confusion into the ranks. Ryan didn’t understand how much until they reached the bunker’s entrance without the Land stopping them; Acid Rain guarded the tunnel leading beneath the Junkyard, and instantly summoned her toxic clouds above their hands. 
 "Thieves!" she shouted at the Plymouth Fury’s sight, her face twisted into an expression of frothing fury as she drew two knives. "Thieves at the gates!" 
 Fortuna opened fire at her with the water rifle, but the Land seemed to have finally noticed the intrusion. The Junkyard trembled as an earthquake shook its foundations, tossing trash and collapsing car walls. A golden shroud became visible around Fortuna, like an angel’s halo. 
 A similar glow surrounded her bubble projectile, but flickered in and out of sight. Acid Rain managed to dodge the attack, just as the Land’s invisible pressure overwhelmed Ryan’s crew; it felt like being out in the woods, stalked by a wolf pack. The courier abruptly stopped the car near the bunker’s entrance. "Go, go, go!" he shouted, all but leaping out of the vehicle. 
 "Y-yes!" The Panda opened his door and transformed as soon as he could, while Livia stepped out more calmly. Shroud attempted to open his car’s door to fly into the fray, but the lock refused to move. He grumbled at Fortuna, as he carried her in his hands like a bride through the opposing door. 
 Good thing he did too, as Acid Rain’s toxic raindrops fell from the skies while the Land caused a nearby trashwall to collapse near the Plymouth Fury. Ryan, Livia, and the Panda quickly moved out of the way, while the flying Shroud carried his beloved above the ground Superman-style. Acid Rain’s raindrops miraculously dropped where he wasn’t. 
 The Plymouth Fury wasn’t so lucky though. 
 "My car!" Ryan screamed in horror, as piles of trash entombed his beautiful companion. "You killed my car!" 
 Again! Did the Meta-Gang have a vendetta against Chrysler? 
 "Fortuna, give me the rifle!" Livia shouted at Fortuna, who tossed the water weapon at her best friend. No sooner did the Augusti princess catch it that Acid Rain teleported behind her, knives raised. The Panda attempted to pounce on her, but wouldn’t reach her in time. 
 So Ryan stopped it. 
 "Sorry Helen," the courier said, as he put on the Fisty Brothers and quickly activated his time-stop. Acid Rain’s eyes widened upon hearing her real name, but she teleported out of range before the clock could freeze. The courier quickly grabbed the paralyzed Livia and moved her out of the way, in case the teleporter flanked her again. 
 Acid Rain reappeared the second time resumed, her weapons lunging for Ryan’s throat. "You piece of shit!" she snarled, as a shiver went down the courier’s spine. "I’ll gut you like a—" 
   
 Time skipped forward. 
 When Ryan regained consciousness, he found himself a few steps away from his starting location, and Acid Rain’s knife stabbed the transformed Panda’s arm; though her blade cut deep, it didn’t do much to slow down a seven hundred kilo behemoth. 
 Acid Rain herself barely had the time to blink as Livia pulled the water rifle’s trigger, the Augusti princess having positioned herself right behind the teleporter. A sphere of water swallowed Helen, and when she attempted to teleport away atop a hill of junk, the prison followed her. Acid Rain covered her mouth in an attempt to hold her breath, as she and the bubble rolled down the trash pile. 
 It had been too late to save Ryan’s bowler hat though. Acid raindrops had wormed a hole in it, and slightly damaged Livia’s suit. 
 "She tried to stab you," the Augusti princess said while the Panda removed the knife in his arm. Livia’s secondary power allowed her to skip time forward, creating an anomaly where everyone followed their predestined actions like sleepwalkers while she could adjust her own. Ryan, though, couldn’t be interacted with in that state. "The blade phased through you." 
 "How did she behave in the erased time?" Ryan asked, glancing at a flying Shroud and Fortuna. The Land seemed to have singled them out as the real danger, trying to bury them beneath debris to no avail. 
 "She teleported away when I activated my power, but since I can predict her actions with my Blue power, I simply had to wait for her to reappear." Livia rushed at the bunker’s entrance tunnel, which the Land had started collapsing with a quake. "And now we must act!" 
 "Pandawan, with me!" Ryan shouted at his sidekick, while shouting one last observation to Lucky Girl and Looking Glass. "Windshield, the Land controls the land! I don’t think her power affects people in the air!" 
 "I wasn’t gonna let her go anyway," the glass manipulator replied. He looked truly dashing, holding his girlfriend like a bride before the altar. He would soon have to walk the talk too, as Ryan noticed Gemini’s shadow slither into the Junkyard’s center. 
 Fortuna didn’t seem to like it one bit though. "I know how you feel," she told her masked beau, her arms around his neck. "You fell for me at first sight. Don’t worry, I get that all the time." 
 "That couldn’t be farther from the truth," Shroud replied with heavy sarcasm, gathering a cloud of glass shards from the trash walls to throw at Gemini. 
 "I get that all the time," his oblivious girlfriend repeated, deaf to both sarcasm and common sense. "The sight of me dazzled you, because you are poor and your life is meaningless. But though you have that dark, mysterious charm, it cannot be. I am not the kind of girl that cheats on her boyfriend with the first mysterious stranger!" 
 "That shouldn’t be a problem," Ryan heard Shroud deadpan back, before the courier entered the tunnel with the transformed Panda rushing at his heels. 
 Ryan hoped they could manage the Land and Gemini, but Livia didn’t seem worried. She must have seen them prevail in her visions. In any case, the courier’s group quickly arrived in front of the bunker’s blast door, while the earth walls around them threatened to collapse. A pack of Dynamis dog drones immediately ambushed them. 
 "Spring roll attack!" The Panda shouted as he outpaced his teammates and pounded on the robots like a rolling boulder, flattening one of the machines. Two others attempted to flank Livia, and rushed at her with iron jaws. 
 "Heavier caliber?" Ryan asked Livia before tossing her his coil gun. His accomplice grabbed the weapon in her right hand while holding her water rifle with the other. Though she was no talented marksman, she shot one drone with precision, blowing off its head; most probably her power helped with aiming. 
 The other machine was within an inch of closing its iron jaws around Livia’s neck, but Ryan froze time and punched it with Fisty. The blow sent the metal hound crashing against a wall when time resumed. 
 Individually their abilities were powerful, but together, they were invincible. The sheer synergy had turned this whole raid’s difficulty from hard to easy. "We should strongly consider taking over the world with our combined powers," Ryan told Livia. "None shall stand in our way!" 
 "Which of us gets America?" the mafia princess asked a hard question. "I take the south, you take the north?" 
 "Or we marry and we share everything." He couldn’t help himself but flirt with ladies mid-battle. 
 To his surprise, Livia teased him back. "Only if you conquer France for our honeymoon." 
 The Panda, who had summarily crushed the remaining drones while screaming his attacks’ names, looked at the duo in horror. "Sifu, you aren’t considering turning to the dark side?" 
 "Nah, it’s purely hypothetical," Ryan reassured him while the trio crossed the blast door, the tunnel collapsing behind them. The Land had closed the bunker’s entrance for now, trapping them inside. 
 "Unless…" Livia left her sentence hanging, looking at Ryan. He immediately caught on. 
 Unless they tried in another loop? 
 Ryan had worried bringing in more people through loops would limit his options, but a time-traveling buddy opened so many possibilities. "You know what, how about we take some holiday time after we finish work?" It had been a while since he had gone on a vacation loop, but it would be perfect to de-stress after all these doomsday scenarios. "I will show you places you can’t even imagine." 
 "That would be fun," Livia replied with a warm, delightful chuckle. The seer seemed to enjoy this raid as much as the one on Star Studio, and somehow her good mood only reinforced Ryan’s. "Though we should find a team name." 
 "Crimson World?" Ryan happily suggested. 
 "Two Violets do not make a red, Ryan," Livia giggled in return, as they crossed the metal corridor leading towards the recreational area. The invisible pressure of the Land’s power vanished, either because Looking Glass managed to force her to manifest or because her power’s range stopped at the bunker’s entrance. "How about Lady and Knight?" 
 "Crimson Queen and Purple World?" 
 "Are you two together?" the Panda asked, unable to suppress his curiosity. "You look so cute, it makes me fuzzy inside." 
 "Not yet," Ryan joked, before glancing at the reinforced windows on both sides of the path. The area had fallen into complete chaos, with Psyshock’s thralls having collapsed unconscious after their brainwasher’s demise. 
 Most importantly, Shortie had risen from the bunker’s sea access in full power armor, and took the Psychos by surprise. Ryan noticed a few familiar faces like Pale Guy and Fuckface trapped in water spheres, but his best friend struggled with Rakshasa and Ink Machine. The former summoned gremlins faster than the underwater Genius could trap them in water bubbles, while the latter harassed her in close combat, stretching her liquid limbs into axes. 
 "No, not yet," Livia said, her tone changing from teasing to serious. "She can handle them, Ryan. But only if we take down Adam and Frank quickly enough, or else there will be casualties." 
 The courier nodded. Though this loop was a test run for the final bunker raid, he couldn’t let any innocents die if he could help it. 
 Ryan’s thoughts turned to what he would do after New Rome. He came to this city expecting to either return to wandering the Earth if he couldn’t find Shortie, or settle down with her if he did. In the end, while he and Len reconciled, they couldn’t return to the happy, blissful romance they once shared. The wheel of time had turned. They would remain close family, but no more than brother and sister. 
 Ryan was happy with it, but he wondered if he would stay with Len and the orphans after solving the crisis in New Rome. Adventure was in his blood, and he yearned for new experiences. At one point, the courier had found a lively partner in Jasmine, who shared his sensibilities, but… but she was gone. 
 For the first time in a long while, Ryan wondered what he wanted to do with his life, now that he had friends who could remember him. And he had the intuition Livia was the key to figuring it out. 
 But these questions could wait for later. 
 The trio rushed into the recreational area, finding the atrium deserted. Though the Street Fighters arcade game was mercifully intact, alongside the bar, no group of Psychos barred the group’s path. Perhaps Shortie had already dealt with the main defenders, or some had perished trying to access the bunker. 
 The moment of respite lasted until the elevator’s door opened, and a colossal figure with carbon skin walked into the atrium. 
 "I am sorry." Big Fat Adam said as he walked out of the elevator, with Sarin and Frank in tow. He carried some strange, coiled cannon in hands, probably salvaged from Mechron’s armory. "That is not an exit." 
 "Indeed, fatass," Ryan replied, Livia taking position at his side while the Panda let out a fearsome roar. 
 This time, Hannifat Lecter had nowhere to run. 



 5: Beast of the East 
 Ryan went straight for the killing blow. 
 "CIA!" His hand moved inside his trench coat, and brought out a fake badge he had prepared for this day. "Arrest this man! The senate impeached hi—" 
 Adam didn’t let him finish, and instead pressed his cannon’s trigger. A black sphere came out of it, forcing Ryan’s group to disperse. The courier instinctively dived down towards the Street Fighters arcade game, desperate to protect it, while Livia and the Panda moved to the other side. 
 Though the cannon’s black projectile moved slowly, it shredded the bunker’s metal walls like paper, absorbing anything in its path like a tiny black hole. Ryan briefly mistook it for a Black Flux weapon, but on a closer look, the projectile simply pulled things towards itself. 
 A gravity gun. 
 Did it have something to do with Dynamis’ secret weapon to deal with Augustus? Food for thought. 
 Sarin immediately followed her boss’ lead, unleashing a shockwave at Livia. The seer saw the attack coming before the Psycho even pulled the trigger, and stepped out of the way. The Panda let out a fearsome roar and charged at Big Fat Adam, claws extended. 
 "See?!" Ryan looked at Frank while waving his badge, who was slightly confused. "He doesn’t respect the democratic process!" 
 But to his surprise, Big Fat Adam happily played along. "See, that’s what I told you, Frank," Hannifat Lecter said with joviality, before backhanding the Panda so hard the manbear tumbled backward. "The storm is here. The CIA is taking over, trying to kill me as they did with Kennedy. They slew my vice-president, like they’re going to kill all the senators." 
 "They won’t get to you, Mr. President!" Frank swore, his fists raised so high that they hit the ceiling. "The White House will not fall!" 
 "You have to protect democracy, Frank," Big Fat Adam continued to brainwash his bodyguard with a sinister, televangelist’s smile. "If you fail all is lost." 
 Frank let out a roar of rage, grabbed the recreational area’s bar counter, and threw it at the Panda. The poor manbear couldn’t dodge, the heavy projectile exploding on contact. Though it didn’t kill the seven hundred kilos bear, it stopped him dead on his tracks, and allowed Frank the Mad to bull rush him. The whole atrium shook with every step of the iron giant. 
 The fatass had anticipated someone might use Frank’s delusion against him, and prepped him up accordingly. That damn, cunning bloody bastard... 
 "You know, of all the foes I’ve fought in my long life, you’re probably one of the most dangerous," Ryan confessed to Adam. Augustus was far more powerful, but Hannifat Lecter more than compensated in cunning and sheer depravity. "And that’s really saying something." 
 "What can I say, mate? If a man is a man, he knows what he wants and gets it. And what I want," He raised his gravity cannon at Ryan, "is to make you squirm." 
 Ryan stopped time, the projectile stopping in midair. Good, a Black Flux weapon would have still worked. 
 Speaking of Black Flux, Ryan rushed at the false president to introduce him to his minority’s rights. Tossing his false CIA badge aside, the courier punched the cannibal in his stomach. Having managed to rattle Augustus in the previous loop, Ryan expected to inflict some damage. Big Fat Adam’s carbon skin was way less resistant than Lightning Butt’s body, as the latter tore through the former like butter. 
 The Ogre didn’t even flinch. If anything, the blow seemed to damage Fisty’s pistons more than the Meta-Gang’s leader. 
 Why? Why didn’t it work? Had his encounter with Lightning Butt been a fluke? Had Ryan only managed to hurt Augustus because the Plushie softened him up first? 
 Unless… unless Ryan needed to focus his powers first? The courier could only produce visible Black Flux particles while wearing the power armor, after all. 
 "I need the Saturn armor to use that power?" Ryan muttered to himself, right before time resumed. Hannifat Lecter’s projectile demolished the Street Fighters game, much to the courier’s dismay. "The arcade!" 
 This was it, if his Plymouth Fury getting drowned in garbage hadn’t ruined this run, that tragedy did! 
 "You tell me, mate," Big Fat Adam replied, wielding his cannon with one hand and trying to smash Ryan with his other fist. He didn’t have time to do much, as a coil gun shot him in the left eye, blowing it up in a brief shower of blood. "Argh!" 
 Ryan took the opportunity to leap back to safety, glancing at his savior. "Thanks, I guess the two of you didn’t see eye to eye." 
 "Oh, right, I’m supposed to quip," Livia said, wielding the coil gun and aiming to finish Big Fat Adam’s bullet surgery. "Anyone in favor of safety glasses, say ‘eye’!" 
 Ryan groaned, but forgave her weak pun-fu. 
 She fired another projectile at One-Eye Adam, but he protected his face with his hand. The bullet bounced off his carbon skin, though it pushed his palm back slightly. "Sarin!" he snarled, trying to wipe the blood off his face. "Kill that one!" 
 Sarin unleashed a shockwave at Livia. Though she failed to hit the Augusti princess, her assault forced Livia to fall back to behind the ruins of the bar counter. The Panda wasn’t in a better position, the much bigger Frank having tossed him against one of the atrium’s walls. 
 Hazmat Girl turned at Ryan to blast him, and the courier decided to use his secret weapon. 
 "Bianca." 
 Sarin froze in place. 
 "Your boss isn’t working to find a cure, but I am," Ryan pleaded, a hand extended. "We can make you human again." 
 She unleashed a shockwave, and he dodged by leaping to the side. "Are you a Blue or some shit?" Sarin asked angrily. "A telepath reading my brain?" 
 "You’ve got air for neurons, how could I read it?" Ryan asked, though all it did was infuriate the Psycho. "You must have seen it too. He’s throwing you at this base’s orbital command center, not at the Elixir labs!" 
 "He’s distracting you," Adam said after wiping off the blood from his face. His only remaining eye glared with malevolence as he raised his gravity gun at Livia’s hiding spot. "Don’t listen and power through." 
 "It’s true," Livia said from her hiding spot. "Ryan!" 
 Realizing her intention, Ryan rushed at Sarin, just as a chill went do— 
   
 Time skipped forward a few seconds, and when it resumed, Ryan had slammed Sarin to the ground. Holes had appeared where Livia used to hide, and where Hannifat Lecter’s remaining eye should have been. The cannibal screamed in pain, while Livia kept hitting his head with bullets; the Panda had managed to free himself from Frank’s grasp by returning to human form, and then shifting back into the powerful animal. 
 "Look outside, we aren’t here to kill anyone!" Ryan told Sarin, before adding a caveat. "Except Psypsy and your boss, but they’re asses! The rest of you, we will cure!" 
 "Shut the hell up!" Sarin’s gauntlets vibrated, and she aimed for the courier’s head. A shockwave hit the ceiling, causing concrete and pipes to fall in the middle of the room. 
 "Think wisely, Bianca! You’ve been with him for years, and what does he have to show for it? Nothing! He doesn’t want to save anyone, and deep down you know it too! You think you will be able to return to a normal life as long as he’s around?" 
 "What chance is there to turn my life around at all?" she snarled, managing to kick him off her. Both rose back to their feet, with Hazmat Girl threatening to blast Ryan again. "Why would you care?" 
 "Because you don’t deserve this," he argued, dodging another volley. "You don’t deserve to be trapped in that suit, unable to touch, to smell, to taste. You made a mistake when you took these Elixirs and you’ve paid for it ever since." 
 "You don’t know what it feels to be me, jackass!" Sarin snarled back. "I don’t know how you can read my memories, but fuck off from them!" 
 She pointed her gauntlets at the ground to increase the size of her jumps, soaring above the room until she almost reached the ceiling. She bombarded Ryan from above with repeated short blasts, but the courier dodged each one. "I don’t want to hurt you, Bianca!" Ryan pleaded, showing one of the guns he kept in his trench coat. "I could breach your suit with a bullet in my sleep." 
 "As if I would—" Ryan grabbed a weapon and shot her so fast, that she couldn’t even finish her sentence. The bullet grazed her mask, right near the point where it combined with the rest of the suit. 
 This time, when Sarin landed on the ground, she didn’t immediately attack. She touched her mask, and gazed silently at Ryan. 
 "It’s over for him," the courier said, glancing at Adam. "But not for you. You can still survive this." 
 "You don’t know me," she said, "and you don’t know him either." 
 "Oh, I do, and that’s why he will die. But it’s not too late for you." 
 "Are you a white knight or some self-help shitstain?" Sarin let out a hiss of disgust. "Why should I even trust you?" 
 The courier answered by tossing the Fisty Brothers and his gun to the ground. Sarin flinched in response, perhaps expecting a trick, but all Ryan did was to raise his arms and put himself at her mercy. 
 "Bianca," he said. "I’m your last chance. Your last, last chance at turning your life around. Don’t waste it." 
 "I won’t," Sarin replied, pointing her hands at his head. "I won’t waste the chance to wipe off that thick skull of yours." 
 "You may slay me, but I have at my back a force you cannot hope to defeat," Ryan bluffed. "You’ve been on the losing side long enough. You would rather die as Sarin... or live as Bianca?" 
 Sarin raised her vibrating gauntlets… 
 And hesitated. 
 Her hands looked within an inch of opening fire, and her gas mask was as impenetrable as ever. Yet she didn’t attack. Ryan’s words had planted the seed of doubt in her mind, and now she didn’t know what to think. 
 Meanwhile, Livia ran out of bullets, tossing the coil gun aside. 
 "Head trauma, Ryan!" she shouted at the courier. Big Fat Adam had dropped his gravity gun, and the Augusti’s projectiles had slowly pushed him against the elevator’s doors. "His power only protects his skin, but not the organs beneath! If we keep hitting his head, he’ll get a concussion and bleed internally!" 
 "You’re Augustus’ girl," Big Fat Adam rasped angrily, trying to detect her by sound. When he did, he lunged at her with nightmarish speed, mouth opened and hands raised. The blood flowing from his eyes made him look like a ghoul rising from the dead to devour the living. "I’ll send you back to your old man in pieces!" 
 Leaving Sarin to mull over her doubts, Ryan activated his power, caught Livia in the frozen time, and pulled her out of the way. Big Fat Adam’s sharp teeth closed on nothing but air, and Lightning Butt’s daughter instinctively grabbed the courier by the arm. 
 "You should stop doing that, princess," Ryan teased her, her fingers holding him by the sleeve. "People will talk." 
 "Let them," Livia replied playfully. "You may rescue me as many times as you like." 
 "Mr. President!" Frank tossed the wounded Panda aside and moved towards Livia and Ryan. "I’m coming!" 
 Instead of running away, Livia faced the titan and said two words. 
 "Stop, Vladimir." 
 For a moment, Ryan thought he had misheard, and so did Frank. The giant flinched, as if he had been stabbed in the heart. 
 "Your true name is Vladimir Khabarov," Livia continued. "Not Frank." 
 As Psypsy had said in a previous loop, Frank the Mad… Frank the Mad was no American. 
 He was Russian. 
 "This is communist propaganda!" Frank snarled, covering his head with his hand as if he could block Livia’s voice. "I was born in Arkansas, like Country Music!" 
 "Your family farm wasn’t in Arkansas." Since Livia couldn’t hit the giant physically, she targeted his fragile mind. "It was in Novgorod. Your father wasn’t a cowboy, but a soviet, and he perished choking on stolen caviar." 
 "Lies!" Frank snarled while raising his fist. He attempted to squash Ryan and Livia like bugs, but the courier froze time to move out of the way. The giant’s fist hit the floor, going through it like steel through paper. 
 Sarin chose this moment to pick a side. She blasted the ground below Frank, part of the floor collapsing below the giant’s weight. The self-hating colossus fell down the hole halfway, with only his torso sticking up. He attempted to raise himself up, to no avail. 
 "Sifu, get down!" 
 Ryan turned around, to see that Big Fat Adam had recovered and tried to flank him; the blinded madman must have detected them by listening to their exchange with Frank. Suffering from his cooldown, Ryan attempted to back away, but Livia held him by the sleeve. 
 Instead, his bloodied pandawan tackled the ogre before he could get anywhere near his master. The two brawled for a second, but the more experienced Adam quickly grabbed the bear’s hands with his own. The Psycho opened his mouth, to reveal a syringe full of swirling liquid. 
 An Elixir, but not a Mechron-made one. This was the same Blue Elixir the cannibal had attempted to turn Ryan into a Psycho with after blowing New Rome to kingdom come. And true to his sick obsessions, Adam spat it at his foe. 
 The courier barely had the time to blink in horror as the Elixir shattered on the Panda’s face. 
 Blue liquid splattered on the Panda’s soft fur; and though true Elixirs couldn’t bond to animals, that one must have detected the human beneath. The green Genome switching back and forth between his two forms as his body absorbed the liquid. Big Fat Adam pushed his victim backward to fall on his back with cruel glee, while Ryan held his breath in horror. 
 "I got one of you," Hannifat Lecter gloated triumphantly. 
 "Indeed you did," Livia replied with smug calmness. 
 Her tone surprised Ryan. Why didn’t Livia seem concerned? Why didn’t she fall back? Unless… unless she had seen this event in a vision, and let it happen? Why? 
 Only when the Panda settled back in his animal form, did Ryan understand. 
 His body had completely absorbed the blue Elixir, the syringe’s shards crushed beneath his mighty feet. Instead of madness, the monster of the east moved with focus, and purpose, and strength. 
 Out of all the millions of people living in New Rome... 
 "No way…" Sarin whispered with shock and jealousy, as the manbear took a step towards Adam. The cannibal heard him coming, but he had guessed what happened from the sound. The realization had left him too shocked to move. 
 Livia had predicted she and her father could take two Elixirs with no ill effect. 
 And when the Panda’s eyes shone with a blue hue, Ryan felt a moment of religious awe. A Gregorian song echoed at the back of his mind, and he could almost see holy light shining into the bunker. 
 For God existed, and He had fur. 
 The Panda launched himself in the air, his right leg and arms extended, the left knee folded. How could a giant bear fly like this, Ryan would never understand, but he did. Perhaps Big Fat Adam might have dodged, if he still had eyes, or maybe he would have been paralyzed in awe too. The Panda shouted his attack’s name, with his cute, amusing voice. 
 "Soaring Panda!" 
 How could something so ridiculous look so good?

 The Panda’s feet hit Hannifat Lecter’s head with so much strength, that Ryan heard a loud ‘crack’ as both connected. The monstrous Psycho flew backward and crashed on the ruins of the arcade, while the victorious bear gracefully landed on his feet. His pose reminded the courier of a Bruce Lee movie, and perhaps it came straight from it. 
 As for Adam the Ogre, he did not rise up again. And hopefully, he never would. 
 Frank, who had observed the scene with horror, attempted to free himself to no avail. His body absorbed the metal within the floor, trapping him further like quicksand. 
 "It’s over, Frank," Sarin said, vibrating hands pointed at his head. "Don’t make me blast you." 
 "I must fight the communists’ infiltrators!" he shouted. 
 And Ryan answered, "No, Frank. You are the communists." 
 And then Frank was a zombie. 
 Or he might as well have been, for Ryan’s words were the coup de grace. The giant looked at his chest, scratching at it as if he could exorcise the Marxist-Leninist evil that infected him; but when he couldn’t, he slammed his head against the floor and mentally shut down. Perhaps his suppressed memories had resurfaced, flooding his brain just as Livia had expected. 
 His false patriotism shattered, the once-proud giant had become an immobile pile of scrap. The courier observed him in a minute of respect, as he watched this proud giant, this loyal bodyguard that perished protecting presidents so many times, reduced to such a pitiful state. 
 "How did you know about Frank’s past?" Ryan asked Livia, as Sarin lowered her gauntlets, still on her guard. 
 "I looked for a future where I won the fight," the mafia princess replied not so smugly. 
 "Your power is almost as busted as your best friend’s." 
 "Says the pot calling the kettle black," Livia chuckled. "Speaking of best friends, ours should be done now." 
 "I got one, Sifu!" the Panda said triumphantly, sitting atop a crushed Big Fat Adam’s stomach. "I got one!" 
 The circle was complete. When Ryan met him, the Panda had been the disciple. 
 Now, he was a master. 
   
 The ‘Battle for the Junkyard’ ended in a complete, near-flawless victory. The only loss on Ryan’s side was his car, which had been wounded in action; though the Chronoradio and key functions had survived the Land’s attack, so the time-traveler could always repair it. 
 The group had gathered the Psychos in the bunker’s hangar, with Sarin and the Panda helping Len move the unconscious Meta-Gang members into bathyspheres. They would transport the Psychos to underwater jails, until Ryan could figure out a cure for their condition. Psyshock’s thralls would also be kept there, to receive medical attention and avoid the bunker’s secret from spreading yet. They would be released once the base was destroyed. 
 As for Big Fat Adam, Len insisted on bubbling him too. Unlike the other prisoners though, he drowned to death in it, waking up just long enough to understand he was about to die. Communists could never make a good product, especially for people who tried to attack orphans under their care. 
 As for Fortuna and Shroud, they had both walked inside the bunker without a mask and arm in arm. The former looked giddy; the latter, as if he wished to die inside. 
 "You won’t believe it!" Fortuna announced. "Mathias… Mathias is the Shroud!" 
 "No way?" Ryan replied with a falsely surprised tone. "Your boyfriend?" 
 "My boyfriend!" Fortuna squealed, though her companion looked more… resigned than anything else. "I would never have guessed!" 
 "I knew he wasn’t all that clear," Ryan said. 
 "How did it happen?" Livia asked, half curious, half displeased. 
 "The Land took back physical form to fight us at full power, as you suspected," Shroud answered with a sigh. "A rock hit my mask while I was holding Fortuna, and it shattered." 
 It must have looked very dramatic. "How unlucky of you," Ryan put salt on the wound. 
 "All along I wondered why you were always there when I had a problem, but now I understand!" Fortuna put a hand on her boyfriend’s shoulder. "You were watching over me, like a guardian angel! How romantic!" 
 "That couldn’t be farther from the truth," Mathias replied, though he sounded a bit more ashamed than usual. 
 "You don’t need to be mean, I know you care now," Fortuna said with a foxy grin. 
 A flash of flustered embarrassment passed on her boyfriend’s face, which he immediately suppressed with a stoic face. "I trapped the Land inside a glass prison outside, while Gemini surrendered after she realized all was lost," he said, before glancing at Sarin. "Why is she still running around?" 
 "She turned her coat the right way," Ryan replied. "She will be very important later." 
 Mathias’ eyes squinted at the courier, and the Augusti woman at his side. "After we put the Meta-Gang in custody, we will need to talk about this place’s future… and yours. Yours most of all." 
 "Have you told Sunshine about us?" Ryan asked, while Livia bristled. 
 "Not yet," Shroudy Matt admitted. "I wasn’t sure if my hypothesis was correct, but after seeing this place… now I am. And I have enough questions for a lifetime." 
 "They will wait after your girlfriend’s," Ryan mocked him. 
 "Yes, indeed!" said Lucky Girl. "I want to know everything! How long have you been a hero? Are you on a team? Do you have a sidekick?" 
 Mathias sighed as Fortuna dragged him away. Though Ryan noticed he didn’t struggle as much as he should. 
 "They remind me of a tree and moss," the courier told Livia. "She’s growing on him, and he’s starting to like it." 
 "He will have to come clean to her though," Livia said icily. "Or I will tell the truth for him. Fortuna deserves that much." 
 Probably, but Ryan doubted Lucky Girl’s power would work so hard to set them together if it wouldn’t make her happy in the end. 
 "You look concerned, Ryan," Livia said with a frown. "Is something the matter?" 
 "Yes. The bunker is ours with no strings attached, we caught Adam before he could pull off his plans, nobody I liked has died so far, and the Panda has two powers." He emphasised these last words, because he could hardly believe it himself. "Everything went well." 
 Livia chuckled. "Ryan, that’s good news." 
 "I’m just expecting for the other shoe to drop," the courier replied. 
 "Why would it?" she asked. "We worked hard, and it paid off. The previous loop ended in disaster, but we learned from it and acted accordingly." 
 We. Such a sweet word to hear. Though there was so much left to do, Ryan no longer carried the weight of the world on his shoulders. He had people willing to back him up now, for better or worse. 
 "What comes next?" Livia asked. "Now that Adam has been dealt with, we should prepare for what comes afterward." 
 "I will infiltrate your family," Ryan said. "Brief Alchemo, Len, and Sarin on the memory map front. See how to deal with Dynamis for good. Contact Vulcan to recreate the Saturn armor, see with the Carnival how we can deal with the bunker, Narcinia, and the Bliss Factory. Research the Psycho cure, and probably plan a trip to Antarctica." 
 "Antarctica?" 
 "It’s a long story." 
 "Well, we will discuss how to deal with the Carnival together. I already started doing simulations, but you are our ace in the hole." Livia smiled at him. "You will meet with Jamie tonight, to infiltrate my family from the bottom?" 
 "Yes. I put him on a list." He hadn't interacted with Jamie, Ki-jung and Lanka for many loops, and he yearned to meet with them again. Now that he could theoretically bring a limitless number of people into his loops… he was no longer afraid of trying to befriend others for the long term. "But I meant something else for the infiltration phase." 
 Livia raised an eyebrow. "Oh?" 
 "There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you, but I’ve been hesitating for a while. Because…" Ryan gathered his breath. "Because if I do, I can’t take it back. It will be complicated, and it may not work. But if it does…" 
 He left the sentence hanging, watching as Livia’s breathing shortened. She must have guessed his intentions, but since she couldn’t predict him, she felt anxiety rather than serenity. If he hadn’t misread all the signals she had sent him in this loop and the previous one, the seer wanted Ryan to make a move; but was afraid of the shame she would face if she had guessed wrong. 
 "Ask away," she said shyly. 
 "Livia." 
 Ryan grabbed her by the waist and pulled her closer. Though she gasped in surprise, being unable to predict the gesture, Livia didn’t resist. She felt light as a feather in his arms, a fragile porcelain doll. 
 He ignored all the gazes his teammates sent him, focusing entirely on her blue eyes, and the pinkish blush spreading on her cheeks. 
 "Are you available tomorrow night?" 



 6: A Breath of Fresh Air 

"Sorry, I can’t do that."

 Ryan scratched Eugène-Henry’s back while watching Dr. Tyrano on his computer screen. The A-bomb laid on the desk, right next to the late Fat Adam’s gravity cannon. "You’re saying no to unlimited fundings, resources, and safety from the monster you keep bottled up in your lab when he inevitably breaks out? Because you know he will." 

"I don’t know how you managed to learn that much about my work," Tyrano admitted, a little disturbed. "But I am contractually bound to Dynamis for the next two hundred years. I can’t even leave the building without a heavy escort."

 "Two hundred years?" Were there other time-travelers running around in Italy? "Is that even legal?" 

"In New Rome, it is."

 Ryan massaged his temples, at his wit’s end. "Think, Tyrano, think! You’re using an unstable product to turn people you know into timebombs! What will you have after everyone has turned into a Bloodstream clone?" 
 Dr. Tyrano remained silent for a moment, but Ryan guessed his answer before he even spoke. 

"Dinosaurs," the scalie answered. "I’d still have dinosaurs."

 That made Ryan think more than it should. 
 Still, the fact Tyrano wouldn’t leave the Dynamis HQ nor agree to sabotage the Knockoff supply dashed a few of the courier’s hopes. Even if the Carnival developed a vaccine plague to cure New Rome’s population, they would have to assault Lab Sixty-Six again to finish off Bloodstream for good. 
 Still, Ryan didn’t give up on the saurian Genius. 
 "What if I told you we have access to a completely safe Knockoff variant, so strong it even works with robots?" The courier tempted him. "That we have not one, but two Genomes with multiple powers and no-side effects to study? That we possess a wealth of research and information on Elixirs… and a lab capable of creating life from scratch?" 
 Then he delivered the coup de grace. 
 "Inhuman life?" 
 Tyrano’s slitted eyes expanded like a frog’s, to Ryan’s shock. The courier wondered if it was what passed for arousal for humanoid dinosaurs. To hook him further, the courier forwarded the Genius a sample of his Elixir research, including a bio-scan of Mongrel. 
 "We’re working on a cure for the Psycho condition," Ryan said. "Though you’re contractually obligated to work with Dynamis, certainly you can sacrifice some of your precious time for it. Who knows, maybe you could make a Green Knockoff capable of granting your dearest, cold-blooded wish." 
 The Genius barely took a glance at the data before raising his white flag. "Where do I sign?"

 "First…" Ryan scratched Eugène-Henry behind the ears. "You must give me access to that folder." 

"Oh, that one?" Dr. Tyrano seemed strangely embarrassed about it. "It’s something of a side-project, and early results weren’t promising. But it will change the world, you’ll see!"

 "I’ll keep an open mind," Ryan said, as he received an email called ‘Monster Girl Project.’ He opened the video file within. 
 The courier instantly regretted it, as an abomination came into view. 
 The screams and moans that came out of this… this thing startled Ryan so much, that he almost fell from his chair. His terrified cat leaped out of his lap to take over the nearby bed. 
 "Oh God… oh God…" Ryan covered his mouth, though he couldn’t tell if it was in horror or terrible awe at the man’s demented genius. There were things that could still surprise him after eight centuries of time-traveling. "Why?!" 

"A creative spur!" Tyrano explained, as if it made up for this crime against nature. "I couldn’t do that to a reptile!"

 "Why a mink?!" Ryan asked, closing the video feed when he couldn’t take the abomination’s screams anymore. "Is… is that thing still alive?" 

"No, no, it died, unfortunately," Tyrano reassured him. "But I have a spare."

 Ryan resisted the urge to throw up, and stopped the video call feed. He would have nightmares for years to come. Even the most depraved Sonic the Hedgehog fans didn’t go as far as Dr. Scalie did. 
 The courier took a moment to gather his breath, only to suddenly hold it. Two long ears rose from the side of the desk, a monster rising from the depths of Hell. 
 "No," Ryan said with false panic. 
 The plushie looked at his maker, then at the A-bomb, and finally back at his maker. Meanwhile, Eugène-Henry ignored them all to vanish beneath the bedsheets, considering the matter beneath his kingly notice. 
 "No!" Ryan forbade the plushie. 
 And for the first time since this loop began, the furred fiend answered. 
 "I will always be your friend!" 
 This plushie hastily pushed the A-bomb’s button with a loud ‘click.’ 
 Nothing happened. 
 The plushie hit it again, and again, and again in quick succession, growing more and more frustrated. Its eyes turned red as it glared angrily at Ryan. 
 "It’s a prop," the courier replied with a grin. "I gave the real one to Vulcan." 
 He had bribed his favorite dwarf Genius with so much technology, that she didn’t even ask him to ruin Star Studios this time. Vulcan insisted that Ryan become her assistant instead, and wouldn’t take no for an answer. 
 The courier was more than willing to help her, but only in short bursts. Though Ryan could now interact with Vulcan without feeling stabbed in the gut every time she opened her mouth, the shadow of his Jasmine remained ever-present. The courier also intended to use this loop to deal with the Bliss Factory and Narcinia, and so would rather stay a contractor working for multiple branches of the Augusti’s organization. 
 The plushie’s eyes turned blue in disappointment, so Ryan tossed it the gravity cannon. "Here, if you want to work your way up the suicide chain," he said. "Aim for the heart though. There’s a chance you might live if you go for the head. I know from experience." 
 The eldritch horror examined the cannon curiously, though the weapon was ten times larger than it was. "Please don’t kill anyone else!" Ryan pleaded as he left the fiend to its experiments, rising from his seat to move to his door. 
 "So?" Shroud asked, having waited for him in the next corridor. He had managed to repair his glass mask, though Ryan wondered why he bothered to hide his true face anymore. 
 "He won’t help sabotage the tomato juice factory," Ryan replied with disappointment. "He fears his bosses’ wrath more than ours." 
 If the courier was on a Meta run, he might have changed that, but Ryan would have his plate full with the Augusti for now. 
 One day had passed since the bunker raid, though Ryan spent last night at the harbor helping Jamie protect drug supplies. Luigi hadn’t shown up this time, probably at Livia’s urging, but Jamie still invited Ryan to stay at his house all the same. That guy was so nice, he made the courier want to adopt him. 
 Ryan spent the day in Mechron’s bunker, settling things here. He had contacted Alchemo, who should make his way to New Rome by the next day and help take over the bunker’s mainframe. With Dr. Stitch and Tyrano’s long-distance assistance, the courier would have the best medical team in the world to figure out a cure for the Psycho condition. 
 The night, he would dedicate to Livia. 
 "Then we will need to clean up Dynamis’ upper echelons," Mathias said. "We planned to wait for Hector Manada to retire, but we can hasten his departure all the same." 
 "I’ve seen Hector Manada fall many times." Ryan said with a shrug. "His children might be willing to switch to a safer, better product than one capable of causing a pandemic." 
 "Fallout won’t follow," Mathias said. "Enrique might, once we provide him with the necessary data to show the destruction Bloodstream could unleash; and especially if his family lied to him. But Alphonse is another beast entirely. He won’t surrender Bloodstream, even for a better alternative." 
 "Why wouldn’t he?" Ryan asked with a frown. "He’s a red, a commie infiltrator. He wants to turn everyone into a Genome, maybe even for free." 
 The vigilante remained skeptical. "Think about it. Fallout not only controls the Knockoff supply, but with Tyrano’s cure, he can also remove powers at will. That’s not the case with Mechron’s variants, if I understand correctly." 
 Ryan pondered Shroud’s point, and had to admit that he might be right on the money. Atom Smasher planned to make everyone a Genome so people like Augustus couldn’t monopolize power, but he didn’t wish to coexist with other organizations. Neither did he hesitate to lie to his close allies, so that Dynamis could develop a monopoly on Knockoff Elixirs. 
 If Dynamis could both give superpowers and take them away, then it could become a true superpower. People would be kept in line by the fear of losing their Knockoff Genome abilities, and the Manada would monopolize the market. 
 "Fallout cares less about his Knockoffs’ potential side-effects than the societal control they grant his organization," Shroud said. "If he was truly the hero he believes himself to be, he wouldn’t have created something so dangerous in the first place. In the end, Alphonse Manada only believes in his vision. He won’t deviate from his chosen path unless forced to." 
 "I can stop time," Ryan said, remembering Bianca running off to sacrifice herself. "I will stop him." 
 "Can you?" Shroud asked, doubtful. "Among the most dangerous Genomes operating in Italy, he comes a close third behind Augustus and Leo." 
 "I can, with this base’s resources." 
 "This place will have to go, Ryan," Shroud insisted. "Maybe there is something here that could defeat Fallout, or even Augustus, true. But the risk of dangerous weapons spreading to the public is too great. Even distributing Mechron’s Knockoff formula doesn’t strike me as a good idea. It might weaken the position of Genome warlords, but our post-war society is too fragile to survive ten million people with flamethrowers for arms." 
 "You’re preaching to a convert," Ryan replied. "But I will only destroy this place after it helps solve the current crisis." 
 Shroudy Matty crossed his arms. "Do you truly believe Psychos can be cured?" 
 "You don’t, my transparent friend?" 
 "No," the vigilante replied, before adding, "but if there is a chance it works… if there is even the slightest chance it works, I can’t stop you from trying. It would help too many lives." 
 "For your mom, one of the Genomes I called is specialized in brains." Shroud’s head perked up at Ryan’s words. "He can even cure mental illnesses, Alzheimer’s, and even a Psycho’s brain tumors. He could help you too." 
 Ryan couldn’t see Looking Glass’ face behind his mask, though the vigilante turned his head sideways, thoughtful. "Why do you think the Alchemist distributed these Elixirs in the first place?" 

To turn us into interdimensional squids, Ryan thought. "I dunno, improve the human condition?" 
 "I think so too, and yet we used them to ravage the world." Shroud shook his head. "When I hear all the positive things Geniuses can make, I can’t help but wonder why Mechron built weapons rather than medical supplies. Not even superpowers could change human nature." 
 "Take it from someone who knows," Ryan replied. "There will always be rotten apples like Late Adam, but most people I’ve met only need the right circumstances to turn their lives around. Anyone can choose right over wrong. Even a spoiled, self-obsessed brat with a busted power." 
 Shroud chuckled. "Do you know that she sculpts in her spare time?" 
 She must have shown her boyfriend her gallery yesterday night. "Pretty neat, huh?" 
 "She’s good at it," Mathias continued, his tone warm. "I thought she relied on her own luck to do everything, but she hides artistic sensibilities that appeal to me as a game designer. I can’t quite explain it. And she won half a million euros in lottery winnings this morning, but instead of sitting on it, she wants to distribute it to Rust Town’s orphans." 
 My, was he speaking fondly of Fortuna? Yesterday’s battle had greatly helped to turn his opinion of her around. 
 "She’s a golden retriever," Ryan summed it up. "Loud, no respect for personal space, but surprisingly warm and loyal underneath." 
 "Worse. She’s a much better person than I thought." 
 The courier put his hands behind his head. "Will you be transparent with her on your next date?" 
 "Will you turn back time to make your own go well?" Mathias deadpanned with a joke of his own, before answering. "I think I will clear things up with her, but… not as long as she’s working as a hitman for Augustus. That’s a dealbreaker." 
 "Unlike other members of her group, she isn’t in it for the killing," Ryan said. "She wants to protect Livia first and foremost. It’s almost romantic." 
 "Is that why you’re dating her?" Shroud’s voice turned from amused to serious. "To turn Augustus’ daughter around?" 
 "I asked her out because I wanted to," Ryan replied. He really had a thing for Blue Genomes shorter than himself. 
 "Giving her access to this place is dangerous, Ryan. What if she changes her mind and informs Augustus?" 
 "She has earned my trust and helped me when I needed it," the courier replied. "I want to return the favor." 
 Her father would wreck up the world for her sake, if he didn’t. She didn’t deserve to have her sire’s crimes on her conscience. 
 "Mark my words, Ryan, you can’t save everyone." Shroud marked a short pause. "Especially from themselves." 
 And yet, he had to try. 
 "After Alchemo comes here, we’ll use your rabbit foot of a girlfriend to access the mainframe," Ryan said, changing the subject. "You can confirm what I said about the other Mechron bases then, and we will unlock the self-destruct mechanism." 
 "I will have to inform Leo about you, you understand that?" Shroud asked. "Even if you turn back time again, I can’t keep that to myself." 
 "Even for my cute, beautiful eyes?" 
 "Not even for them," the Carnival member replied with a chuckle. "Is there a way for you to carry others through time? I suppose it is only mental, since there aren’t twenty of you running around." 
 Sharp guy. "I have a procedure to transfer information directly into your brain, though your past self will have to submit to it." 
 "He won’t," Shroud said, shaking his head. "I know myself. I am too paranoid to let anyone alter my brain, even if you earn my trust beforehand. I’m not sure I would even accept such a procedure at Leo’s urging, and I respect him more than anyone." 
 Ryan had expected as much. The only people he imagined would go through with the memory transfer unconditionally were Alchemo, who understood the technology; and Sarin, who had nothing left to lose. Even Len had remained on the fence so far. "I’m trying to improve a system that could bypass that extra step, but nothing’s confirmed yet." 
 "I don’t like it," he admitted. "You hold all the cards, and all I can do is go along." 
 "Well, I also trusted you enough to share my greatest secret too, Safelite," Ryan pointed out. "I can count on one hand those who know my true, phenomenal cosmic power." 
 "I wonder what adventures we went through for you to do so." 
 "We defeated the Meta-Gang together once, though Lightning Butt destroyed the city after you recruited Atom Cat." 
 "Good to know," Shroud replied dryly, though he didn’t like it. Neither did Ryan, since Atom Kitten would clearly be much happier with the Carnival than with Dynamis. "A shame. I was interested in Felix Veran. He has a great deal of potential as a hero, and a courageous heart." 
 "As much as the Panda?" 
 Shroud scoffed. "Come with me and see for yourself." 
 The vigilante led Ryan into the bunker’s atrium, where they found the transformed Panda folding paper sheets under Len’s watch. Sarin was playing pool near a pile of books, including Discours de la méthode:
Pour bien conduire sa raison, et chercher la vérité dans les sciences, by René Descartes. 
 "Look, Sifu!" The Panda exquisitely folded the paper sheet in the shape of a mantis so fast that Ryan could barely see his paws move. The construct joined four others, representing a monkey, a tiger, a crane, and a snake. "Tada!" 
 "Nice superpower," Sarin snickered. "Can you unlock Rubik Cubes too?" 
 "One of my teammates, Origami, can turn herself into paper sharp enough to slice throats," Shroud replied dryly. "She could even slice through your suit." 
 "You’re salty, aren’t you?" The Psycho taunted him, while focusing on her game. 
 "Earn my trust first, turncoat, and then we’ll talk." Though he tolerated Sarin, the vigilante mistrusted her as much as Ryan did in the early days of his presidency. "If you sell us out as you did your previous employer, I will slay you myself." 
 "I told your hat pal, if you truly can cure me, then you’ve got nothing to fear from me." Sarin hit an 8-ball with her pool stick. "Don’t make me wait too long." 
 The courier ignored them to focus on his bear disciple. Even Ryan couldn’t fold paper that fast, even though he had mastered the skill years ago. "I thought you were a martial arts Genius?" he asked his pandawan. "Or does your brilliance extend to all eastern disciplines?" 
 "No, that’s not it," Len said while shaking her head. "I ran tests. It… it took him minutes to pick up origami, and he… he learned French five pages into Descartes’ book." 
 "The more I read, the more it made sense," the Panda said. 
 "I think... I think he can learn almost any skill at an accelerated pace," Len theorized. "Pick up a new language quickly, gain new skills by learning them through osmosis…" 
 Ryan knew it took on average ten thousand hours to master a skill, but clearly bears only needed half of one. "But how did enhanced learning help make you fly, my young pandawan?" 
 "That was so weird, Sifu. My vision went all blue, and then I remembered watching Bruce Lee’s flying kick in the Green Hornet." And to illustrate his point, the Panda mimicked a few kung-fu moves with his paws. "Then I could do it too!" 
 "You learned one of Bruce Lee’s moves, by remembering it?" 
 "Yes!" The manbear nodded. "That’s how I learned martial arts, but I was never this good before!" 
 In half an hour, the Panda had mastered kung-fu, origami, and Descartes. 
 Ryan dreaded to imagine what he could achieve in a week. His pandawan probably couldn’t learn what a normal human couldn’t, but anything else was fair game. Arithmetic, philosophy, martial arts… perhaps even Genius technology, if given time to observe it. Bruce Lee’s moves were made for humans, and yet the Panda’s second power allowed him to adapt them to his beastly body proportions. 
 His arrogant young disciple had ascended to shatter the heavens. 
 Speaking of power, Ryan needed to run tests on his own after he created the new iteration of the Saturn Armor. He would also add a few improvements to deal with Alphonse Manada, such as switching the chest-blaster with the gravity cannon. He had the feeling it would help deal with the nuclear disaster, maybe even Lightning Butt too. 
 "Well, I should go prepare for my date," Ryan said. Livia asked him to pick her up at nine, and to be on time. For once, the courier didn’t dare to be fashionably late. 
 "Good luck, Sifu!" The Panda cheered him up. "I knew the tension was palpable!" 
 Len, though, seemed a lot less enthusiastic. "Riri, umm… can I… can I talk to you alone for a second? 
 Ryan nodded, his adoptive sister leading him outside, to the corridor overseeing the hangars. Henriette was playing with the children near the submarine, the dog delighting at having company. The group brought much levity to an otherwise claustrophobic, lifeless place. 
 Len glanced through the corridor’s window, her arms folded. "You and her…" 
 "It’s hard to explain," Ryan admitted. 
 The Genius held her breath. "In the past loops, did… did my other self know?" 
 "Well… I kinda told you how I felt, and we decided to stay family afterward." 
 Len’s gaze saddened, as she glanced at the Mechron-made submarine floating in the bunker’s water access. "We… we could reach the United States with it," she said. "Cross the Atlantic Sea." 
 "Even I can’t turn back time that far," Ryan said sadly. "Trust me, I tried. I tried many times." 
 "I know, I…" Len bit her lower lips, and didn’t finish her sentence. 
 Ryan didn’t need her to do so, to guess what she didn’t dare to say. That part of her wondered how their relationship could have ended. They had left each other in tears, and though they had started picking up the pieces, some of them had been forever lost to the sea. 
 "We could leave this place," she said, though with hesitation. "After we… after we deal with Dad." 
 "I can’t do that, Shortie. Not anymore." If she had asked when he first arrived in New Rome, Ryan wouldn’t have hesitated. But now… now the time-traveler had too many people to fight for. He couldn’t leave them behind in the dust. 
 "She will be fine," Len protested. "She’s… she’s his daughter. Let them tear apart New Rome, if they want that rotten place so much." 
 "So I should let her father kill people for her sake?" Ryan asked, and instantly regretted it. Len flinched as if she had been slapped. "I’m sorry." 
 "You don’t want her to end up like me," the Genius guessed, avoiding his gaze. 
 Ryan glanced at the Mechron submarine. "Do you think we could reach Antarctica with that thing?" 
 She frowned, not understanding what he wanted to say. "Yes, of course." 
 "There’s so many mysteries to uncover around the world, so many wonderful places to explore, Shortie," Ryan said. "Things that make life worth living. Don’t bury yourself under the sea, please. Even whales rise up to take a breath of fresh air sometimes." 
 "I just don’t know what to make of everything," Len admitted. "The Carnival… they killed my father, but if what you’ve said is true…" 
 "You will let the Carnival operate on you?" he asked her. "Remove your father’s blood tracker?" 
 "It’s… it’s the last part I have left of him." 
 Ryan put his hands in his pocket, choosing his words carefully. His thoughts turned to his discussion with his own Elixir, when he briefly crossed the Black World portal. "Someone told me once that you have to let the dead rest. By trying to keep the dead alive, we only make everyone suffer. Nobody can move on." 
 Len wouldn’t answer, her face as blank as a death mask. Ryan’s hand reached for her shoulder, but she avoided his touch. Too soon. Still, he accepted it, hoping his words would prevail. 
 "Shortie, you’re family," he said. "That will never change. Not even whatever happens with Livia, if anything happens between us, will change that. You will always stay my best friend, my sister, my most important person in the world." 
 "I…" She bit her lower lip. "I… I don’t know what to answer." 
 "Then don’t say anything," Ryan answered with a smile. "What I mean to say is that you’re not alone, and you never have been. You don’t need a ghost to carry on. The children love you, and whenever you trip, I will be there to help you rise back up." 
 Ryan and Len fell into a comfortable silence, just as a black sphere phased through the hanger and collapsed into nothingness. It miraculously didn’t harm anyone, though the courier should probably check up on his bedroom before leaving. 
 "Now, I hope I didn’t give you diabetes," Ryan joked. 
 And to his surprise, she chuckled and relaxed. It seemed his wit had broken through her shell. "Riri, about your memory machine…" 
 "You will try it on? Recover your other self’s memories?" She answered his question with a nod. "What made you change your mind?" 
 "Even after what happened between us… you offered me your hand." The shadow of a smile appeared on her face. "It’s time… it’s time I do the same for you." 



 7: White Night 
 He found Livia waiting for him at the Deadland motel. 
 Ryan drove to the meeting spot in his Plymouth Fury, having repaired his car after the Land wrecked it; though he had to drown it with perfume to hide the Junkyard’s stench. The courier himself had switched from his normal clothes to an elegant black jacket with a purple polo shirt underneath, with no bright color to be seen; Darkling would have loved it. 
 A pity he couldn’t raid Dynamis’ cashmere factory without putting the company on high alert or starting a war with the Augusti. Neither could he use Mechron’s matter replicator without Alchemo jailbreaking the mainframe first. 
 Of course, Ryan could have always spent money, but a cashmere suit wasn’t bought. It was taken, by either strength or wits. 
 Livia had put a lot of effort into her appearance too, more than Ryan had ever seen her do. She wore an elegant sleeveless dress and golden bracelets, but also black stockings, red high heels, and golden earrings. She had put a lovely crimson rose in her hair, black linings around her eyes; it contrasted well with her sapphire eyes and the silver hair flowing on her back. Though she couldn’t compare with her best friend Fortuna in the beauty department, Ryan found Livia quite lovely. A true princess. 
 She hadn’t seen him yet due to the ambient darkness, so he watched her from afar for a short while. Livia waited in the parking lot, with her hands joined. She fidgeted in place, and let out a long, heavy breath as if to calm herself. 
 She hadn’t seen how the date would end, and it made her nervous. 
 Ryan drove to her side, ending her silent agony. Livia immediately corrected her expression upon noticing him, smiling warmly at his arrival. "Did you order a pumpkin carriage, princess?" the courier asked, upon stopping in front of her. 
 "Will your car turn into a vegetable at midnight?" she teased him, while sitting at his side. Her perfume smelled of rose and strawberry. "This only leaves three hours." 
 "Livia, I can time travel. I can make three hours last a lifetime." 
 "I don’t doubt that," she said, closing the car’s door behind her. "But I would prefer it if you could bring me home before two in the morning, or my father might get upset." 
 "You’ve never had a sleepless night out in town?" Ryan asked, amused, as he drove away through New Rome’s streets. "My, it was about time I came into your life." 
 Livia blushed a little, embarrassed. "I wasn’t that sheltered," she protested. "With my power, I could experience wild moments by proxy, with none of the hangovers, drowsiness, and side-effects that came with it." 
 "Watching is not the same as living." 
 "No, but I don’t enjoy parties that much," she admitted. "I prefer simpler moments with just a few friends. The more people surround me, the more my power goes into overdrive. Too many interactions at once." 
 "Cancel blocks your visions?" Ryan asked, his date answering with a short nod. "You could always hang out with her then." 
 Livia shook her head. "I don’t like Greta. That woman is capable of anything. She could be just as hideously violent as Adam the Ogre, if she had any motivation." Lightning Butt’s daughter frowned, as they approached the highway where Ryan and Felix once engaged her aunt Pluto in a car chase. "Where are we going?" 
 "Away," Ryan replied. 
 She blinked in surprise. "Away from the city?" 
 "Well, I figured you probably visited all of New Rome’s restaurants, either directly or with your power. But there is one place I’m sure you’ve never been to before." 
 "Within an hour’s drive of New Rome?" Livia asked with skepticism, before grinning wickedly. "I doubt so. Unless… unless, you intend to take me out of the city to ravish me in the wilderness?" 
 "Did you bring a chastity belt? It has been a while since I unlocked one." 
 Livia’s smile turned coy and playful. The young woman wasn’t as innocent as she let it seem. "If my father heard you, he would have you struck down." 
 "I have a lightning rod in the car boot. Does your father even know you’re in a car with a dashing courier?" His date’s mischievous smile was an answer in itself. "Would he let you date anyone?" 
 "Only an Augusti. My father mistrusts anyone outside of our clan. He wouldn’t let Felix anywhere near me again, even if…" Her bashful smile turned sour. 
 "So you’re disobeying him even as we speak?" Ryan mused, trying to distract her from her bad memories. "You live a dangerous life." 
 His date chuckled in response, which Ryan took as a good sign. "Not as much as yours. To be fair, you’re the first who dared to ask me out at all. Most men are simply too frightened to try." She looked at him warmly. "That’s one of the things I like about you, Ryan. You dare it all." 
 "You haven’t seen anything yet," he replied, a foot on the accelerator. "Is your seatbelt tightly on?" 
 "Yes, it i—" 
 She gasped in surprise, as the Plymouth Fury raced on the highway. One hundred kph turned into one hundred and fifty, while Ryan switched the Chronoradio to Mad Max 2’s main theme. They passed by two cars, violating all road safety laws as they went. 
 "Stop!" Livia pleaded as the speed kept climbing, a hand on his arm. She screamed as they passed by a car so closely that they nearly brushed against it; though she could sense the cars coming, she couldn’t foresee how Ryan would react to them, if he did. "Stop, you madman!" 
 "Don’t try this at home, kids!" The courier said, using brief bursts of time-stop to avoid colliding with other vehicles. 
 Livia’s scream of fear transformed into laughter, as the adrenaline pumped through her veins and the Plymouth Fury reached its maximum velocity. Ryan had modified his car to reach over three hundred kph, and at this speed, the world around them turned into a blur. Other cars became spots of color, the highway ahead became a tunnel of light. 
 If only Ryan could have driven his Plymouth Fury rather than the Pandamobile when Pluto came for his head. Cruella would never have come within an inch of his car. 
 Once he sensed they were close to their destination, Ryan activated a hidden button. The car hood opened to reveal a Genius device, the tip of a particle accelerator. Tiny light spheres came out of it, stretching reality apart. 
 "Have you watched Back to the Future?" Ryan grinned at Livia. 
 She answered with a panicked, exhilarated scream, as particles swallowed the Plymouth Fury. The stars above fell down in a rain of light, reality itself shifting around them. 
 Space stretched on until it shattered, and the car emerged on the other side. 
 Ryan hit the brakes and the device deactivated. The Plymouth Fury emerged from a particle cloud to slow down beneath alien skies, on a highway without cars. 
 Livia let out a heavy breath, as she recovered from the adrenaline rush. Only then did Ryan notice that her left hand held his right tightly; she must have seized it instinctively when they reached maximum speed. 
 Ryan’s thumb brushed against her warm fingers, and Livia squeezed tighter in return. 
 "You okay?" The courier asked her. Instead of answering, she broke the hand contact and slapped him behind the head in response. "Ouch!" 
 "You madman..." Livia let out a nervous laugh, as the tension went down. "That was insane, Ryan." 
 "We’ll have to do it again, on the way back." 
 "Oh, God." She smiled, catching her breath. "Did you ever get a driver’s license?" 
 "Now, don’t ask too much." 
 Livia giggled, and glanced outside her window. Her eyes widened upon seeing the world around them. 
 While they were still on the highway, purple auroras had taken over the night sky above them. The northern lights shone with the brilliance of stars, and within them one could glimpse images of strange places. Seas of mercury, clouds of floating ice, green lightning coursing through black, empty space. 
 The highway was deserted except for the Plymouth Fury, and seemed to stretch on forever. The land around the road had turned into a red desert, though one could see another highway in the distance. Even the temperature had increased, from chilly to warm and comforting. 
 "What is this place?" Livia asked as they exited the car, astonished. 
 "A thin place. A natural space anomaly, if you will." Ryan moved to the car boot, where he kept the dinner. "I nicknamed it the Midnight Road." 
 "I see other people," Livia said, pointing at two silhouettes on the second highway. 
 "That’s us." Ryan raised his hand, and the silhouette on the distant highway imitated him. "Do you see?" 
 "No." The Augusti Princess had tears at the edge of her eyes. "No, I can’t see anything." 
 She wasn’t talking about her eyes. 
 In the end, they sat at the highway’s edge, their feet dangling about the desert. Ryan offered Livia a sushi box, and chopsticks to go with it. "Space folds back?" his date asked after wiping away the tears, looking at the other highway in the distance. 
 "Yep," Ryan replied, his mouth full of fish. "The highway stretches for thirty kilometers, and then loops back. It’s shorter on the sides." 
 "Did you make this place?" Livia asked, tasting a Futomaki with a curious frown. "Or did another Genome build it?" 
 Ryan shook his head. "It’s a natural phenomenon, though you need Genius tech to access it. The colored dimensions are above our realities, beyond space and time as most humans understand it, but there are other realms sideways too. They follow the same timestream as our own." 
 "So this is an alternate universe?" 
 "I wouldn't say that. It’s… it’s more like a cave inside a mountain, except the mountain is Earth’s reality. A place where space-time folds due to gravitational or electromagnetic anomalies." Ryan glanced at the purple auroras above their heads. "I think this place is close to the Purple World. Like a border realm between our universe and the big crossroads of all space and time." 
 "I cannot observe anything within the colors dimensions, except the Blue one," Livia guessed. "That is why I can’t detect you either, since you exist in two dimensions at once." 
 Ryan nodded, before noticing that his date didn’t seem enthusiastic about finishing her plate. "You don’t like the food?" 
 "I’m sorry…" She made an embarrassed smile. "I hate it." 
 Ryan’s heart skipped a beat. "You hate Japanese food?" 
 "I don’t like sushi, no." Livia sheepishly shook her head. "I’m sorry." 
 Goddamn it, he knew he should have picked French food! Nobody disliked French food, except the British and the truly wicked. 
 "But I love the place, and the gesture," Livia immediately reassured him, when she saw his dejected face. "It more than makes up for the food." 
 "I will have to reload now," Ryan grumbled. "The date is not perfect." 
 "No, Ryan, no," Livia protested, instantly serious. She put a hand on his arm and squeezed it tight. "No, don’t, please. It’s because this moment is genuine that I enjoy it so much." 
 "Relax, I was kidding," Ryan teased her, his index finger brushing against her cheek. She blushed so much that a scarlet streak had formed beneath her eyes. "Though you’ve got a smile to die for." 
 Livia exploded into laughter, almost spitting out her food. The sound of her voice warmed Ryan’s old, weary heart. "Does that pick-up line ever work?" she asked with a wide grin on her face. 
 "More than you think." 
 "But not on me," she said, as he removed his hand. "You will have to do better." 
 "You might regret it. I invented lines so powerful, that a few countries made them illegal." 
 His date rolled her eyes, and dared to put his boast to the test. "Then prove me wrong." 
 Instead of answering with words, Ryan put the sushi plates aside, and grabbed Livia by the waist. His date let out a squeal of surprise as he quickly lifted and put her on his lap. She weighed almost nothing, their feet dangling into the void. 
 "Ryan!" Livia laughed, so red the courier wondered if she might faint from the embarrassment. "You’re going too far this time!" 
 "Come on, my lap feels better than the interdimensional highway’s concrete." He put his arms around Livia and held her tight, her head resting against his shoulder. "Unless Your Majesty would prefer a nobler seat?" 
 "I ought to have you whipped for your insolence, but I have the feeling you might enjoy it." 
 "You would be right, mistress." 
 The mafia princess laughed heartily, accepted the Throne of Romano as her seat, and made herself comfortable. Her back rested against the courier’s chest, and he sensed her hastening heartbeat beneath her skin. Though the scarlet streak across Livia’s face had transformed into a light blush, Ryan could tell the situation was new to her. She had only ever dated Felix, who had never been as comfortable with physical contact as the courier was. 
 "Can you reach these places?" Livia pointed a finger at the alien mirages in the skies, pictures of alien worlds, unlike Earth. 
 "Some," Ryan confirmed. "Others I plan to visit one day." 
 "Take me with you when you do," she all but ordered him, sounding like a true queen. "To make up for your bold transgression." 
 "And what if I commit crime after crime?" he teased her. 
 "Maybe I will punish you, or maybe not," Livia replied coyly, putting her hands on his own. They felt warm and comforting to the touch, like Jasmine’s had been. "How did you even find out about these thin places? Did you stumble into one by accident?" 
 "I learned of them while researching particle physics in Switzerland." Ryan shuddered. "Don’t go to Monaco." 
 "What is happening in that place?" she asked, curious. "My power will not show me. I heard nobody that goes there come back, but you said you lived a full life there?" 
 "Shrimps, and caviar," Ryan replied darkly. Even now both gave him PTSD. "It’s shrimps and caviar, until you can’t take it anymore." 
 "That doesn’t explain anything." Livia frowned, sensing his unease. "Something happened in this place. Something that hurt you deeply." 
 Ryan’s first instinct was to deny the truth, but her firm gaze dissuaded him. "I…" the courier trailed off, having lived with this secret like a boulder around his ankle like a ball and chain. He had never told anyone, carrying that cross across time. Nobody would have understood. 
 But she would. 
 He could see it in her eyes. Livia had watched whole lifetimes through her power, from what she had told him. She couldn’t comprehend the sheer weight he carried, but she could imagine it. 
 "I told you I stayed there a full life," Ryan unburdened himself. "I meant a full life." 
 Livia guessed the truth. Her expression shifted into one of horror, as she covered her mouth with a hand. "No." 
 Ryan looked away at the otherworldly desert beneath the highway, without uttering a word. 
 "Is that why you always say you’re immortal?" Livia’s eyes softened in compassion. "Does Len know?" 
 "No." Shortie already had enough burdens on her frail shoulders, and ghosts of her own. "You’re the only one." 
 "Did you…" The seer bit her lower lips, as if afraid to go on. At that moment, Livia reminded Ryan of Len so much. They shared the same kind heart, beneath all the hardships. "Did you have… a family?" 
 "I… I never dared to," he confessed. "If… if my timing was even slightly off during the conception, then a different child would be born from loop to loop. I wouldn’t have survived it. Not mentally." 
 "I’m sorry I asked that," Livia apologized. She turned her head, and her hand touched his chin to make him look up at her. "I’m…" 
 The seer struggled to find the right words to comfort him, until she did. 
 "I’ve seen other lives I could have lived with Felix," Livia confessed, her gaze sad and regretful. "Growing old together, having children. I saw these possibilities, but I couldn’t make them true. I won’t pretend I understand what you went through, because…" She let out a brief sigh. "Because watching is not living." 
 "But you know how deep the pain goes." 
 "Yes, I do." Her hand brushed against his cheek. "You don’t have to suffer alone, Ryan. Now… now you don’t have to suffer anymore. I will help you with your burden, I swear." 
 "Thanks." He took her left hand and kissed it gallantly. Now that he had her, Ryan could carry others through time. He could build lasting friendships, maybe even a family. The courier could finally create a future he was happy with. "I will return the favor." 
 "You already did," Livia admitted, sounding as tired as he was. "I’ve had this power for nearly a decade and a half, Ryan. Truthfully, I’ve never gone on without it for so long since I was a child. It’s… it’s refreshing, but scary too." 
 "I get it. I feel that way whenever Cancel enters the picture. My power can be a pain, but it’s reassuring." In the end, Ryan’s Elixir had tried to help. The entity had remained at its human’s side for centuries, sharing his hardships and victories. "I’ve figured the best thing I could offer you… was the unexpected." 
 "It was a wonderful gift." Livia fell silent, gazing at the alien horizon. Something weighed on her mind too. 
 Ryan guessed what. "You’ve seen your father wage war in the future." 
 "Ryan, this is a blissful moment. Let us not ruin it with my sorrows." 
 "I thought I already beat you to the gloomy confessions?" he asked, tightening his hold on her waist, his cheek brushing against her neck. "Let’s be honest, we’ll never find better therapists than each other." 
 Livia chuckled, though it sounded bittersweet. "Yes, I’ve seen it," she admitted with a heavy heart. "One night, I dreamt that Felix would barge into my room riding a white stallion, and carry me away from this city. It was a little girl’s foolish dream, but I hoped it would come true one day." 
 "Would you settle for a knight in power armor?" Ryan jested. "Lasers are the new swords." 
 "Do you know Dynamis has lightsabers?" Livia asked him playfully. "Perhaps you should grab one. A blue one." 
 "And you take the red, Queen Crimson?" 
 "I love the dark side," his accomplice joked back. "But I prefer you on the side of the angels." 
 "Come on, we had the most fun in our Meta run." Though the end was a lot grimmer than expected. 
 "Yes, but no matter how much you try to hide it, Ryan, your true self shines through. Your good, gentle self." Her smile faltered. "What father plans to do… I will stop it, you have my word." 
 "I will help." 
 "You already did, more than you know. More than you should have." Livia looked into his eyes. "You don’t have to go further, Ryan." 
 "No, I don’t," he agreed, meeting her gaze with a determined one of his own. "But I want to." 
 They locked eyes for minutes afterward, Ryan seeing multiple emotions flash through Livia’s blue eyes. Surprise, compassion, joy, gratitude… and something else. Something deeper, and more intense. 
 "We should go," Ryan said. "It’s past midnight." 
 "Not yet," his date replied, staring at the skies. "Let us stay a little longer." 
 They sat there in a comfortable silence, watching the auroras. 
   
 In the end, Ryan brought Livia back to Mount Augustus. He stopped before the fortified fence circling the hill, right as the clock struck two in the morning. "Right on time, princess," the courier said, glancing at his fellow Genome. "So, what’s my date review? Ten out of ten, twelve and a half without factoring in the food?" 
 She didn’t answer. Livia had spent the whole return trip without saying a word, her head resting against the palm of her hand, her eyes gazing beyond the window. Perhaps she regretted that her Blue power now worked again. 
 Ryan cleared his throat, slightly embarrassed by the silence. "Livia?" 
 "I need to show you something," she shook her head, peeking out of the car’s window and at the entrance portal’s camera. After a minute of waiting, the doors opened for them. "If you want to." 
 Ryan had a pretty good idea of what awaited him, but he needed to be sure. "You understand that your father will know?" 
 Livia looked into his eyes, and he understood. 
 She had made that choice because of her father, knowing the consequences. 
 It was an act of rebellion. 
 Ryan drove the Plymouth Fury upward, towards the villa at Mount Augustus’ summit. He glimpsed guards protecting the property, but paid them no mind. Eventually, he parked his car near the house’s entrance, exiting it with Livia. 
 The Augusti princess led him into the villa through the front door, none of them saying a word. Though it was dark inside, she knew the place like the back of her hand and guided them through whitened corridors. Lightning Butt had devised his home like a true Roman villa, showcasing an obsession with marble deity statues and pillars that bordered on the pathological. 
 Ryan didn’t pay his surroundings much attention. His eyes remained firmly focused on Livia’s back, as he followed her. He could see shivers along her naked shoulders, her body rife with anxiety and tension. 
 Eventually, she led him to a room with a large red door. The seer froze for a few seconds, let out a heavy breath, and opened it. 
 Ryan walked into a bedroom almost as large as his luxury apartments, back when he worked for Il Migliore. Unlike the rest of the villa, it had been decorated in a more modern style. Paintings of cities, of smiling families, and natural wonders covered the walls, next to shelves full of dusty books. A reinforced window provided a direct view onto a beautiful terrace outside, and a king-sized bed lined up against a wall. 
 Livia wordlessly sat on the mattress after closing the door behind them, and joined her hands together. She didn’t face Ryan, her eyes looking down at the ground. Her face was red, her breathing short, and she seemed terrified of asking him a single question. 
 Ryan cleared his throat. "Livia…" 
 "Do you want to kiss me?" she asked meekly while looking up at him, afraid of his reaction. 
 His lips met her own, and she didn’t say another word for the rest of the night. 
 Neither of them did. 



 8: How I Met Your Daughter 
 It was May 8th for the seventeenth time, and Ryan Romano had died happy. 
 Or he could have, as he woke up in a king-sized bed and in Livia’s arms. Ryan had beat up Ghoul again in his sleep, only to quickly snap out of this nightmare. And a nightmare it had been. The courier usually didn’t care about dying and beginning again, even in his dreams, but now he did. 
 He didn’t want her to forget him. 
 Livia was holding him even now, her arms around his neck, her breasts on his chest, a leg over his thigh. Her hair covered her restful face like silver strands. The seer was warm to the touch, and she lightly snored, which Ryan found cute. Still, he might have to sleep with earplugs from now on. 
 Ryan Romano had been with countless people in his long life, and in his mind, lovemaking said a lot about a person’s character. Len had been hesitant, clumsy, and vulnerable; the Doll, curious and playful; Jasmine had been wild, energetic, and liked weird roleplay. 
 Livia though? 
 It had been… right. Just right. Like fitting the right key in a lock. Livia was less experienced than her partner, but she was delicate, attentive, and considerate. And she laughed, sometimes at the most inappropriate time. Ryan couldn’t explain why, but her laughter relaxed him. 
 For a moment, the courier completely forgot about Psychos, Bloodstream, and the fact he just bedded Lightning Butt’s daughter in his own house. He only cared about the lovely woman in his bed. For an instant, Livia was his world. 
 He wanted to wake her up, to face her, and hold her hands while they kissed. He wanted to hold her, to become one with her. But the seer slept so soundly, and so blissfully, that Ryan couldn’t bring himself to disturb her rest. In her own dreams, Livia looked happier than the courier had ever seen her. 
 Ryan was hungry though. The courier had noticed a kitchen on his way to Livia’s bedroom, so he would go prepare the breakfast. He was sure Augustus’ daughter would love to wake up in front of pastries. 
 Livia wouldn’t let Ryan go though, even in her sleep. When the courier tried to sneak out of the bed, she just held him tighter. He had to freeze time to escape her grip and put a pillow in his place, but a frown appeared on the seer’s face as time resumed. 
 The sight made Ryan feel… It took him a while to figure out the right word. 
 Loved. 
 Ryan felt loved. Livia wanted him at her side so much, she wouldn’t let him go even in her dreams. Once, the time-traveler would have backed away in fear afterward; fear that he might die, and that this moment would lose its significance. Fear of the pain he would feel, if Livia forgot him. 
 But now? 
 Now, Ryan wanted to return to her. It took all his willpower, and screaming stomach, not to slip back into the bed. 
 The bedsheets, no, the whole room reeked of sex, so Ryan opened the windows to let the fresh air in. The morning sun outside blinded him and burnt his skin like a vampire, though he quickly recovered. Only redheads had to fear the morning sun, for they lacked a soul. 
 Ryan thought of putting on his clothes, but they were… dirty. Instead, the naked courier explored the bedroom and found a white bathrobe with cat motifs. The time-traveler wondered if it had once belonged to Felix, before putting it on alongside the slippers. 
 Before moving to the door, Ryan took a moment to examine the paintings in the bedroom. Some represented Livia as a child with two people whom he recognized as her parents. Augustus always looked grim in reality, but his painted self smiled warmly; it made Mob Zeus seem less like a bloodthirsty monster, and more like a human being. Most importantly, he hadn’t turned into an ivory statue then, his hair white and his eyes blue like his daughter. As for his wife, she was a carbon copy of Livia, albeit older and stouter. 
 Other pictures represented cities like New York, with one tower in place of the World Trade Center. A painting of Paris had zeppelins flying in the sky alongside steam-powered devices. It seemed Livia liked to paint about alternate universes in her spare time. Or perhaps she dreamed of happier realities than her own. 
 In any case, Ryan silently slipped out of the bedroom, and quickly found his way to the kitchen. Unlike the straight antiquity style of the rest of the villa, the architect designed this room to mix the old and the new. High-tech fridges and ovens faced a five-meters long marble counter and ivory statues of Roman Deities. Venus and Mars holding hands, Jupiter triumphant, Diana and Apollo hunting side by side. How could Ryan resist making breakfast in such divine company? 
 The courier searched the room, and found a silver platter. He put it on the marble counter, and started preparing the breakfast. Livia was quite skinny, which Ryan found unhealthy, so he prepared fried eggs, bacon, coffee, and French croissants. 
 The courier would make pancakes for her tomorrow. 
 Ryan raised his eyes to look at the statues while he prepared the breakfast. Maybe it was sleeplessness, but… the statue of Jupiter seemed vaguely familiar. 
 Very familiar. 
 Ryan blinked, one hand holding a knife and the other a buttered toast. The Jupiter statue was a carbon copy of Augustus, standing still while gazing at the counter. 
 The courier dropped everything and moved to the side, but the statue’s eyes didn’t follow. Come to think of it, Lightning Butt always kept a shroud of lightning around his face, to intimidate others. This statue had none. 
 Was Mob Zeus arrogant enough to populate his own villa with statues in his likeness? Or was it something else? 
 Ryan knew he should take the platter and return to Livia, but he couldn’t suppress his morbid curiosity. The time-traveler moved in front of the statue, and waved his hand before its eyes. 
 No reaction. 
 "Oh look outside, it’s a wild Hargraves!" Ryan pointed at the kitchen’s window, and the sunlight outside. "Quick, he’s getting away!" 
 The statue didn’t react. It didn’t breathe, didn’t blink, didn’t do anything. Damn, Discount Zeus was arrogant enough to build statues of himself and put them in his kitchen. 
 Ryan poked the ivory construct in the nose, and decided to call it quits. 
 This time, Augustus woke up. 
 The ivory statue’s eyes glanced down at Ryan, blinking a few times. It reminded the terrified courier of a grandpa with Alzheimer’s, suddenly remembering his son’s face. Was Lightning Butt sleeping with his eyes open, like a crocodile? Or did his tumor cause him to have a brain seizure? 
 "Hey, what’s up?!" Ryan asked, trying to lighten up the atmosphere. He better make a good impression, as Lightning Butt wouldn’t take anyone dating his daughter well. 
 "Who are you?" Augustus asked, his eyes squinting. There was no fear nor surprise in his voice, which Ryan found quite intimidating. The tyrant was so confident in his own power, that catching an intruder in his own home didn’t even phase him. 
 "I’m Batman," Ryan replied, trying to sound calm. However, he couldn’t shake the ominous feeling of dread pervading the room. 
 "Whom?" Lightning Butt observed Ryan’s bathrobe, his eyes flaring with crimson lightning upon recognizing the outfit. "This belongs to my daughter." 
 In hindsight, sleeping with Lightning Butt’s daughter beneath his own roof might not have been Ryan’s brightest idea. 
 "You know what, don’t mind me, I’ll take the doo—" Ryan tried to take a step back, but Augustus swiftly grabbed his shoulder with his right hand. Lightning Butt had invaded his personal space, like Germany with Poland. 
 "You are not going anywhere," Lightning Butt said, his tone suddenly a lot more threatening. "Thief." 
 Of what, a bathrobe? Ryan would have bore that badge with pride if it had been a cashmere suit, but he wouldn’t go to war for cotton. "Nah, I’m rich." Rich people didn’t steal, that was known. "I’m a good friend of your daughter, and she invited me for a sleepover." 
 "Lies," Augustus replied, his grip on Ryan’s shoulder tightening. It didn’t hurt yet, but the courier could tell that the murderous mob boss would tear him in half at the slightest provocation. "My daughter would inform me. She knows the rules. I do not know how you bypassed the guards, but you were foolish to come here." 
 "It was late, you can check the cameras or ask Livi—" 
 "You will not get anywhere near my blood," Augustus interrupted him. "Now, tell the truth before I tear off your limbs." 
 Damn it, that paranoid psychopath wouldn’t listen! Ryan looked into the madman’s eyes, and saw that nothing the courier could say would change his mind. One glance, and Lightning Butt had already condemned the courier to death. 
 Ryan could try running back to Livia to clear this up, but Mob Zeus could move inside his time-stop and zap him with lightning; and if the courier perished now, then Livia would forget that night. She would forget him. 
 The courier had to delay, and pray for Lightning Butt’s daughter to wake up. 
 "I will not repeat myself again," Augustus said, tempting fate. "Where did you find—" 
 Ryan froze time, and didn’t move. As far as the world was concerned, he had stopped just like everything else. 
 "—these clothes?" Augustus blinked, glanced around, and let out a sound that could pass for a sigh. He waited several seconds for the effect to end, with a look of resigned acceptance. 
 "I’m sorry, sir?" Ryan asked when time resumed, feigning confusion. Thankfully, he had an excellent poker face. "What did you say?" 
 "I said that—" The clock stopped again, and once more Ryan feigned being paralyzed. Augustus let out a snarl of anger and frustration, much to the courier’s deep satisfaction. The mob boss clenched his jaw, even after the flow of time resumed. 
 "I’m sorry, sir," Ryan apologized, delighting at the ivory man’s frustration. After watching this selfish prick try to murder Leo Hargraves as the world collapsed around them, it felt quite good. To add insult to injury, the courier looked at Lightning Dad as if he had gone senile. "Do you need medicine, sir?" 
 Augustus waited a bit longer, half-expecting time to freeze again. Finally, once he thought himself safe, he opened his mouth again. "I said—" 
 Time froze again. 
 Instead of sighing or raging, Augustus squinted at Ryan, his expression thoughtful. 
 "I can see electrons move in your brain. You are not affected by this… this temporal anomaly. You are its source." Damn, Lightning Butt was brutal but not stupid. "Stop this at once." 
 Ryan didn’t break character, even as time resumed. Augustus waited a few more seconds, his face undecipherable, before opening his mouth again. 
 "As I said—" 
 And time stopped again! 
 Augustus’ hand moved from Ryan’s shoulder to his neck and lifted him above the ground. 
 "You dare to mock me?!" Mob Zeus snarled angrily. The courier kicked and punched the invincible man’s arm in the frozen time, but he didn’t even notice. Unlike when Ryan struck him in the previous loop, Augustus didn’t react with shock at someone being capable of harming him. The time-traveler’s blows couldn’t hurt him. 
 Damnit, as he had guessed, Ryan needed the Saturn Armor to use his Black superpower. He couldn’t damage Lightning Butt without it! 
 "You would strike me? Madness." Augustus sneered as time resumed. "This is your last chance. Where did you find these clothes?" 
 "In your daughter’s wardrobe!" The courier blurted out. 
 Lightning Butt noticed the sparkle in Ryan’s eyes, alongside his messy hair. The ivory man’s eyes noticed the breakfast for two, prepared with love, and he finally understood. 
 The Augusti patriarch didn’t want to admit it though. His fingers tightened around the courier’s neck, squeezing the air out of him. "What did you do?" he snarled, lifting Ryan higher until his head touched the ceiling. "What did you do to my daughter?" 
 Ryan wanted to say something clever, but Augustus squeezed his throat so tightly that no word came out. Lightning Butt eventually realized the interrogation wouldn’t go anywhere like this, eased his grip enough to let the time traveler breathe, and looked into his captive’s eyes. 
 "Did you sleep with my daughter?" Augustus asked, his cold fury ten times more threatening than his snarls. 
 Knowing nothing he said would save him, Ryan answered with the first thing that came to mind. 
 "YES DADDY, YES!" 
 Augustus brutally slammed Ryan against the counter. 
 A normal human would have gone splat from the impact, and the shock made the marble crack. The silver platter almost fell off to the ground, and one of the coffee cups shattered. Ryan saw stars for a moment and landed on the ground, chest first. Lightning Butt released his grip while his victim gasped for air. 
 "You will die begging," Augustus said with cold fury, towering over the courier like the specter of death. His whole body cackled with crimson lightning, the microwave and electrical devices in the room malfunctioning. "Like a jew on a cross." 
 "And it was…" Ryan coughed, defiant. "Unprotected." 
 Lightning Butt gave Ryan the Palpatine electroshock treatment, by zapping him with electricity. It was a low-current blast, not enough to kill the courier; but it hurt. It hurt like hell. A lightning bolt hit Ryan in the chest, his skin burning, the bathrobe releasing smoke. 
 The courier’s body trembled, the nerves in his body stimulated by the lightning. It felt as if his body had caught fire, his lungs melting. 
 "Dad!" 
 Her shrieking voice echoed in the kitchen, but Augustus kept zapping Ryan with murder on his mind. If anything, he only increased the voltage, even as a chi— 
   
 Time skipped forward, and when it resumed, her arms immediately seized him. 
 The pain in his chest remained, alongside severe burns, but no lightning coursed through Ryan’s nerves anymore. He had crawled near the statue of Minerva, with Livia kneeling protectively at his side. She wore a black bathrobe of her own, but no slippers; the seer must have rushed into the kitchen the second she woke up. 
 Lightning Butt dropped the lightning halo surrounding his head, though rage still possessed him. Augustus sternly gazed at Livia. "You used your power on me, daughter?" 
 "You were electrocuting my boyfriend!" she hissed back. 
 Though Lightning Butt had shrugged off Ryan’s blow, his daughter’s words made him flinch in surprise. If he still had any doubt about what happened, her revealing dress and the intimate way she held Ryan close dispelled them. The courier could hear Livia’s accelerating heartbeat beneath the cotton. 
 "You willingly gave yourself to this…" Augustus glared at Ryan with disgust. "This miscreant?" 
 "Ryan is nothing of that sort," Livia replied with a frown. "He is a kind and noble man." 
 "Conqueror… of Monaco…" Ryan rattled, his muscles still struggling to move. The crimson lightning must have messed up his nervous system, the wrong limbs answering his mental commands. 
 Augustus completely ignored the courier, refusing to acknowledge his existence. Instead, he studied his daughter with an imperious gaze. Yet Livia refused to back down and locked eyes with her sire. 
 "How long?" Lightning Butt questioned his daughter. 
 Livia frowned, biting her lower lips. "A little more than one week." 

That long? Ryan wondered, before realizing that she counted the previous loop. They could consider the Star Studio raid their first date… 
 "Is this about Felix?" Augustus asked angrily. "Revenge for his abandonment?" 
 "No," Livia replied angrily. "I chose Ryan for himself." 
 "You chose wrong." Lightning Butt’s eyes flared with a burst of lightning. "Look at this clown. I have seen his kind countless times. All he wants is your beauty, your money, your power. He is a parasite." 
 "You say that about everyone, Dad." 
 "Because it is true. Do you think he would be interested in you if you weren’t my daughter?" 
 "You don’t know him, Dad," Livia replied, her gaze harshening. "And if you think I wouldn’t have done my research, then you don’t truly know me either." 
 Ryan almost opened his mouth, but this time wisely remained silent. One wrong move and Lightning Butt might slay him before Livia could react. The shame and the pain, he could live with. But her forgetting him would hurt far deeper than the lightning. 
 Augustus’ face twisted into an angry scowl. "Livia, step aside." 
 She briefly hesitated, but held her ground. "No, Father." 
 "Step aside, daughter." 
 "No," she repeated, the word so sweet to hear. "I won’t let you murder him like Narcinia’s parents." 
 Augustus’ eyes widened in surprise, his jaw clenching. "Who told you about that? Felix?" 
 "Does it matter?" 
 "Felix," her father said, reaching his own conclusions. "He will pay for this slander with his tongue." 
 "You won’t touch his tongue, or any part of Felix," Livia declared, grabbing Ryan’s hand. "Nor will you harm my current boyfriend. I’m an adult, I can date whoever I want." 
 "I am your father," Augustus raised his tone, "and you shall obey me." 
 "If you touch them, I will leave." 
 These words silenced Lightning Butt, making him blink repeatedly. He looked as if he would stumble. The illusion of invincibility was stripped away, and for a brief moment, Ryan could see the lonely, paranoid old man beneath the iron-fisted dictator. 
 "I will leave," Livia said, struggling not to cry. "I will go, and I will not return. Bacchus and Mars can have your rotten empire of filth for all I care." 
 "Livia." Augustus’ tone softened a little. For the first time, Ryan heard something other than wrath and cruelty in the titan’s voice. "You are my heir, and my daughter. But you are still a young woman, and naive. Experience comes with age, and it is my duty as your father to protect you from threats you cannot see. Your mother…" 
 "I can protect myself," Livia replied firmly. "Even from you." 
 Augustus’ fists tightened, to the point that a normal person might have started bleeding. Could the superpowered tyrant cancel his own power? Could he hurt himself? 
 "I could not protect your mother, but I will protect you. Felix is a shameless traitor, and this little shit…" Lightning Dad glared at the courier, with the same hatred he usually reserved for Leo Hargraves. "This man is turning you against me, your own father." 
 "No, Dad," Livia argued firmly. "You are doing that on your own." 
 Augustus turned into an ivory statue, as still as stone. 
 "Dad, please. I want him." Livia breathed deeply. "He is kind to me, and he makes me smile." 
 Augustus’ silence stretched on for several, agonizing seconds. The air was heavy with an undercurrent of electricity, as if a thunderstorm might explode any moment. The microwave had short-circuited. "You," Mob Zeus glared at Ryan. "What is your name?" 
 By now, the courier had recovered enough to form complete sentences. "Ryan ‘Quicksave’ Romano. I’m immortal, but don’t tel—" 
 "If you disrespect my daughter," Augustus interrupted him, his voice booming like thunder, "I will kill you." 
 "Yes, Lightning Dad." 
 Augustus’ eyes narrowed dangerously. He did not like the nickname. "If you break her heart, I will kill you." 
 "Yes, Lightning Dad," Ryan repeated, returning the man’s vicious gaze. By now, he understood that submission would be seen as weakness, but open defiance wouldn’t be tolerated. He had to assert himself, without being too disrespectful. 
 "If you break up with her, I will kill you." 
 "Yes, Lightning Dad." 
 "Thank you, Father," Livia whispered in relief, holding Ryan’s hand. 
 Augustus stormed out of the room, coldly furious. He didn’t spare a glance to Ryan, and did his best to ignore him. The tyrant punched a wall on his way out, his fist going through stone like paper. 
 Ryan coughed. "That’s almost exactly how I expected to meet your parents." 
 "Are you insane?!" Livia hissed when her father was gone. "Couldn’t you wait for me to wake up before wandering off? He could have killed you!" 
 "I wanted to prepare your breakfast," Ryan replied, pointing at the silver platter. The coffee cups were gone, but the pastries had survived. 
 Livia’s anger immediately turned into a blush, and she gave him a bittersweet smile. "We’ll go to Venus and Narcinia," she said. "They will cure your wounds in no time." 
 "It’s fine. It can wait a little." 
 "Ryan, you were struck by lightning." 
 "Wouldn’t be the first time. Do you have ointment?" Livia frowned at his question, but nodded. "Good. I will put some on while you return to bed." 
 "And then what?" 
 "And then I will bring you breakfast properly this time." 
 "You’re such a gallant fool," Livia said with a chuckle, before helping him rise back to his feet. "How did you imagine it? Me introducing you to my father?" 
 "With your daddy pointing a shotgun at my back, and Bacchus officiating the wedding." 
 She giggled. "I wouldn’t count on it. Bacchus worships a stranger god than the Catholic Church’s." Her pale fingers brushed against his wound. The skin hurt, but his heart was soothed. "We will still go to Venus after breakfast. I told you before, Ryan, you don’t have to suffer anymore." 
 Ryan put his hands around her waist, while she moved her hands around his neck. "And next breakfast? What will it be?" 
 Livia smiled, and briefly kissed him on the lips without a word. 
 Strawberries then. 



 9: Past Fragment: No Planet for Old Men 

November 20th, 2004, Vatican City.

 An atheist had once told him that though he never believed in God Almighty, the Chapel Sistine made him doubt. 
 How could anyone question the existence of God in this room? Cardinal Andreas Torque had seen many sinners repent in tears the moment they raised their head at the ceiling, to witness the glorious work of Michelangelo. No man’s heart could remain unmoved at this architectural and visual perfection. Most only remembered the Creation of Adam part of the frescos, but Michelangelo had painted many more stories, each marvelous in their own way. The Cardinal could spend hours marveling at this divine feast for the senses; and the sight of tourists taking pictures of this wonder without appreciating it made him weep inside. 
 But these were not the opening hours of the Vatican Museums. Only a single man’s footsteps echoed in the chapel to join his superior, as the clock struck midnight. 
 "Father Torque," Inquisitor Ambrosio greeted the Cardinal, dressed in the black garments of the Roman Catholic Church. Ambrosio was more than twenty years Andreas’ senior, his head balding, his golden beard falling off at the edges. Yet his green eyes shone with the same witch pyre that warmed Andreas’ heart. 
 Andreas Torque was one of the youngest Cardinals in the Catholic Church, by decree of His Holiness Jean-Paul II; he had not yet reached forty. Many had questioned his appointment, his virtue, and his achievements. He had no great deed to his name, and he liked it this way. 
 His work was best done in the shadows. 
 The Malleus Maleficarum, the Vatican’s secret service, did not exist, even to most of its members. The Church was officially neutral in world affairs, and only worked through its extensive diplomacy network. 
 It was a lie, of course. The Catholic Church had many enemies, and needed fiery swords as much as quills. The Malleus Maleficarum’s purpose was to keep His Holiness aware of all dangers threatening the true faith, and to advance the Catholics’ interests across the world. 
 When Andreas had joined the service, he had been nothing more than an Inquisitor, the lowest rank of this secret fraternity. The future Cardinal had spent most of his career undermining the communist plague that had infected Eastern Europe, and revitalizing the Church’s influence in the broken USSR’s regions. When he eventually became the organization’s Inquisitor-General seven years ago, Andreas Torque had worked on His Holiness’ behalf to check the influence of terrorist groups in the Middle East. Even though Jean-Paul II was on his deathbed, surrounded by scheming Cardinals, the Malleus Maleficarum worked tirelessly to fulfill the Pope’s wish of universal peace. 
 In short, Andreas Torque was used to fighting human evil. 
 But the horrors they were facing nowadays… were something else entirely. 
 Something unnatural. 
 The two priests sat on a bench, with Ambrosio giving his superior a twenty-five page long file. Only two words were written on the cover. 

‘Stanford Incident.’

 Andreas’ eyebrows furrowed deeper with each line he read, and the priest outright scowled when he reached the first picture. "Who else knows?" Torque asked. 
 "Only the Americans for now. And us." Father Ambrosio joined his hands, a thoughtful frown on his face. "But a video already made its way on the internet. It’s only a matter of time before MI6 and the Russians find out too." 
 The internet made keeping secrets from the world harder than ever. The Cardinal was surprised the Americans could keep something that big under wraps, but he wondered for how long. 
 They could hide a village’s destruction, but not a roaming monster. 
 The photo showed an abomination straight out of the deepest pits of Hell. A white-skinned, faceless beast lifting a car as easily as a chair. The arms were abnormally long, and a luminous light glowed where the face should have been. Considering the height difference with the man it crushed underfoot, the monster had to be six meters tall at the very least. A shroud of blue mist surrounded it like swirling winds. 
 All his life Andreas had only ever seen the hand of man at work. But that thing… what could it be but a true demon of flesh and blood, as described in the Holy Scriptures? 
 "This is Satan’s work," Andreas declared firmly. "A demon." 
 "This was a man, Father," Ambrosio replied grimly, sending shivers down the Cardinal’s spine. "Keep reading." 
 Andreas skimmed the report’s content, summarizing it out loud. It helped him memorize information. "Stanford, Nevada, two-hundred and two inhabitants. On its way to becoming a ghost town since their iron mine dried up. Half of them are dead or missing, and the other half in government custody." 
 The event happened on November 14th, six days before the report reached the Cardinal. According to survivors, the monster had burst out of the local clinic at around seven and a half in the evening, and gone on a rampage. The beast tore men apart with its bare hands, and breathing the mist that followed in its wake turned people feral. By the time survivors managed to contact the authorities and the government quarantined the area, the monster had escaped into the Mojave Desert. 
 The lack of internet and telephone coverage had made it hard for the government to respond quickly, but easy to cover it up afterward. Always the same pattern. 
 "All the previous incidents took place in similarly isolated areas," the Cardinal noted. 
 "But never with such deadly consequences," Ambrosio replied. "The monster is out there, and the USA’s government hasn’t caught it yet. It won’t stay hidden forever." 
 "No, it won’t." Whoever was responsible was getting bolder, more reckless. Andreas flipped the page, until he found the picture of a thuggish-looking man so skinny, that the Cardinal wondered if he suffered from malnutrition. "James Poole?" 
 "Some dirt poor repairman," Ambrosio said. "He was due to receive a second shot of Tetanus vaccine, after the first was found to be a placebo. The town’s doctor, Jason Hopfield, was supposed to receive him at seven and thirty." 
 The report indicated that the doctor’s body had been found in the wreckage, gutted chin to groin like a fish. 
 "Both the vaccines came from a private company called New H," Ambrosio continued. "You know the Americans, they always mistrust their healthcare. Some think their government puts microchips in them, and so they look for ‘alternative’ sources." 
 A microchip would have been a kinder fate than turning into a monster. Andreas offered a prayer to both the doctor and patient. "What do we know of this company?" 
 "Little, except that that paper trail leads nowhere." 
 The Cardinal grit his teeth. "So it’s another dead end?" 
 "Not quite," Ambrosio said, as his superior flipped the report’s pages. "The town’s sheriff took a picture of the vaccine’s deliverer. Something about her behavior unsettled him." 
 Her. 
 That woman again. 
 Andreas quickly found her photo, and scowled. It was her, short black hair, blue eyes, eminently plain, thirty-something. She had worn a cap when she made that delivery, but it was the clearest picture of her that the Malleus Maleficarum had found so far. 

November 14th, November 14th… A doubt wormed its way into the Cardinal’s mind. "At which hour was this photo taken?" he asked his fellow priest. "Universal Time Coordinated?" 
 "One AM UTC, I think." 
 Torque closed the file, clenching his jaw. "Inquisitor Silus sighted her near an illegal laboratory in an Uzbekistan frontier town at two AM UTC, before he went silent." 
 They hadn’t yet recovered the body, but though the Cardinal prayed for his agent’s survival, he knew better than to expect it. The laboratory had turned into a smoking ruin by the time reinforcements arrived, with Silus nowhere to be found. 
 Ambrosio registered the words and frowned. "Are you sure it was her?" 
 "Silus’ description matched that photo." The agent had been tracking that individual down for a year, since she had been sighted during the Burning Woman incident in Tajikistan. 
 "How can a woman move between two sides of the Earth within an hour?" 
 "Or she was in two places at once." Who was that woman? What was that woman? Some kind of witch or demon? "Have you used our facial recognition software on the photo?" 
 "Yes, and it came up with a name," Ambrosio replied. Though most priests were too old to understand new technology, the Malleus Maleficarum had invested heavily in them, to always keep an advantage. "Combined with the previous sketches, the program came up with a name: Eva Fabre." 
 Eva Fabre, Eva Fabre... The name sounded familiar. Thankfully, Andreas had a prodigious memory, and he quickly remembered where it came from. "The GEIPAN French files," he said. "The Antarctica mass-suicide of 1992." 
 The French kept a not-so-secret archive about UFOs sightings, and Andreas heard rumors that they intended to make a few of the files public… but none of the truly interesting ones, of course. 
 France might have split from the Catholic Church a century ago, but the Faith still had friends in high places. A French general had shared with the Malleus Maleficarum a copy of the GEIPAN files, some of them were quite disturbing. 
 Much like many countries in the world, the French maintained a presence in Antarctica. They had an official research station there, studying penguins... but Torque knew for a fact that France once had a second, secret laboratory deeper inland called Station Orpheon. Secret, because the station had been dedicated to studying bacteriological weapons away from civilization. Eva Fabre had been the base’s lead geneticist. 
 "On the night of December 12th, 1992, Station Orpheon contacted the French Ministère de la Défense to inform them of a peculiar event," Andreas whispered. "The scientists saw a flash of purple light in the skies, and then an unidentified object crashing in a glacier nearby. The French authorities had lost contact with the station two days afterward. When French soldiers reached the station to investigate, they found twenty-two of the twenty-three researchers dead." 
 An experimental, deadly bacteria had escaped and infected the staff. The soldiers thought it had been an accident, until they checked the radios and found them sabotaged. Though almost all the researchers had been accounted for, Eva Fabre’s body was never found. 
 The French government quietly covered up the incident, and after five years of searching for the missing scientist, closed the file. Eva Fabre had probably caused the outbreak before killing herself, they figured. Isolation drove men and women mad. Neither had the investigators found any trace of a meteorite impact, not even with satellite surveillance. The event had joined the other strange tales of the GEIPAN files, and been forgotten. 
 Ambrosio searched inside his garment for a photo, which he handed to his superior. Torque raised an eyebrow, before comparing it to the sheriff’s snapshot. 
 Not only could Eva Fabre teleport, but she hadn’t aged in nearly twelve years either. 
 Somehow, the Cardinal wasn’t even surprised. 
 "How cold?" Andreas asked, after putting all the pictures inside the file and closing it. "The New H lead, I mean?" 
 "The Americans couldn’t find anyone employed by this company, but my informers had more luck with the vehicle used for the delivery," Ambrosio explained. "It was purchased through an American shell company, owned by a Swiss bank." 
 Probably the same bank that funded the illegal lab in Uzbekistan. "Find someone and make them talk," Andreas ordered. "These incidents are escalating in severity, which means they’re building up to something." 
 "A confessor informed me that one of the bank’s administrators could be… open to collaborating with the Church’s investigation." 
 "For the sake of his soul?" 
 "For the sake of his bank account." 
 In this era of greed, Mammon ruled absolute. "How much?" The Cardinal asked, and scowled deeply when his agent told him the amount. "That’s a hefty price. Even Judas only asked for thirty silver coins." 
 "Traitors are more expensive than ever nowadays, Father Torque. Supply and demand." 
 "I will have to ask for his help then." Thankfully, he was the next appointment. "I will wire the money to the usual account. Do not fail." 
 Ambrosio took a deep breath. "If I may ask, Inquisitor-General… what are we investigating?" 
 "I don’t know," the Cardinal admitted, "and that’s what I’m afraid of. Communists, terrorists, they’re all humans in the end. But that woman, and these abominations… they’re something else." 
 "You think time is running out?" 
 "How can you doubt it now?" the Cardinal asked. "If this snapshot made it to us, then it means she isn’t hiding anymore. His Holiness will perish soon, and then there will be a time of crisis. The Church must act now, before it is too late." 
 "May the Lord be with us," Ambrosio prayed before taking his leave, leaving the Cardinal alone in the chapel. 
 Andreas’ eyes wandered to the ceiling, to the sight of God’s hand reaching for the first man. He pondered how events had progressed to today, inexorably. 
 A string of disappearances in early 2002, all in the southern hemisphere. Brazil, South Africa, Australia, Tanzania… hundreds had vanished without a trace with nothing to tie them together. Nothing, except the fact they happened in isolated areas, and the same woman had been sighted in three of the cases. Then people started vanishing in the northern hemisphere too. 
 2003. A woman spontaneously caught fire in Tajikistan, killing fourteen. A laboratory was discovered in Siberia, with human test subjects found inside. Some had extra organs, or limbs, and all were missing people from last year. A scaled thing capable of turning invisible was caught on tape in Utah. 
 As for 2004… A man had shot a Serbian war criminal in his own home, only for authorities to learn that the killer had been made of bolts and wires. Sarajevo suffered from unexplained earthquakes, people swearing that they heard gears moving below the earth. 
 And now this? 
 Andreas Torque was finally starting to see the bigger picture, the trend that united all these events into a coherent narrative. It clicked when he had heard the word ‘vaccine.’ 
 Tests. 
 Eva Fabre was testing something on people, turning them into monsters. That was the only explanation that made sense to Andreas Torque, though he couldn’t understand whatever science or sorcery made it possible. 
 Whatever the case, this wicked woman was a threat to the world’s natural order, and she had to go. 
 The Cardinal would find Eva Fabre before she claimed more victims. He would listen to her tale, let her confess her sins so that she might earn absolution from the Lord. And then he would burn her like a witch. 
 Andreas looked away from the ceiling, as he heard new footsteps. Ambrosio’s had been soft, careful; these ones were firm, heavy with power and purpose. The man that walked in the chapel was in his mid-fifties, a veteran of half a dozen mob wars, a titan in a red suit bought with drug money. The Cardinal could almost hear the blood dripping from his hands, though they looked clean. His cold, heartless eyes didn’t hide anything. One couldn’t see this man and not doubt for a second about his true nature. 
 "Janus," the Cardinal said. 
 "Andreas," the man answered with a shark-like glint in his eyes. "You look concerned." 
 "I am. We live in strange, dangerous times." The Cardinal invited the mafioso to sit down, but he declined. "The bench is warm." 
 "I would prefer we meet in the classical art gallery," the mob boss replied. Unlike any sensible soul, he didn’t even bother looking at the ceiling. 
 Janus Augusti was a godless man, but he served the Lord all the same. 
 "What is on your mind, my friend?" Janus asked, looking down on the seated priest. Though many men would have shaken in dread at this man’s presence, Andreas Torque remained serene. "I assume this must be urgent to organize this meeting so late." 
 "I will go straight to the point." The Cardinal took a deep breath, having hoped not to resort to this. "I need millions." 
 "You will have your funds. If you clean them." 
 Of course. Some officials in the Vatican Bank laundered mafia money to fill their pockets, but Andreas Torque did it for a higher cause. The Malleus Maleficarum needed a black budget, independent from the Holy City’s finances to maintain plausible deniability. It was a dirty job, but all was forgiven if done in the Lord’s service. 
 Janus was no member of the Malleus Maleficarum though, and the less he knew about the Vatican’s secret activities the better. Andreas could tell that if he let this man sink his claws into the organization, he would corrupt it as he did with many others. His influence over the Neapolitan Camorra was almost unmatched, and from what Andreas had heard, he intended to expand. Nobody was able to resist him for long. 
 Unfortunately, Janus Augusti smelled weakness like how a shark could detect blood from miles away. "The situation must be dire for you to ask for so much," he said, examining the priest suspiciously. "If you need my protection, you only need to ask." 
 "The Lord protects me." 
 "He would not protect you from me, if I wished you harm." A blasphemous boast, but the man was not to be underestimated. He had filled entire cemeteries, cementing his empire of sin with blood and tears. "But I am genuine. You are almost a friend now, and I need men with your talents." 
 "I may serve as your wife’s confessor, but you are a necessary evil as far as I am concerned, Janus," the Cardinal replied. "Let’s keep it that way." 
 The mob boss chuckled. "A necessary evil you say? I suppose it is appropriate. I do separate the worthy from the unworthy. Truly good and strong men wouldn’t need my services." 
 Andreas didn’t miss the not-so-subtle taunt. "Do you think of me as evil, or weak?" 
 "There is no good or evil, Andreas, but I do wonder what your pope would think upon seeing us together. Somehow I doubt he would approve of your work." 
 "What His Holiness does not know cannot harm him," the Cardinal replied, though his resolve was slightly shaken. "I do the dirty work needed to keep his hands clean. For the greater good." 
 Janus clearly didn’t believe him, if the amused look on his face was any indication. "No matter," he said. "So long as you clean the blood off my family’s money so I may pay for my daughter’s birthdays, I will let you cling to your delusions." 
 Andreas ignored the taunt, remaining dignified. "How is little Livia?" 
 The mob boss’ face softened. "She asked me for a pony." 
 The Cardinal couldn’t help but smile. "She is wise beyond her years, but still a child in the end." 
 "My wife says that I’m spoiling her rotten. What would you have me do, Father? Is it a sin to indulge a child?" 
 "I cannot say. I never had one." 
 Janus searched inside his suit. "Speaking of gifts, I have one for you." 
 He threw a small bag full of colored crystals at the priest, who caught it on instinct and immediately frowned in disgust. "What is this?" 
 "Our new product," the mob boss replied with a smile. "I heard you were interested in… mind-opening experiments." 
 Andreas flinched, and a smile appeared at the edge of Janus’ lips. 
 Many cultures used drugs in an attempt to contact the higher realms of existence, and the Cardinal had wondered if perhaps they had stumbled on to something. He had never dared to test his theory on himself, since it would have been a sin, but he couldn’t suppress his curiosity. 
 How did Augustus know though? Did he have the Cardinal under surveillance? 
 "Take it back," Andreas said. It was all a power game of some kind. "I don’t need it." 
 "Is that so? In that case, you can simply toss it in the nearest trash can. If you truly are the good man you believe yourself to be, you will." His smirk widened. "But if I am correct about your true self… then when you are ready to accept your true nature, I will welcome you with open arms." 
 Augustus walked away, leaving Andreas alone with his poison. 
   

March 27th, 2005.


Last Easter.

 They were inside the Vatican, looking for him. 
 He could hear them behind the chapel’s doors, which Andreas had barricaded with benches. They would get through, he knew. None of his agents had been able to evade them for long, and they had kept the Cardinal for last. 
 He had failed, and the world had gone mad. The world didn’t know it yet, but iron pillars had risen from beneath Sarajevo and half a dozen other cities in the Balkans, pouring out metal men and drones. Other human monsters she had released in the wild. The prototypes, the early test subjects, those who kept their wits. 
 His Holiness had died of natural causes. The Lord had mercifully recalled him to spare him the horror ahead. Father Ambrosio had perished too, but his demise had been less kind. Eva Fabre had him shot, alongside his Swiss informer. But before he died, he had sent Andreas enough information to start figuring it all out. 
 But he had never imagined. Couldn’t imagine, just how deep it went. 
 So they had started hunting him. They had wiped out the Malleus Maleficarum in days, before the Church could stop the worldwide distribution. They had known. They had known all along and never cared. 
 Even six months ago, Andreas Torque was already too late. 
 Now, the Cardinal understood why he could never find a lead. It was an organization, yes, but an organization of one. They were legion, for they were many. The others were catspaws, dupes, tools to provide her with money and equipment, but never trusted, never knowing anything. She had hired hundreds of companies to make the deliveries, none of them aware that they carried bottled poison to millions across the world. He had tried to warn others, but she was everywhere, always getting in his way. Intercepting his messages, making him fear for his life. Anyone he confided in vanished without a trace. 
 She was not human anymore. 
 Was she ever? 
 He should have gone to Augustus. It all made sense now. Who better than a fiend in human skin to ward away demons? 
 His hand reached for the gun beneath his black garment, and he pointed it at the barred door. The noise on the other side stopped. Had they heard him? Did they know? 
 Andreas Torque saw the flash of blue light behind him, and turned around in panic. 
 There were dozens of them in the chapel. Women in blue suits with strange weapons that looked like rifles made of both flesh and metal. They all were her, but not exactly the same either. Some had eyes of a different color, others different hairstyles. It was her, but in countless variations. 
 "Eva Fabre." Andreas Torque tried to hide the fear in his voice, but didn’t quite succeed. 
 They all smiled, but only one of them spoke. "That was my name once," she said, her voice so deceptively banal. "But I go by the Alchemist nowadays." 
 He heard them break the barred door and surround him. "Satan would have been more appropriate," the priest replied, trying to keep the legion at bay by threatening them with his gun. But there were dozens, maybe a hundred, and he had only five shots. 
 "I was as human as you are once, but you are onto something. There are demons out there, Father. But they are not below our feet." Some of them looked at the ceiling. "They are above our heads, in the grim darkness of space." 
 "One day they will come for us," another Eva said, with burns on the left side of her face. "In other worlds, they already did." 
 Other worlds? What was this madness? "Stay back!" Andreas warned, his finger nearly pulling the trigger. "Stay back!" 
 But the circle grew tighter. "To take its rightful place as the universal master race, mankind must evolve," one of the mad women said, so close he could almost feel her breath. "Surpass the theory of natural selection, and enter the realm of intelligent design." 
 "Our design," another Eva Fabre added, her voice masculine. 
 Torque pulled the trigger, and shot one in the head. 
 She collapsed into blue particles, as if she had never existed. 
 The others were onto him immediately afterward. He thrashed and shot and raged, but in the end, they forced him to his knees and disarmed him. They searched his garment for hidden weapons, and only found the drug Augustus gave him months ago. 
 "What is this?" Eva Fabre asked while they examined the substance, though Torque couldn’t tell which one. "Hallucinogenic drugs?" 
 He… he had kept the substance yes, but only to study it. Never to use it on himself, no. 
 The madwomen started arguing. "Did we try that during the bonding process?" 
 "I don’t think so." 
 "We should have." 
 "We can still. Results should be interesting." 
 Andreas Torque furiously tried to think of a way out. Why hadn’t they killed him yet, like the others? Why did they keep him alive instead of slicing his throat? 
 But then they brought the blue syringe, and he understood. 
 "No," Andreas pleaded, his voice dying his throat. The fluid swirled inside its container, as if alive and hungry. "No, please. Just kill me. Don’t make me… don’t make me one of those things…" 
 "This is a blessing," one said, forcing Augustus’ drug through his mouth. It tasted of salt and mushrooms and chemicals. 
 "A reward for your persistence," another added, rolling up his sleeve. 
 "We should have buried you with your secrets," a third said, stabbing him with the syringe. "But killing you would be a waste." 
 "Your mind will shatter," a fourth declared. "But you will live." 
 The world turned blue as the Blue Elixir entered his veins, and Andreas Torque screamed. 
 His mind was on fire. The drug and the blue substance in his body reacted together, reality crumbling around him. The chapel’s ceiling swirled like an azure whirlpool, shapes collapsing. Colors danced at the edge of his eyes, and the pictures of angels started to whisper to him. 
 Hallucinations. These were hallucinations, nothing more. A dream. 
 But… he sensed something else. Something different, something… something wriggling inside his brain and neurons. The Alchemist’s poison traveled through his nerves, infecting him like a plague. His whole body seemed to have caught fire, his skin flayed to expose the raw flesh underneath. 
 The pain was excruciating, maddening! 
 "Please!" he shouted, and the hallucination of angels answered with a screaming chorus. "Make it stop!" 
 And something listened. 
 His spirit left his kneeling flesh, his mind free of the shackles of a body. His immortal soul was dragged into a great blue vortex, into a place unlike anything he had ever seen. He couldn’t see with eyes, no, but… but images filled his mind. The pain was gone, replaced with ethereal numbness. 
 He had become a thought, an ascending consciousness entering a bright blue world. 
 A realm of numbers and letters, an organized archive of smells and scents and sounds. Books without pages, drives of stray thoughts. A mental world without flesh or blood, where minds were no longer constrained by the storage limits of neurons. 
 This strange dimension had a powerful force at its center, ruling from a throne of information. Andreas’ disembodied mind couldn’t make sense out of it. It was so large, so big, so complex. Geometric shapes and equations and swirling sentences unified into a single, divine whole. 
 "Lord?" the Cardinal asked, and though he had no mouth to speak with, words came out nonetheless. 
 No. 
 It was God, but not the Lord of the scriptures. It was neither male nor female. It hadn’t created man in its image, for there was nothing human about it. It was a sentient thought, a divine mind without a body, knowledge without a container. A being of pure blue, a psionic force of the cosmos. All the universe’s information, focused into a singularity. 
 The entity noticed Andreas. 
 And studied him. 
 Andreas screamed, as the entity ripped his mind open with a stray thought. It shattered the Cardinal’s brain into a million tiny thoughts, flipped through the man’s memories like a child through a book. There was no pain, but no comfort either. For the being, this Ultimate One, felt neither love nor hate. 
 Only curiosity. 
 It disassembled Andreas Torque down to his molecules, to figure out the way he worked. Why did it need a heart? Why a brain? How did it fit together? What did Andreas fear? Why did he prefer apples over cheese? Why did he live? What was the underlying logic? 

Why, how, what?

 It asked all the questions, and got all the answers. 
 The entity recorded every thought that ever crossed the Cardinal’s mind, every sensation he ever felt. It broke down his existence to its foundations, to figure out how it all fit together. Andreas Torque didn’t know how long it took, perhaps centuries or minutes, but in the end, the Ultimate One understood him more than the human ever knew himself. 
 And then, it cobbled Andreas Torque’s mind together. 
 But instead of shoving it back into the human’s tiny brain, the Ultimate One shared back. 
 Mysteries of the stars and cosmic principles were revealed to the priest. His questions about man’s origins and purpose were answered. The entity taught him the true history of the saints and the prophets he had worshiped all his life. And when it found that the priest wanted more, It taught him mathematics, botany, and chemistry. The knowledge was imprinted into the Cardinal’s neurons like burning letters. 
 There was no word to describe the experience. It was an unimaginable pleasure, a rapture. Andreas’ small, weak human mind briefly melded with the divine consciousness of the supreme entity, basking in its limitless knowledge. For a moment, the human felt whole, truly whole, stripped of all his doubts and fears. He was one with something greater than himself, his sense of self dissolving like a droplet in the ocean. 
 This… 
 This was Heaven. 
 This was God. This was the entity that Andreas had yearned to serve all his life. This was the afterlife he desired, for his mind to meld into this divine consciousness, to become a new neuron in a universe-sized brain. 
 And then it ended, as abruptly as it had begun. 
 The mental connection with the Ultimate One collapsed. His brain was cast down to Earth, back into his limited brain, back into his flesh, back into this prison. He was cast out of Eden, the bliss of perfection replaced with the cold sensation of the chapel’s floor. 
 Andreas didn’t know how long he remained on the floor, crushed and destroyed. He felt numb. He felt numb inside. 
 He was breathing, but he felt dead. 
 Eva Fabre was long gone, but he wouldn’t have cared even if she had remained behind. His eyes wandered to the Sistine Chapel’s ceiling, but all he saw were the human imperfections now. The slight, nearly invisible mistakes in the design, the errors, the ugliness. The work of Michelangelo now looked as crass and disordered as horseshit. 
 Andreas Torque had tasted Heaven, and now he found Earth hideous. 
 He rose back to his feet, his gun laying on the ground next to the empty drug bag. "No!" His fingers immediately grabbed the container, his tongue licking the plastic in search for a taste, just a taste of paradise. "Send me back! Send me back!" 
 He tore the empty bag apart in his despair, and scratched his skull with his fingers. He felt his mind struggling against this bone-shaped prison, trying to escape, trying to ascend, trying to go back. By the end, he felt the blood dripping on his fingernails. 
 He breathed heavily, in despair and tiredness. 
 His mind was clear as water, possessed by one single purpose. 
 His thoughts were no longer splintered, pulling in all directions. Now, he could only think of one thing. 

Going back.

 Andreas Torque stumbled out of the chapel, his eyes unblinking, his senses assaulted by the disordered universe around him. The Vatican, the Holy City, was trembling, crumbling. But he didn’t care. He didn’t care anymore about the Church, the world of suffering, or Eva Fabre. He had to go back to the Blue World, back to his new God, back to this blissful afterlife. 
 He walked outside, into the Vatican’s gardens, and looked at Rome. It was night, though he couldn’t tell if it was still March 27th, or some other night. Whatever the case, he could tell that the Alchemist’s plan had gone off without a hitch. Everywhere he looked, he saw the signs. Flames spreading out of Saint Peter’s Basilica; giant mushrooms growing out of the old historical district; the ICBMs flying through the sky north, towards the Balkans and Sarajevo. 
 The old world was ablaze, and a new world would rise from the ashes. 
 And Andreas Torque couldn’t care less. 



 10: Lover's Breath 
 Lightning Butt’s burns ached on Ryan’s chest, as he parked the Plymouth Fury west of New Rome. 
 Triton’s Resort was a large complex on a small hill, built between the infamous Colosseum Maximus and Little Lilith, the city’s red-light district. Glass domes and tall white spires coexisted with elevated pleasure gardens, tennis courts, and thermal pools, while the wealthiest clients could enjoy an unbeatable view of New Rome’s coast. Like almost all properties owned by the Augusti, it embraced a Roman architectural style. Statues of Venus and Mars— the gods, not the Genomes—made love on a fountain, right next to the parking lot. Clients walked in through different entrances, based on their status; most of the clientele walked through a large yet elegant stone archway, while VIPs used a glass elevator to skip straight to the higher floors. 
 Ryan had traded his bathrobe for his usual clothes, though he wore no mask or hat for once. Livia sat at his side, wearing a blue skirt dress that left her legs and back exposed. A silver necklace glittered around her neck, and a white rose ribbon kept her hair bound. She looked great, but Ryan thought she could wear anything and still dazzle him. 
 "I should come over to your place from now on," she said out of the blue. 
 No kidding. "I could get used to the shock treatment," Ryan mused, but it didn’t make her smile. "Or how about we rent something and move in?" 
 "We should wait a few months to go down that step, yes?" She giggled. "Ryan, if you think you have seen my father angry, then imagine him with empty nest syndrome. It’s better I go home after our dates from now on." 
 "What was your dad even doing standing motionless in the kitchen? Asserting his dominance over the pastries?" 
 Her gaze turned distant. "Dad is… not well. Sometimes he doesn’t move for hours." 
 "Because of his tumor?" She nodded sadly. "That’s why he rarely leaves his house anymore, am I right?" 
 "I… I would rather not talk about this right now. I would rather talk about us." Livia sheepishly joined her fingers, hesitating a few seconds before asking a question. "What will we be, Ryan?" 
 "Someone asked me that before," he replied, thinking of Jasmine with nostalgia. "Back then, I answered a summer fling." 
 Livia frowned at him. "I don’t want us to be a summer fling." 
 "Me neither." 
 Once, Ryan had been afraid of intimate romantic relationships, and the commitment that came with them. The pain that followed their destruction each time he reset cut deep. But for the first time since he had gained his power, he had a partner that would remember him. Someone with whom he could build a relationship lasting through several loops. It was… exhilarating in its newness. Frightening, even. 
 He carefully took her hand into his own, and lost himself in her beautiful blue eyes. "Livia, do you want to be my girlfriend, until time tears us apart?" 
 A pinkish blush spread below her eyes. "You should have asked me that before we slept together, no? You skipped a lot of steps." 
 "And now I’m doing things by the book." 
 It pleased the princess, he could tell, but her response wasn’t what he had expected. "My answer is no, Ryan." 
 The courier opened his mouth in shock. "Come again?" 
 "I want to be your girlfriend until we decide to break up, if we ever choose to," Livia declared, her face turning stubborn even though her words were music to Ryan’s ears. "Not until your power resets everything. I want a serious relationship." 
 "Livia, you know I will have to reset again? What if I die early, or we can’t transfer your mind back easily?" Ryan cleared his throat. "I want something that lasts too, but… well, there’s always the possibility an unforeseen death ruins it all." 
 "People risk dying all the time, and yet they still make plans for the future, Ryan. Our relationship might need more work, logistics-wise, but we will find a way to strengthen it. I am sure of it." 
 Ryan could tell that she wouldn’t budge on the matter, so he did it right this time. "Livia Augusti, do you want to be my girlfriend?" 
 "There, you have it," she said with a beautiful, heartwarming smile. "Yes I do, Ryan." 
 And so, Quicksave was no longer single. 
 "This changes everything," Ryan said, breaking the hand contact to search for a notebook and a pen he hid in his coat. 
 "What is this?" Livia asked, as he opened the notebook. 
 "My to-do list of objectives before I achieve my Perfect Run. After my last presidential mandate, I thought I should write down all my campaign promises to keep track of them." Ryan scratched the ‘Fuck the Sun’ line, right between the ‘Kill Psypsy’ and ‘Marry Yuki’ ones. "I’m updating the list to account for my newfound monogamy." 
 Curious like a cat, Livia tried to look at the content, but her boyfriend kept the notebook out of reach. "Give it to me, I want to know!" 
 "No, that’s private!" 
 "Give it to me, Ryan," she insisted. 
 "No!" He felt a chill going down his spine. "No, no don’t you dar—" 
   
 Livia skipped time forward, and when Ryan regained consciousness, she had stolen the list and his pen. "So that’s how it feels when I mess with people in frozen time, uh," he complained. "Are you happy now?" 
 "A good boyfriend doesn’t keep anything from his partner," she replied, before frowning at what she read. "‘Marry Jamie and Ki-jung’?" 
 "I only planned to marry Jamie at first, but since he’s going to propose to Ki-jung soon, I thought bigamy was the only sensible solution." 
 It seemed to make sense to her, but then the next item on the list made Livia glare at him. "‘Fuck the Vamp and live through it’? Seriously?" 
 "I have a revenge to take." 
 "She isn’t that good." Livia was at her cutest when she was jealous. 
 "How do you know that?" Ryan asked while squinting. 
 "Because I do," his girlfriend replied before removing that plan from the list, the way a dictator signed an execution order. In fact, she barred all the ‘Fuck’ and ‘Marry’ goals of the list, except those involving her. A couple’s life was made of sacrifices. 
 "You truly made a plan for your final loop," Livia said, as she kept reading. "Though I’m a bit worried by the ‘Kill’ list." 
 "Well, at first I only wanted to find Len, but I kept adding new objectives," Ryan admitted. "It’s not my fault if this city crawls with assholes who need to be put down." 

"Mmm… ‘Bully Luigi,’ ‘Save New Rome,’ ‘Take over the Meta-gang,’ ‘Cure the Psycho condition,’ ‘Blow up the Bliss Factory’…" She frowned. "‘Prevent the Leporimachia?’ Is that even a real word?"

 "I’m working on that one." 
 Livia waited for him to elaborate, but skipped to the next objective when he didn’t. She grinned ear to ear. "‘Reconcile Wyvern and Vulcan?’ Now, you’re asking for the impossible." 
 "It happened once, though it took the city’s destruction for it." Ryan thought that though he couldn’t date Vulcan due to his promise to Jasmine, he could at least help the Genius turn her life around. 
 "We can’t let things progress that far," Livia replied. "I’m kidding, they can reconcile." 
 "You’ve seen it happen?" 
 "All it takes is Wyvern approaching Vulcan and ‘apologizing’ to her former partner. She does so after rethinking her choices, usually after Dynamis collapses." 
 "So, we can steal two cashmere suits with one gun?" 
 She frowned at him, suddenly interested. "Does Dynamis have a red suit in storage?" 
 "You will look great in it." 

"I think so too." Livia skimmed through the list, from the ‘Free Len from her father’s shadow’ to ‘Bury my daddy issues,’ before frowning. "‘Find the Alchemist’s base in Antarctica’?"

 "I saw it in the Purple World, but I don’t know where exactly," Ryan said. Truth be told, he had wondered if this vision had been a coincidence. The Violet Ultimate One had left hints to help the courier, so perhaps it wanted the time-traveler to visit this base for some unknown purpose. "Some kind of fortress buried in snow and ice." 
 Livia considered the matter thoughtfully. "Now that I think of it…" she whispered to herself. "Could it be Station Orpheon?" 
 "Station Orpheon?" 
 "A story Bacchus told me about the Alchemist," Livia replied, before dropping a bomb. "He was investigating her before Last Easter, and she twisted him." 
 "Her?" The Alchemist was a girl? And here Ryan thought she might have been a lizardman, or a grey martian! "You know a guy who met the Alchemist, and you never told me?" 
 "I didn’t think it was important?" she replied, a little embarrassed. "Thing is, Ryan, my power cannot look into the Alchemist. I’ve tried before, but I can’t find a world where I have interacted with her… if she’s even a human woman at all." 
 "She could have a power similar to mine." 
 "Maybe. I’m sorry, I’m blind here. Dad wanted to track her down too, but eventually abandoned that plan after years of fruitless investigation. Bacchus himself wasn’t much help either. All he cares about is Bliss and contacting his ‘God’... whose nature I now understand better, thanks to you." 
 "An Ultimate One?" Ryan had reached the same conclusion after his talk with Darkling. Bacchus had called God ‘it’ and thought psychotropics capable of affecting even Genomes could help make contact with it. It didn’t take a Genius to figure it out. "What do you mean by ‘she twisted him’?" 
 "He wasn’t always…" Livia struggled to find the word. 
 "Obsessive?" Ryan suggested. 
 "Deranged, though he hides it well. According to Dad, he used to be well-adjusted before the Alchemist got to him. Afterward, hallucinogens and later Bliss became his life." His girlfriend shook her head. "Even the tales he says are quite confusing." 
 "Will he tell them to me too, if I confess my sins? For my heart is full of wicked deeds." 
 "No, I don’t think so, but you could compare notes and find out." Livia smiled. "I have never been to Antarctica. It must be a beautiful place." 
 "Wanna make it our next stop for our winter vacations?" 
 "Now you think like a true boyfriend." She flipped the notebook’s page, before blushing upon finding the last objective on the to-do list. 

‘Make Livia happy.’

 Livia looked at Ryan with a pleased face, adjusting her hair. "What, are you surprised?" the courier asked his girlfriend, his fingers brushing against her red cheek. "You’re part of my Perfect Run too." 
 "It’s a good list, Ryan," she said, before hastily scribbling a new line. "But you forgot one task." 
 Ryan frowned, as she gave him back the notebook and the pen with a new objective. 

Be happy too.

 "I thought it would come naturally," he said while putting his items back inside his trench coat. 
 "Ryan, almost all the objectives in the list are about helping other people, but never yourself," Livia said. "That’s very noble of you, but you have to take your happiness into account too. No more suicides will be a start." 
 "What? But a glorious death is half the fun of a loop!" Ryan protested. "Do you realize how many people fail their lives, but make a success of their death?" 
 "If you reload by dying, then it makes you value your life less. We’ll find a better, painless way for you to turn back time. Also, no more drugs. I’ve seen the stuff you keep in your car, and it has to go." 
 "But—" 
 "No more drugs," his girlfriend insisted. "I’m going to clean up your life, whether you want it or not. You will embrace a healthier lifestyle." 
 "If you try to make me a vegetarian, I’m dumping you." 
 She raised an eyebrow in a way that Ryan found positively obscene. "You are welcome to taste my flesh anytime." 
 "I don’t taste," he answered, breathing on her neck. "I bite." 
 She turned scarlet at his insolence. "You have gone too far, Ryan," Livia said, unable to hide her embarrassment. "I have to punish you." 
 "Mistress is welcome to whip me anytime." 
 "I had something else in mind." 
 Her lips shyly brushed against his own, the contact so brief it might have been a dream. It tasted of strawberry, of her perfume and summer. She quickly pulled back, red as if she had never kissed a boy before. 
 "You stole my first kiss!" Ryan responded with false shock. "I was saving myself for Felix!" 
 She exploded into laughter, and Ryan had never heard a more wonderful sound. He put his hand in her hair, and the other on her waist as he pulled her closer. 
 He let Livia steal his second kiss, and then his third and fourth. Afterward, the burn on his chest ached, and she put a finger on his lips. "We will take a bath together after patching you up," she said, her forehead against his own. "I have a private spot in the resort. You will love it." 
 "Braindead should arrive today," Ryan pointed out. The plan was to torch the Junkyard and bury the bunker’s open entrance after the Genius arrived, to make it look as if the Meta-Gang had fled the city. 
 "He will, but in the evening," Livia said, her voice soft and soothing. "Until then, you are mine." 
 He couldn’t tell his lady no. 
 Ryan offered Livia his arm as they exited the car, his girlfriend squeezed it tight. The mafia princess liked it very much when he played the gentleman. They bypassed the bouncers and took the elevator, Livia resting her head on her boyfriend’s shoulder as they moved up the floors. 
 After passing by marble corridors, the couple made their way into a mix between a parlor and a doctor’s waiting room. Overstuffed, comfy leather chairs allowed one to rest while watching colorful tapestries and portraits of celebrities new and old. In fact, the staff included copies of Scarlett Johansson, Brad Pitt, and Leonardo DiCaprio, but though they had the actors’ faces, they had none of the natural, easy charm. 
 A tall man greeted them, an Italian George Clooney with familiar blue eyes and a white beard. "Livia," he said, wearing a black suit more expensive than most houses. Ryan immediately identified his voice as Mars’, Atom Kitty and Fortuna’s father. "Who is this young, gallant man with you?" 
 "Luca, this is my boyfriend, Ryan," Livia paraded the courier. "Ryan, this is Luca Veran, Fortuna’s father." 
 "My condolences," the courier said. "I admire your bravery, to have raised her without going mad." 
 "My wife bears the lion’s share of the blame, as far as her education goes." If Mars was bothered to see his son’s ex-girlfriend with another man, he didn’t show it. In fact, he warmly shook Ryan’s hand as if he were an old friend. "Does Janus know?" 
 Instead of answering, Ryan lifted his shirt to show the burns beneath, causing Mars to explode into laughter. "That’s what I expected," he said. "I assume you came to see my wife to remove the scars?" 
 "Her, and Fortuna, if she’s here," Livia said. 
 "No, she said she’s spending time with that mystery boyfriend of hers." Mars frowned at the couple. "Do you know if he has powers?" 
 He didn’t sound so friendly anymore. "He can disappear at will," Ryan said. "Though pigeons are his kryptonite." 
 "Oh, good," Mars said, sounding greatly relieved. "Fortuna seems to be taking this relationship seriously, and I was worried that she might frequent the wrong kind of person." 
 Livia answered with a forced smile. "I am not sure if he is the right person for her, but you know Fortuna, she does as she wills." 
 "Like her brother," Mars said with a chuckle. "I wonder how Narcinia managed to turn out so dutiful with such unruly siblings." 

Because you murdered her parents and abducted her as a babe, Ryan thought, Livia’s arm tightening around his own. She had sensed his unease. "When is Narcinia returning from Ischia island?" the princess asked Mars with courtesy. She probably already knew the answer with her power, but pretended not to for the sake of conversation. "It has been a long time since I met her." 
 "She will return on the fourteenth, to attend the meeting scheduled on the fifteenth." Mars glanced at Ryan, frowning upon realizing he knew what they were talking about. "Are you… you know, one of us?" 
 "I cut horse heads for a living," the courier said, and to his joy Mars seemed to understand the reference. "They never run fast enough." 
 "Will you make me an offer I cannot refuse?" Mars replied with a warm smile. "Perhaps we could invite you two for dinner, when Narcinia returns? She needs new friends closer to her age, and I think she will become fond of you, Ryan." 
 "With pleasure," Livia replied with a smile, though her grip on Ryan’s arm tightened. 
 Mars took his leave afterward, pretending that he needed to attend to other business. Ryan on the comfy chair, and Livia on his lap. "Is this place bugged?" he whispered into his girlfriend’s ear. 
 "Yes, but not my suite," she replied with the same low tone. "Wait a little." 
 Andrea Julani-Veran, alias Venus, received them afterward in an immaculate surgery room. She was a beautiful woman in her early forties, and a grown-up version of her daughter Fortuna. Clad in a regal white dress and keeping her golden hair braided, she wouldn’t have looked out of place on a Playboy Magazine’s cover. 
 Ryan noticed that she didn’t have an operation table, simply a warm bed where the courier laid while the fashion model raised his shirt. Venus touched his chest with her thumb, and the burns vanished as if they had never existed in a green flash of light. 
 "Done," Venus said with a professional smile. 
 "I have a scar on my left butt cheek, can you remove it too?" Ryan asked. 
 "No, I like it," Livia said coyly, "I like the noise you make when I pinch it." 
 Venus looked between the two of them, and unlike her husband, didn’t hide her displeasure. "Do you have news of Felix?" she asked Livia, emphasizing the name. 
 "No," Livia replied dryly, as Ryan put his shirt back on and returned to her side. "He will not come back." 
 "Maybe he will," Venus said, eyeing Ryan warily. He could tell she would have preferred to have her own blood date Augustus’ heir, but she had no second son to offer. "Or if not, we will take him back. When will your father give the order to destroy the Manada clan once and for all?" 
 "I do not know," Livia replied evasively, though Ryan knew she meant: never, if I have my way. "But we can discuss that on the fifteenth." 
 "Certainly," Venus replied with a smile Ryan found rather disturbing. "Will you take the lovers’ suite, as usual?" 
 "Yes, of course," Livia said, to the older woman’s displeasure. Venus gave them a keycard, and watched them leave the parlor in silence. Ryan could feel her glare on his back, and no doubt she already plotted to have him removed for ‘usurping’ her son’s position. Clearly, she was deadlier than her husband, but the courier had survived far worse. 
 Livia led him to a VIP suite on the fifth floor of the resort, a tastefully decorated apartment with its own private Jacuzzi bath. The floor and walls were made of wood, but sleek, modern appliances were cleverly hidden in sliding compartments. Stained glass picture windows provided a marvelous view of New Rome’s beaches and the sea beyond, while some of Livia’s paintings adorned the walls. 
 Though Livia insisted the place was safe, Ryan still took a moment to check the room for traps and bugs, but didn’t find any. The Jacuzzi's waters were warm when he slid naked inside them, his partner joining afterward. 
 "I have the feeling we will end up glued together," Ryan said, when she sat between his legs, her back against his chest. She had kept the silver necklace on, which glittered with the sunlight outside. "Is it safe though? Venus might have infected me with a plague or something." 
 "That’s not how her power works," Livia replied while bubbles rose to the water surface. Ryan had to admit it worked wonders to ease his sore muscles, after the beating he took from Augustus. "She is limited to superficial, aesthetic surgery modifications. She can reshape the skin, the eye colors, the hair, but not scramble your organs." 
 "But she could transform my lips and nose into a patch of skin, and asphyxiate me." 
 "She could," she admitted, grinning at him. "But only if she maintains physical contact." 
 "Good to know." 
 "I don’t want to go to that dinner," Livia admitted, her head resting on Ryan’s shoulder. "I adore Fortuna and Narcinia, don’t get me wrong, but Venus will try to break us up and Mars will make racist remarks towards normies. You’ll see." 
 "Why accept the offer then? You don’t need the parents." Fortuna couldn’t stand her mother in particular, and Narcinia would probably follow suit upon learning the truth of her parentage. "I mean, we could organize a party at Jamie’s place and invite the Veran sisters there." 
 "I have to keep up appearances, if I am to inherit the organization and reform it," Livia replied. "Mars and Venus are my father’s followers, but I fear I pushed him hard enough as it is. A few smiles will buy us peace of mind." 
 Ryan looked at her closely, and put his arms around her waist. He could tell she was thankful for the comfort. 
 "Is this place a brothel, besides a luxury resort?" he asked her. 
 Ryan had noticed copycats of actors chatting with clients in a way that seemed… dubious. 
 "This is the epicenter of New Rome’s prostitution business, yes," Livia said with a saddened frown. "Venus uses her powers to reshape faces and bodies, to cater to all tastes. Some people are willing to pay fortunes to sleep with their favorite actors… or heroes. I heard the Wyvern double is very popular." 
 "Does Vulcan visit her often?" Livia chuckled in response, but didn’t answer. "Do you want me to destroy this place, like the Bliss Factory?" 
 Her fingers brushed against her silver necklace, her face thoughtful. "Would you do it, if I asked?" 
 "Yes." He nuzzled her cheek gently. "Livia, I don’t want you to wear a mask, not even at dinner. If this place and the people that run it make you unhappy, I can tear it down and free you from them." 
 "Could you do that bloodlessly?" she asked, her gaze distant. 
 "I can do anything, given time." 
 "But not without sacrifices from your part, and as I told you before… I won’t have you martyr yourself for my sake." Livia played with her hair. "Truth be told, I’m not sure what to do about this place. Evil things happen here, but most of the resort’s activities are legitimate. What am I to do with the employees that work in the resort for an honest living? I don’t want innocent people to lose their livelihood, Ryan." 
 "And what blood sacrifices take place behind closed doors?" 
 "I know Venus and her husband use the place to get clients addicted to Bliss, for a start," Livia said grimly. "Or produce dirt and blackmail material." 
 "I have a cure for Bliss addiction." Ryan had been considering introducing it to Ki-jung, since she seemed to still struggle with the temptation. 
 "You do?" Livia asked, her eyes widening. 
 "Endorphin blockers," Ryan said with a shrug. It was the solution he had found back when he ended up addicted to the stuff, back in an old loop. "It’s pretty easy to manufacture with the right equipment. You could create a rehab clinic." 
 "That’s an interesting idea, but one that my father won’t like one bit," Livia said with a frown. "But I will keep it in mind. For now, we can focus on Narcinia’s future." 
 In the end, much like with Len, it all came down to her father. 
 No matter the good Livia wanted to do, as long as Augustus lived, her family’s honest activities would only be a smokescreen for Lightning Butt’s insidious, insane goals. Much like how Bloodstream’s embers of humanity had only served to hide the monster he had transformed into. 
 There would come a time where Ryan would drag Mob Zeus and his so-called Olympians down from their mountain, to make sure they could no longer threaten anyone. 
 For her sake. 



 11: Moving On 
 The conquest of Mechron’s mainframe could be summed up in one sentence. 
 They came, they saw, they lucked out. 
 "That’s painful to watch," Bianca said, as Ryan played a movie montage in the recreational area. He had set up a large screen TV near the bar, allowing Sarin, Eugène-Henry, and the orphaned children to watch ‘The Adventures of Lucky Girl’ in high definition. Shroud also talked to Fortuna away from the group, or rather at her; the Augusti scowled while petting a cleaned up Henriette between the ears, and spoke one word for ten of her boyfriend’s. 
 As Ryan had expected, the living lucky charm had tremendously helped in accessing the bunker’s mainframe. The time-traveler’s presidential coalition had raided it as soon as Alchemo and his daughter arrived, with cameras catching everything. In the end, Ryan compiled the best bits for posterity. 
 And what a collection it was! From laser guns blowing up in robots’ faces, to friendly fire and the ceiling miraculously collapsing, this movie had it all; the children couldn’t stop laughing. 
 "And now this is the best part," Ryan said, zooming at his favorite scene. Two one-eyed robots threatened Fortuna with a cannon weapon larger than they were inside a metal hall, the distance between the machines and the Genome no more than five meters. "This is a Gauss Railgun. Mechron invented them to destroy aircrafts and battleships." 
 The scene unfolded in slow motion, an electromagnetically-accelerated 300 mm round surging through the air at a helpless Fortuna. 
 Mechron’s robots had used a weapon meant for battleships on a human being. 
 And they missed. 
 The projectile had curved in the air, and pierced the wall behind Fortuna. Although the impact threw metal splinters in all directions, they miraculously avoided Lucky Girl and turned her attackers to scraps. It had been the high point of Fortuna’s luck streak. 
 Afterward, though, Mechron’s robots had figured out that one, her power only affected events within a short range—less than a ten meters radius, from what the courier had gathered so far—and two, couldn’t negate other Genomes’ powers. True, it could alter probabilities to make bullets miss, but it couldn’t prevent Atom Cat’s explosions for example. 
 Ryan figured that Fortuna’s power was the opposite of Pluto, altering this reality’s causality to work in her favor instead of cursing a foe; with the keyword being this reality. Lucky Girl’s divine protection couldn’t interfere with powers from other Colored Worlds, only with their indirect consequences. Long-distance abilities could harm her. 
 So instead of using submachine guns and normal weapons, the robots sent the telekinetic machine that splattered the Reptilian during Ryan’s first presidential mandate. The creature would have crushed Fortuna into mincemeat from a safe distance had the courier and the Panda not intervened. And as it turned out, Mechron’s bunker had more than one of such machines to throw at invaders. 
 Though Ryan’s group included heavy hitters such as Livia, Shroud, the Panda, and other allies, it had been a close call in the end. 
 "This is disgusting," Sarin said at the scene. "Just disgusting. I’m afraid of scissors, and that girl… she just gets everything handed to her." She turned to face Fortuna. "How does it feel to have it all so easy?" 
 "Oh?" Fortuna raised her reddened eyes in confusion. She clearly hadn’t slept in a while. "It’s nice." 
 "Fortuna—" her boyfriend tried to speak. 
 "Don’t say a word to me," Fortuna’s rebuke made Shroud flinch, which Ryan found very, very wrong. She had been in a foul mood even before the raid, but he had yet to see her truly angry. Henriette licked her hand, as the young woman petted the dog behind the ears. "At least you care…" 
 It seemed that Fortuna not only gave the cold shoulder to her ‘one true love,’ but also transferred her affection to Henriette instead. She had cleaned the dirty dog and more or less adopted her. 
 Ryan was tempted to question Livia about this, but his girlfriend had left to return to her father after providing Alchemo with the brain-maps. The Genius had accepted Ryan’s story of time-travel after analyzing his own memory map, and eagerly proceeded to operate on his daughter and Len both. He had said he could even improve the process further, though the courier didn’t see how. 
 "Could I see you for a minute?" Ryan gestured at Shroud, before grabbing Eugène-Henry. "No invisibility please." 
 The vigilante followed with a condemned man’s enthusiasm, as Ryan led him into his bunker bedroom. "So, your luck has run out?" he asked his transparent friend, with Eugène-Henry resting in the courier’s arms. 
 "We’re having a bad time." 
 No kidding, a blind man could see it. "Thankfully, I have a long experience as a relationship counselor," Ryan said. "In the end, it’s all about mommy issues, you’ll see. Was your mother a blue-eyed blonde too, like your girlfriend?" 
 The vigilante marked a short pause, before reluctantly answering, "Yes." 
 "See, in the end, it’s always about sleeping with your mother." 
 "But they’re nothing alike personality-wise." 
 "You tried to find the right balance between familiarity and newness, but we can explore the Freudian undertones later." Ryan introduced his favorite windshield to his bedroom. There was a small hole in the wall where the plushie had opened fire with the gravity gun. The inactive rabbit in question sat on a desk, surrounded by half-empty alcohol bottles and antidepressants; Ryan thought the sight would help with the counseling session. "Take the cat, and lay down on the bed." 
 Shroud sounded highly skeptical of Ryan’s credentials. "Why the cat?" 
 "It’s an integral part of the healing process," Ryan said before all but shoving Eugène-Henry in his ally’s arms. Shroud looked at the furball, who meowed in response, and couldn’t resist. He laid down on the bed, the cat taking over his chest while Ryan sat on a nearby chair. "So, about that relationship." 
 "She…" Shroud marked a short pause while Ryan remained silent. Nobody could resist trying to fill an embarrassing silence. "Promise me you will not crack a joke." 
 "No more than three," Ryan haggled. 
 "I hate you." The patient sighed. "Fortuna and I had a date." 
 "Uh-huh, uh-huh." 
 "She invited me to her apartment. To show me her statue collection." 
 "She wanted to sculpt you like her French boys?" A worrying thought crossed Ryan’s mind. "Wait, are you naked beneath your glass costume? Would that mean you are technically flashing my cat right now?" 
 Shroud marked a short pause, Eugène-Henry sleeping peacefully on his chest. "I wear clothes beneath my costume." 
 Ryan sighed. "Disappointing." 
 "In any case, Fortuna, how to say this…?" 
 "She needed a plumber, so you played Super Mario Party?" Ryan asked. "Did you get past the tutorial?" 
 "No, no, I…" The vigilante’s embarrassment told Ryan that he had nailed it. "We kissed but, when she started removing my clothes, I… I couldn’t. I mean, yes, I was attracted to her, but… not like this." 
 "Not by lying?" the courier asked, sympathetic. There was a joke to make here, but he had enough respect for the couple to hold his tongue. Still, Shroud was okay with assassinating people, but not lying to the girl he was sleeping with? Where was the logic in that? 
 "I…" Mr. Safelite let out a sigh. "I confessed." 

"Everything?"

 "No, of course not," Shroud replied angrily. "That would have been unprofessional." 
 "Transparency is key to a successful relationship." 
 "I’m sure this cleared things up about where we stood," the vigilante deadpanned. "I told her that I came to New Rome to strike at the Augusti syndicate, and that… that I was always around to accidentally protect her from dangers because I caused them in the first place." 
 Ryan couldn’t fault Fortuna for giving her boyfriend the cold shoulder, after learning he had attempted to assassinate her and others. "She hasn’t blown the whistle on you, though?" 
 "I told her that I thought she was a merciless killer like her teammates, before seeing her in action changed my mind, and that I put a halt to the sabotage campaign," Shroud replied. "She started defending the Augusti, and when I listed all the people her father Mars had murdered over his career, she denied everything and told me to storm off. I almost did, but the door and curtains wouldn’t open. In the end, I slept on the couch, and she has given me the cold shoulder ever since." 
 "If her power is still trying to set up romantic situations, then this ship hasn’t sunk yet." 
 "Shouldn’t it?" Shroud asked with a sigh. "I mean, I’m starting to grow fond of her, against my better judgement, but she’s in complete denial about her organization’s true nature. I should have pushed her away more firmly and focused on the missio—" 
 "Stop right here, Sasuke, you’re parking in a no-emo zone," Ryan interrupted him. "If you go on about how you should have ‘dedicated your heart to darkness’ or ‘put the mission above everything’ I’m kicking you off of this team." 
 "But what if she tells her parents?" Shroud snapped back. "What if she blows the whistle about this place, about us? I’m not even sure why she hasn’t already." 
 "Because her brother told her similar things when he left, and it’s eating away at her." Ryan suspected that deep down, Fortuna had some doubts about her parents’ true nature and that of her associates; but it would take a shock like Pluto ordering a hit on her brother to wake her up. "Did you tell her the truth about her sister?" 
 "No. Maybe I should." 
 "Too much, too soon," Ryan said. "I’ll consult Livia." Lucky Girl would react better to the truth if it came from her best friend’s mouth. 
 The vigilante sighed in defeat. "I should take the hint and break it off. Her power has a shorter range than mine, it can’t force us to spend time together if I stay away. I knew that from the start, and I shouldn’t have let it progress this far." 
 "Livia and I threatened each other the first time we had a heartfelt conversation, and I think we are building something solid now," Ryan replied with a shrug. "Give Fortuna time to digest the truth and this relationship another chance. Her guardian angel wouldn’t work so hard to keep you two together if it didn’t feel you would make a good couple. And I don’t think you would have stayed with that walking rabbit's foot if a part of you didn’t like her." 
 Shroud scoffed, Eugène-Henry snoring on his chest. "I like her, Quicksave, but not enough to let her parents get away with their crimes." 
 "There was a loop where she understood their true nature," Ryan said, though he had no wish to repeat that one. The sight of Fortuna bleeding to death in her brother’s arms still haunted him. "Maybe she will get it this time around too. It’s too early to choose yet my translucent friend. Once things are clearer, you can decide for yourself whether you want to pursue her or call it off." 
 Shroud petted the cat. "You aren’t half bad as a therapist." 
 "Do you want to talk about your daddy issues while we’re at it? I’m on a streak lately." 
 "I’ll pass." 
 Getting his feelings off his chest made Shroud relax, so the two Genomes left Eugène-Henry to sleep and moved to the laboratories below. By the time they reached the infirmary, Alchemo had finished Len’s memory transfer. The communist genius was talking with the Doll, while Alchemo and the Panda conversed with Stitch. 
 The Carnival’s Genius had arrived roughly at the same time as Braindead and his daughter, to remove the Bloodstream strain inside Len and work on a vaccine. With access to Mechron’s database and laboratories, Ryan had put Dr. Tyrano and Stitch in contact, and the two had hit it off well from what he had heard. Of course, the Carnival doctor hadn’t been happy to work with someone responsible for infecting New Rome with a sleeping bloody plague, but decided to make the most of the situation. 
 "Three Geniuses and a half in one room," Ryan said as he and Shroud joined the group. "You should form a Think Tank." 
 "Am I the half, Sifu?" The Panda asked. 
 "Truthfully, you might become a de facto Genius in time," Stitch replied, scribbling notes in a journal. Ryan had learned the plague doctor usually preferred to work on paper rather than computers, for reasons the courier couldn’t explain. "Since our science can be replicated." 
 In the span of two days, Ryan’s pandawan had learned the equivalent of two Doctorates in medical science and chemistry, five Masters’ degrees, and eight languages; including Chinese, Basque, Inuit, and even the Braille writing system. Though he was no true Genius, he could serve as a very effective lab assistant. 
 "Are you alright, Shortie?" Ryan asked his old friend. 
 "I’m… I’m fine." Len scratched her head. "It’s… strange. I remember some days happening in two different ways, rather than one. I am not sure which of them is the correct one. Is that always the case for you?" 
 Yes, but usually with thousands of variations instead of one. Sometimes the time-traveler forgot which one he validated for his Perfect Run. "Was that what you meant about improving the memory transfer?" Ryan asked Alchemo. 
 "Yes, memories coexisting rather than a straight override," the Genius shrugged. "I struggle to find a workaround for your pet Psycho Sarin though. I work best with nerves, not gaseous molecules." 
 Shroud crossed his arms, appraising Alchemo closely. "According to Quicksave, you are a brain Genius," he said, his voice hesitant. Ryan could tell he had been through many false hopes, and thus remained cautious. "Could you heal a woman with severe brain damage?" 
 "That depends," Alchemo said, ever the opportunist. "How much is she worth?" 
 The Doll pinched the Genius’ metal arm. "Dad, we spoke about this before." 
 "Ugh, you will be the death of me," Braindead complained, but gave in quickly. He could never say no to his daughter. "I can treat dementia, Alzheimer's, all sorts of brain damage. Give me that woman’s medical data, and I shall see what I can do." 
 Shroud bowed in deep gratitude. "You have my most sincere thanks." 
 "Don’t thank me, thank my naive daughter and her bleeding heart." 
 The Doll smiled in response. "Dad, one day you will understand that helping others is a reward in itself." 
 "Can you eat happiness?" Alchemo replied with a cranky tone. "Or sell it?" 
 "I would be interested in cooperating with you in the long-term," Stitch said. "We Geniuses have extensive knowledge, but only in a narrow field. I believe we could achieve greater things together than separately. We complete parts of a larger sequence." 
 Indeed, Ryan had had the same idea with Nora. He could already see the synergies she would form with Shortie to develop underwater cities. "About cooperation, how is our vaccination campaign going?" the courier asked, Len looking away. 
 "I already created a formula based on the information you and this… strange scaled doctor provided," Stitch answered, showing Ryan his notes. "Once distributed in the population through airborne means, it should spread through New Rome in days and Europe in weeks." 
 Good. "And Bliss?" 
 "I have studied your proposed cure, and I believe I could develop a viral version, yes. A nervous system suppressant alongside endorphin blockers would prevent the physiological and psychological addiction." 
 "Nothing revolutionary," Alchemo complained, slightly jealous Ryan had achieved something in his domain of expertise. "I could make something similar." 
 "Even solve the fertility issues?" Ryan deadpanned. 
 "Pff, if you ask me it’s an improvement." 
 "But so long as the Augusti possess a superlab, they can make new Bliss strains," Shroud pointed out grimly. "A cure will cripple their business in the short-term, but not forever." 
 Indeed, Lightning Butt and Bacchus had the resources to create new drugs, given time. Ryan doubted the superlab’s destruction would stop them either. The loss of Bliss would be a heavy blow to the Augusti’s crime empire, but not a fatal one. They needed to take out the key figures in the criminal syndicate, to clear the way for Livia to reform it. 
 The courier quickly noticed Len’s unease, and changed the subject. "Shortie, can I talk to you for a second?" 
 His best friend answered with a short nod, and they walked away to a more private room. The same one where Big Fat Adam had once interrogated Ryan, in fact. "How do you feel?" the time-traveler asked, before adding with more hesitation. "About your father." 
 "I feel the same," she answered grimly. "Nothing’s changed." 
 As Ryan had worried. He would have hoped that whatever bloodstain her father left in Len’s body had brainwashed her, forcing his daughter to love him. It would have made everything so much easier. "Since you have the memories of both this loop and the previous one, then you understand what happened." 
 "He killed me." Len didn’t cry, though her voice was bitter and sad. "Ryan, you’ve seen him. Is there… is there any hope for him?" 
 "I don’t think so," Ryan admitted. "He’s closer to a virus than a man now, and I don’t think he’s even self-aware anymore. Killing him would be mercy." 
 "I…" She took a long, deep breath. "That day, the reason I didn’t run away with you was… because there was a chance he could improve. No matter how slim. If..." 
 Len struggled to articulate her thoughts, and Ryan waited patiently. 
 "If… I can only agree to do this if my father… my real father is already dead, truly dead." Len crossed her arms and looked down at the cold steel floor. "If there is still a chance we can cure him, bring the human out…" 
 There wasn’t any, but Ryan knew Len needed more time to accept it. She hadn’t witnessed her father’s state personally, as her memory map had been recorded before the Dynamis raid. 
 "Shortie, a long, long time ago, I made a decision for the both of us, and I’ve paid the price ever since," the courier declared. "You know where I stand as far as your father is concerned, but the definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over while expecting different results. This time… this time, we’ll make the decision together." 
 "Not now, Riri," she said upon raising her eyes, her face pleading. "Not now. I… I need more time. It’s too big a decision to make now." 
 "I understand," he replied. "We can delay the Dynamis raid for later. We’ll use this loop to test the vaccine, gather information, and find a cure for the Psycho condition." 
 "So what’s the plan? This place won’t stay hidden forever, Riri. Someone will talk." 
 "After we deal with the Bliss Factory, we’ll have to skip town to avoid Lightning Butt’s retaliations. We’ll blow up the bunker on our way out, and move to the one place where we could find the cure for the Psycho condition. Its source." 
 With the bunker’s mainframe under their control, Ryan could also now recreate the Saturn armor, and finally get to the bottom of his new ability. 
 Len nodded. "Antarctica." 
 "We’ll make a stop near Monaco on the way," Ryan said with a grin. "There are people there that I haven’t visited in a while. It would make for a nice holiday." 
 A smile appeared at the edge of Len’s lip, but it was soon drowned by sadness. 
 "Shortie?" 
 "I… I heard you talk with Livia through the chronoradio." Len bit her lower lip. "You’re dating her." 
 It was more of a statement than a question. 
 "She’s… she’s good for me. I can’t explain it." Ryan scratched the back of his neck. "Like, she confiscated all the combat drugs I kept in my car. When I said I only used them for suicide runs, she replied ‘yes, that’s the problem. It reinforces your belief that you throw your life away, and that’s not good for your mental health.’" 
 "She’s… she’s not wrong." 
 "Yeah, it made sense in hindsight," Ryan replied. "At one point in time, I didn’t care about dying. It was part of the fun, but now… now I do mind." 
 Ryan didn’t want to die anymore. He wanted to spend lifetimes with Livia, with Len, with the friends he had made along the way. Short, adrenaline-rushed loops were fun, but they were like drug injections. They only served to dull the pain. 
 They were a crutch, and wouldn’t help him heal. 
 Eventually, Len nodded to herself. "She’s… she’s good for you, I agree. I can see that. She’s helping you get better, like you do with me." 
 "But you would have preferred something else." 
 "I… I said things couldn’t go back to how they were, so… so I can’t fault you for moving on. It’s… we’re family now, and… you deserve someone who makes you happy." 
 "You’ll find someone too," Ryan said. "The world is full of wonderful people. Maybe I’m not the right person for you anymore, but somewhere, there is one that fits the bill." 
 "Perhaps," she replied, and for once she sounded cautiously optimistic. "It’s… I’ve lived in the past for so long, because… because I was scared." 
 Scared of being hurt again. 
 "But seeing you happier, and not just with Livia… it gets me thinking." Len smiled. "Maybe there’s hope for the world, and me too. I should look forward, not backward." 
 It was time for both of them to move on. 
 Together. 



 12: Drug Bust 
 It was May 14th in New Rome, and a handsome secret agent flew above the Mediterranean sea. 
 The wind brushing against his mask and magician's hat, Ryan peeked over his jetpack to look at Vulcan. The Genius was hot on his trail, piloting her slow, bulky mech. "Come on, you aren’t even trying!" the courier taunted his favorite dwarf over the intercom. It was the second round of the race, and she couldn’t catch up to him. "Then again, your mom was so slow, it took her nine months to make a joke!" 
 "The only slow thing will be your death when I catch up to you!" Vulcan snarled back as she accelerated, her mech thrumming like a supercharged car. Both contestants flew so close to the sea level that they blew water in all directions as they passed. 
 In spite of her threat though, Ryan maintained a decent lead as they toured Ischia Island; iron walls and wind turbines surrounded the radioactive dump, keeping the toxic purple miasma safely contained. Hidden turrets rose from the shoreline and pointed at the flyers, though their maker prevented them from opening fire at Ryan on sight. 
 "Why doesn’t your hat fall off?" Vulcan asked. 
 "It’s magnetized." It came in handy for someone like Ryan, who favored acrobatics and explosions in his fights. "Also, you’re so slow, you make the post office look efficient!" 
 "You’re so fast, your girlfriend is always left disappointed." 
 Ouch, low bow. This meant war. 
 "Oh look, a wyvern!" Ryan pointed a finger at an empty spot of water on his left. 
 To his amusement, Vulcan did cock her head in that direction. "Where?" she asked, before realizing her mistake. "You bastard, you will die for this!" 
 Ryan laughed, only for Vulcan to actually open fire with a volley of missiles. The courier had to freeze time to dodge them all. "You bastard, you cheated!" his rival complained when time resumed. "We said only tech!" 
 "I lied!" Ryan cackled like a maniac. "I lied about everything!" 
 The two contestants finished their tour of the island and came into view of the Castello Aragonese, that old fortress which Augustus refitted into a Bliss Superlab. The powerful stone fortress’s walls oversaw the sea from atop a volcanic islet and a garden of alien plants. 
 The ghostly skull of Geist appeared for a brief moment above the castle when the racers approached. A tornado of colored dust carried the house-sized apparition, and started strong winds slowing down the contestants. 
 "Come to see me win?!" Ryan shouted as loud as he could, barely dodging a seagull. Damn bird traffic. 
 To his surprise, Casper the Ghost apparently listened. "You better," the specter replied with a casual voice, though it somehow carried across the waves. "I bet on you." 
 Huh, so not only could that flying skull manifest anywhere on the island, but it also had sharp senses and could detect people in the area. This ruined Ryan’s original plan, but the courier was nothing if not adaptable. 
 Geist had bet wisely. For although Vulcan attempted to blast him at the last second with a crimson beam of light, the courier passed over the fortress first. 
 There was a coming short joke to make, but Ryan was too tall to make it. 
 "Damn it!" Vulcan snarled. "Damn it, damn it, damn it! Where did you find that jetpack?" 

In Mechron’s bunker. "In a cave, in a box of scraps." 
 "The princess’ wet cave?" 
 Damn, news traveled fast. 
 "I took shelter from a thunderstorm inside," Ryan said, as they began another turn around the island. "Wait, is tomorrow’s meeting about my execution?" 
 Tomorrow was the Olympians meeting, which should end up with Zanbato confirmed as the new Mercury. Jamie hadn’t organized a welcome party this time around, perhaps because Ryan had spent most of his time with Livia; and with nothing to distract her, Vulcan had decided to check up on the Bliss Island’s defenses today. 
 It cost the courier an A-bomb and advanced technology to get into her good graces, but the Genius eventually invited him to participate in the inspection. 
 Truthfully, Ryan suspected Vulcan wanted to impress him with her technology. She wanted him as a lab assistant, but the courier had defended his independence and maintained a professional distance. Sort of. He assumed jetpack races counted as a team-building activity. 
 "Could be," Vulcan replied, still sore over her defeat. "How much to spare your pretty head?" 
 "An A-bomb?" Ryan haggled. "Bloody or extra crispy?" 
 "Already got one, and prices are up. I guess you’ll die." 
 "If they vote yes, can I die buried in pizzas?" Ryan didn’t think he had died that way yet. At least not with four-cheeses. "Or couscous?" 
 "I can arrange death by waffles," Vulcan joked back. 
 Ryan had missed trading jabs with her. He had thought he would find the inspection agonizing, but to his surprise, he could interact with Vulcan without experiencing depressing flashbacks now. Perhaps it was his newfound desire to move on, or his Elixir’s advice finally sinking in. 
 Ryan would always cherish his Jasmine’s memories, like all the relationships erased by his power, but he no longer lived in its shadow. And neither did the current Vulcan. He could finally befriend her without comparing her to her past self. 
 "No seriously, I blow you a chef’s kiss," Vulcan said, her mech mimicking the gesture. "I didn’t think anyone would be mad enough to make a move on Augustus’ daughter. You won’t live long, but I’ll come to your funeral." 
 "Eh, going by Casper the Ghost over here, heaven has a revolving door." Ryan chuckled. "How did you know?" 
 Vulcan shrugged. "Some of the staff members saw you kiss Minerva at Venus’ resort, and spread the word. I guess Augustus couldn’t kill the leakers fast enough." 
 "I thought paparazzi were an extinct species?" 
 "Not for a lack of trying, no." The duo reached the Bliss Superlab again, flying over the outer walls and towards a helicopter platform. Vulcan’s mech caused the entire fortress to shake as it landed, while Ryan crossed his arms and did his best to look good as his feet touched the ground. 
 When they arrived, armored soldiers were busy boarding a group of three armed helicopters and checking up on their weapons. Bacchus oversaw the operation with his hands behind his back, while young Narcinia waited alongside him while holding a flower bouquet. 
 Ryan couldn’t resist examining it, and he didn’t recognize half of the plants. Some were roses with petals of multiple colors, others fusions of lilies of the valley and yellow daisies. The colors mixed in a tasteful display for the eyes, and the smell was almost divine. 
 "You like it, Quicksave?" Narcinia asked him shyly, her brown hair flowing with the ocean wind. Her heart-shaped face was so unlike her adopted family, Ryan wondered why Venus didn’t change it. Perhaps Narcinia’s power interfered with her adoptive mother’s? "I made it for Mom and Dad!" 
 She should have added some hemlock and nightshade then. "It’s delightful," Ryan said from the bottom of his heart. "But do they sing?" 
 "Sing?" 
 "You can make any form of life from what I heard, so why not flowers that can sing?" Ryan asked mirthfully. 
 "Make them edible, so you have the full sensory package," Vulcan snickered, her armor towering over the duo. 
 "You can’t eat flowers!" Narcinia protested. "But singing flowers… that’s a nice idea. I could have them blow colored fumes while they sing too." She turned to Bacchus. "What song would you like, Father Torque?" 
 Andreas Torque, alias Bacchus, turned his gaunt face at his small protégée. His eyes were as black and lifeless as coal, and Ryan had yet to see him blink. One could almost see the bones beneath his priestly garbs. All in all, the man reminded the courier of a walking corpse. "Gregorian chants, to soothe the soul." 
 "And Bliss for the fumes, to have a good time?" Vulcan deadpanned. Narcinia bristled a bit at that, clearly not very proud of working on making drugs. 
 "Don’t listen to him, he’s behind the times," Ryan told Narcinia. "When in doubt, choose synthwave." 
 "I don’t know that music genre," Narcinia said. The poor naive child. 
 "I will teach you, and the meaning of life as well," the courier replied. 
 "This reminds me, I will not be available for Venus’ dinner," Bacchus said with his soft, calm voice. "I shall return to Ischia after meeting with our fellow Olympians." 
 Narcinia didn’t hide her disappointment. "My mother won’t like it, Father Torque." 
 "We are on the verge of a breakthrough, Ceres," the priest chided her. "Idleness is the enemy of progress. It is not wise to make God wait." 
 "Eh, It’s probably vibing in its Blue World," Ryan said while testing the waters. "It knows you will reach It in time, like It knows everything else." 
 That was a pure bluff and speculation, based on the courier’s knowledge of the Ultimate Ones, their dimensions, and what Livia had told him. Yet he hit the mark, for the priest’s head snapped in Ryan’s direction so fast that the courier worried he might break his neck. 
 "Have you reached Heaven?" Bacchus asked, his black eyes peering into Ryan’s soul. The stare’s sheer intensity might have made a younger man crumble to his feet in penance, but the courier had faced far worse. Still, the priest’s presence made him feel uneasy. 
 In a way, Bacchus reminded Ryan of Bloodstream. The courier could sense the madness festering beneath the lucidity. "No, but I’m trying to find a way in." 
 "So am I," the priest stated with a hint of enthusiasm. It must have been gratifying to meet someone who validated his beliefs. "I am close." 
 "Pray harder," Vulcan snickered. Clearly, she didn’t think much of the priest’s delusions. "Look, I’m very busy and this security inspection was a waste of my valuable time. Let’s escort you back on the mainland and be done with it." 
 "There is no rush," Bacchus replied calmly, before putting a hand on Narcinia’s shoulder. "Go climb in the helicopter, I will be with you in a minute." 
 "Yes, Father Torque," the young teen nodded, while Vulcan grumbled. 
 Bacchus took Ryan aside for a short talk, the two walking along the walls of Castle Aragonese. The priest didn’t take his eyes off the courier for one second, examining him with a quizzical look. "Your name is Quicksave, correct?" 
 "I’m immortal, but don’t tell anyone." 
 Andreas Torque observed Ryan without a word, studying him. He was probably trying to remember every tidbit of information he might have had on the courier, but came up short. He would certainly question the other Olympians at the meeting and investigate the time-traveler afterward. 
 "How did you find your faith?" Bacchus asked. "There must be a fascinating story behind your quest." 
 "I have been to Hell before, so I figured I should check out the other place," Ryan joked. 
 "A worthwhile goal, but I require a straight answer." 
 Ryan could tell this man could smell falsehoods like Luigi, and he didn’t even need a power to do so. "Well, Father…" the courier looked around himself as fearing he would be overhead, before whispering into the priest’s ears. "I have met a local." 
 "A local?" 
 "From these higher dimensions." 
 Bacchus’ eyes seemed to shine for a brief instant. "How?" 
 "An Elixir opened the gate for a brief moment." That was only half a lie too. "A deity lurked on the other side." 
 "It seems we shared similar revelations then." Bacchus shivered in pleasure, as if reliving the moment. "I only tasted Heaven once, when I consumed my Elixir, and I have yearned to return to it ever since." 
 Ryan remembered his brief stay inside the Black World, and what Bloodstream once told him about the ‘Green Hell’ he had glimpsed in his dreams so many years ago. Back then, the courier had thought it was mere delusions, but now, he understood that his adoptive father had observed the Green World. 
 From what the time-traveler gathered, the colored dimensions exerted a powerful hold on Genomes. The Ultimate Ones attracted lesser beings to them like a moth to a flame. The priest must have contacted the Blue Ultimate One, which permanently affected his mind. 
 "I have been investigating these higher realms since, Father," Ryan said, trying to play on the priest’s obsession. "When I saw this deity, I… it was bliss beyond words. An ascension to a higher state of being." 
 "So you understand how I feel." Bacchus nodded slowly. "To be on the verge of becoming something more than human, only to be returned to this sinful, imperfect world… it is maddening." 
 "So, I have been researching the Alchemist," Ryan said, cutting straight to the chase. "I thought only she might answer my questions. Clearly, she created Elixirs to establish bridges with gods. To make us divine." 
 "That was Eva Fabre’s goal indeed." The shadow of a smile appeared on Bacchus’ face. "A true prophet. I mistook her for the devil, but now I see that she was the Lord’s tool on Earth. A visionary. I only met her once, but she left quite the mark." 
 Ryan could see that. "When did you see her?" 
 "On Last Easter. I had been tracking her for years, back when she was refining the holy Elixirs for the sake of us all. She vanished after enlightening me." 
 "She’s hiding beneath the snow," Ryan said. "I know she has a base in Antarctica." 
 "Station Orpheon?" Bacchus shook his head. "You are mistaken. We sent people there and they found nothing. The station has been emptied for more than a decade, ever since a violet flash was seen above its skies." 
 A violet flash? If the Alchemist had access to advanced technology, then she could easily hide a base in a pocket dimension or a similar place. Maybe even hide it in plain sight. The Augusti didn’t have the means to detect such an anomaly, but Ryan could probably find an entrance. "Do you have the coordinates of that pilgrimage site, Father?" 
 He did, and could quote it from memory. Ryan folded it in a corner of his mind. "If you wish, I could involve you in our new Bliss strain’s test trials," Bacchus said. "This will let us contact God, I can feel it in my bones. This long tribulation is finally nearing its end." 
 "I would rather avoid the sterility that comes with it. I thought God said we should be fruitful and multiply?" 
 "That part is Augustus’ will, without which he would not have sponsored the project," Bacchus said, though he clearly had no problem with sterilizing a large part of the population. "God put him on Earth to separate God’s chosen from the unworthy. Not everyone may ascend, and Bliss will sort them out." 
 If Ryan had any hesitation left about destroying that lab, the priest just destroyed them. The courier glanced at the specter of Geist floating above the fortress, his grinning skull watching the sea. How far could he sense invaders? For the operation’s sake, Ryan hoped that it wasn’t much. 
 "There is little time left to discuss the matter," Bacchus said, Vulcan gesturing him to climb inside the helicopter. "But once I am done with more secular matters, we will delve into the higher mysteries together. I am sure we can help each other." 
 Bacchus boarded one of the helicopters at last, the vehicles flying away from the island with Ryan and Vulcan on their tail. The priest and Narcinia never crossed the sea without heavy escort, perhaps in case Wyvern or members of Il Migliore decided to ambush them. 
 Ryan knew nothing would happen. Though the party at Jamie’s place didn’t take place this time around, the priest and Narcinia had made their way to the meeting without incident in previous loops. With the Meta-Gang shattered, no one would interfere. 
 No one but Ryan. 
 The courier half-considered having the priest perish in a tragic accident, but he traveled in the same helicopter as Narcinia. Besides, slaying a priest wouldn’t have been very Catholic. 
 "Permission to return and laze around at home, Herr General?" Ryan asked Vulcan over the intercom, as they crossed the sea and the helicopters landed safely near the old harbor. 
 "Permission to get out of my sight granted, minion," Vulcan said, before adding. "Come check out my lab tomorrow, after the reunion. You’re wasted on the field." 
 She wouldn’t give up on that internship offer. "I’ll consider it," Ryan lied. Vulcan grunted and flew away, back to her base. 
 Instead of returning home though, the courier deviated from his course the moment he was out of sight. He turned his jetpack towards the sea and Ischia Island, careful to fly low enough to avoid notice by eyes and radars both. 
 "They’re gone," Ryan said over the intercom. "Where are you?" 

"Four hundred meters northeast," Shortie answered.

 The courier quickly reached the meeting point, a solitary rock rising from the sea close to Ischia island. The Mechron submarine’s periscope looked over the water, with part of the tower staying hidden behind the stone. Shortie and Sarin waited on it with an enormous suitcase, while Ryan noticed the edge of Shroud’s glass armor, as sea droplets hit its transparent surface. 
 "Right on time," Ryan said as he landed on the submarine’s tower and set aside his jetpack. "It should just be Geist, turrets, and mooks now." 
 "Just an invincible ghost and a few hundred men, you mean?" Sarin grumbled angrily. She hadn’t been onboard with the plan, and went along only because Ryan’s Think Tank had made progress on the cure. 
 "What about the security system?" Shroud asked. 
 "Vulcan showed me the defensive turrets’ location, but she wouldn’t let me inside the fortress." The Genius was fond of Ryan, but didn’t fully trust him either. "I do have information about what’s inside, including a map." 
 "And all it cost you was sleeping with the enemy?" the invisible vigilante mused. Indeed, it was Livia who provided them. "Unfortunately, even with your girlfriend’s intel, I cannot hack into Vulcan’s security system, or at least not without alerting her of my attempt. I will need to access terminals inside the fortress." 
 "We are taking huge risks, Riri," Len said. She trusted him enough to follow his lead, but remained uneasy. "Even without Bacchus, the lab is defended by soldiers in power armor, automated defenses, Genomes…" 
 And a ghost. One couldn’t forget the ghost. 
 In the end, Geist was the island’s true line of defense, a Genome of incredible power that almost nobody could harm, let alone kill. But thankfully, the specter couldn’t haunt multiple places at once. 
 "There won’t be a better opportunity," Ryan argued. "Tomorrow morning, the Augusti’s high command will be hours away, too far away to intervene." 
 "A night is a long time," Sarin said grimly. 
 "You said you could reform in that time," Len pointed out. 
 "I should, since these fucking turbines blow gas within the island and condense it," Sarin replied angrily. "But I still hate it. If you don’t give me back my suit afterward, I’m killing you myself." 
 "See the bright side. When you’ve opened a breach, you’ll get your own power armor," Ryan reassured her, before opening the briefcase and looking at his own suit. 
 The Augusti knew Quicksave… but they didn’t know Saturn. 
 Ryan hoped that Sarin’s presence would deceive Mob Zeus, make him believe the Meta-Gang were still active and sabotaging his operations. Livia would help sell her father the lie, giving the group some precious respite before Lightning Butt inevitably tracked them down. After the loss of his superlab, he would stop at nothing to find the responsible party. 
 Len helped her best friend put on the Saturn armor, Ryan delighting as she draped a cashmere poncho on his shoulder. The courier had used the data gathered in the previous loop to improve on the power armor’s design, replacing the chest cannon with a modified variant of Adam’s gravity rifle, improving the flight systems, and reinforcing the parts which Lightning Butt had managed to breach. The courier also invested heavily in radiation and heat shielding, in preparation for a new confrontation with Fallout. 
 He had forgotten to add a proton pack though, which would have come in handy with Geist. 
 Once the armor was operational, Ryan activated his power. Time froze to a halt, black and purple particles floating around the courier. A violet ghost raced after him, his past self trying to catch up to the present. 
 Ryan immediately noticed something new. 
 "There’s more than before." 
 One loop ago, the Black Flux particles were nothing but black spots among fireworks of purple. Ryan had to focus to notice them. Now they had turned into a small oil spill on a violet sea. 
 His Black Power, whatever it was, had grown stronger. 
 How? Did it leech off some of Fallout’s radioactive energies during their last confrontation? Darkling could remember things across multiple loops, so Black Flux probably ignored the usual rules of Ryan’s time travel. Or perhaps it had fed on the previous loop’s destruction? In this case, each reset should strengthen the ability. 
 What did it even do? If it could damage Lightning Butt, could it do the same with Geist? Could it kill the unkillable? 
 "I wish I could have Darkling on speed dial," Ryan complained as time resumed. "Is everyone ready?" 
 The plan was for Sarin to infiltrate the island in gaseous form, which would confuse even Geist, and then sabotage key defenses during the night. Ryan and Co would then attack the lab on the next day while Lightning Butt held court, scrambling communications to prevent the Augusti from calling for help. 
 If all went well, Ryan might repeat the operation in his Perfect Run. 
 "Almost," Shroud said, turning visible while looking at the open sea. "A friend insisted on coming when I said we were chasing ghosts." 
 A friend? From the Carnival? Ryan didn’t hide his skepticism. "Trust me, if Lightning Butt sees Sunshine anywhere near his mountain, then it will be New Rome’s last sunrise." 
 "Leo is hunting the other Mechron bases as we speak, though the teammate in question is twice as flamboyant." 
 Flamboyant? 
 Ryan’s heart skipped a beat, as he looked at the sea with hope. Could it be? Could it be? 
 His maddest prayers were soon answered, as a ray of crimson light racing on the water itself. Only a man capable of stopping time could witness the pure perfection of a human-shaped laser racing across the sea, as fast as light itself. 
 In the blink of an eye, the newcomer had crossed the sea and stopped within a few inches of the child he had saved many years ago. Unlike Ryan, the man hadn’t changed across the centuries, his body a solid wavelength, his suit perfect in its vibrant colors and tasteful elegance. 
 "Jesus could walk on water," the man said, "but only because he learned that trick from…" 
 Ryan held his breath, as his favorite superhero put his hands on his waist, showing the purity of his showy, bright cashmere suit. 
 "Mr. Wave!" 
 Ryan squeed like a rabid fangirl, much to his team’s embarrassment. 



 13: Return of the Cashmere 
 Ryan thought this run would have been an Augusti one. Joining the mafia organization, climbing the ranks, perhaps challenging the Big Thunder Man for his daughter’s hand. 
 But as he prepared to assault the Bliss Factory with a ragtag band of misfits at his back, Ryan understood he had been mistaken. This run was a hidden, yet unexplored route. 
 The Carnival route. 
 Ryan and Shroud floated far above the Bliss Factory, hidden inside a cloud; the former carried by his armor’s propellers, the other by his own power. Len waited under the waves for an amphibious assault, while Mr. Wave and Sarin would soon fall in position. 
 "They will know it’s us," Shroud complained, barely visible. "The Carnival. I shouldn’t have told Mr. Wave about this operation, that weirdo won’t listen to reason." 
 Ryan gently slapped his translucent friend on the helmet, to his surprise. "What was that for?" the vigilante asked. 
 "You don’t diss Mr. Wave in my presence," the courier replied. "If he wishes to strike fear in Lightning Butt’s heart, it is his divine right and we shall indulge him." 
 "Wait, didn’t he save your life?" Shroud scoffed. "I should have known he influenced you. The cashmere obsession was a telltale sign." 
 Ryan loved cashmere like any sensible human being, but Mr. Wave did open his eyes about its splendor. The courier’s first loops mostly revolved around the superhero saving him from an explosion, over and over again, shielding the time-traveler from flames with his soft wool suit. 
 The original plan was to blame the Meta-Gang for the attack, but while Mr. Wave had agreed to change his clothes, he simply traded his flamboyant suit for a black tuxedo and scaled boots. "They will know it’s you, Wave," Shroud had complained, somewhat rightly. "You aren’t even hiding your face." 
 "Mr. Wave is wearing an evil suit," his dashing teammate had protested. "It is black, the underclothes were made in China, and the socks were woven with linen." 
 Ryan had looked at his hero in shock and outrage. "That’s a war crime!" 
 "Indeed. So Mr. Wave surrounded them with tasteful alligator boots, to soften the blow. Like putting a flower on a Kalashnikov’s barrel." 
 "Why are you using the third person?" Len had asked. 
 "First-person cannot properly contain the power of Mr. Wave’s name." 
 Though Len had giggled, probably because she had grown used to Ryan’s own antics, the rest of the team didn’t get it. "Is yours always like this?" Shroud had asked Sarin, as she removed her hazmat suit to let her gaseous form out. 
 She had snickered in response. "You think there’s more of them?" 
 "I pray not." 
 "Wardrobe," Ryan had said, dashing all their hopes and dreams. 
 "I’ve heard of this Wardrobe," Mr. Wave had finished. "Our meeting will be legendary, but Mr. Wave doubts the world will survive it." 
 Afterward, Sarin had let her gaseous body flow through the wind turbines surrounding Ischia Island, causing a few dysfunctions. Geist had sensed her presence and left the fortress, but didn’t know what to look for amidst all the toxic gases. 
 Still, as Ryan observed the golden skull flickering in and out of existence around the island, he wondered how far the Yellow Genome’s powers extended. Casper the Ghost could clearly sense Sarin somewhere on the island, though she had no corporeal body. Did he sense her soul? Did people actually have souls? But if so, why couldn’t he sense Ryan and Shroud in the air? 
 This reminded Ryan of Monaco. Yellow Genomes usually had conceptual limits, reasoning in terms of abstract laws rather than scientific rules. Perhaps Geist could only detect people who technically set foot on his haunting ground, or something like that. 
 In any case, with the ghost busy and the Olympians holding their meeting, the Bliss Factory was temporarily without its main defenders. Now was the time to strike. 
 The assault began with a metal monster rising from the waves and landing on the shore. 
 With full access to Mechron’s armory, Ryan wasn’t the only one who upgraded his technology. Len had also exchanged her power armor for a new one, to reduce the risk of being identified. Her second mech was as bulky as Vulcan’s, and reminded Ryan of Cthulhu, with inorganic tentacled whips where the face should be. The hands finished with mighty crab pincers, and the armor’s blue paint job made it near undetectable in the water. The alien design was unlike anything Len ever built, and took more inspiration from Mechron’s own creations. 
 She immediately opened fire on the fortress with shoulder torpedoes, collapsing huge chunks of the outer walls. Vulcan’s turrets, the few which Sarin couldn’t sabotage without bringing attention upon herself, immediately opened fire. Ryan blasted them from above with his chest gravity-gun, black spheres collapsing space around them and crushing the weapons. Shroud also discreetly sabotaged the glass and silica components within the machines, causing severe malfunctions. 
 With the automated defenses down, Augusti guards in riot gear swarmed the walls still standing, while their allies in red, padded steampunk armor emerged from the main gates to intercept Len. Ryan recognized the latter as Vulcan’s corp of Pyrokinetic Genomes, their equipment turbocharging their powers. They tossed car-sized fireballs at Len, causing her outer shielding to heat up. 
 A red blur crossed the sea at blinding speed, hitting an Augusti Genome so hard that he crashed halfway through a stone wall. 
 "Mr. Wave will set his foot down," Mr. Wave proudly announced his presence, hands raised to the skies, "and it will be in someone’s face!" 
 Ryan couldn’t help but fanboy over his idol, and squealed loud enough to cause guards to look up. "You idiot, you alerted them to our position!" Shroud complained before flying away, fully turning invisible and waiting for an opportunity to infiltrate the fortress. Ryan himself shrugged off gunshots. His armor could resist punches from Augustus and Fallout, so bullets easily bounced off. 
 The chilling, ghostly wind in the air though, was a greater source of concern. 
 Ryan barely had the time to fly to his left and avoid a rock the size of his car falling on his head. A glittering tornado of colored, supernatural dust manifested in its wake, a ghostly golden skull materializing above the fortress. 
 "What is all this racket?" Geist asked, though he didn’t sound concerned at all. If anything, he sounded bored as he oversaw the battlefield. An automated torpedo flew out of the water and landed on the island, with Sarin’s power armor held within. "Who are you guys?" 
 Ryan almost introduced himself as Saturn, before deciding it wasn’t a powerful enough title. "King Saturn," he introduced himself, his armor modifying his voice. Time to abandon democracy for the divine right to rule! 
 "You can’t call yourself Saturn," Casper the ghost replied, while telekinetically lifting broken remnants of the fortress’ outer wall. "I think my organization has a copyright on Roman names." 
 "King Saturn!" Ryan activated his chest weapon. "With a capital ‘K’!" 
 His gravity projectile went harmlessly through Geist, not even fazing him. The specter replied with a rain of stones, each powerful enough to crush a tank. Since the courier was wary of overusing his time-stop lest his fighting style be recognized, he had to make circles around the attacks. 
 "A ghost?" Mr. Wave asked on the ground, holding an Augusti guard above the ground by the throat. "Are you one of Mr. Wave’s victims?" 
 "No," Geist replied, as he telekinetically tossed more projectiles at Ryan. Other chunks he moved back in place to replace the outer walls, dealing with the assault with no more enthusiasm than a middle-manager filling his taxes. 
 "Give it time, you will be." 
 "If I kill you will it count as murder, since you’re already dead?" Ryan mocked the specter before flying through him. He expected to inflict damage like with Augustus, but instead, he harmlessly phased through Geist’s ethereal skull. The specter responded by telekinetically slamming him to the beach below, and Ryan ended face-first buried into the sand. 
 "Oh, he fell down," Geist noted, with a hint of amusement. "Did it hurt?" 
 This confirmed it. Ryan’s secondary power only worked during the time-stop. 
 The courier quickly guessed why. His power worked by aligning Earth’s reality with the Purple World, itself a crossroads between all of space and time; the crossroad through which he could draw energy from the Black World. 
 A mighty crimson shockwave hit the Bliss Factory while Ryan rose back up, causing the entire castle to shake and a barbican to collapse. Stones crushed Narcinia’s flowers near the fortress, and a hole opened to the chambers inside. 
 "Aw man, Ceres won’t like that," Geist commented with a bored tone, while Ryan’s heat sensors informed him Shroud used the opportunity to slip inside the fortress. Though the specter hastily repaired the destroyed curtain walls, the invisible vigilante had already slipped in. 
 The courier looked at the blast’s source, a woman in an orange synthetic suit lined with strong crimson metal plates. The helmet resembled a mix between a gas mask and a knight’s helmet, while the gauntlets radiated crimson light. 
 Sarin had put on her own power armor. 
 Created in Mechron’s labs with data harvested over the previous loop, the suit was specifically insulated to resist the wearer’s own rusting power. It also spread her shockwave power through her entire body; when guards rained bullets at her chest, they flattened instead of inflicting lethal wounds. 
 "Not so easy to harm me anymore, eh, jackasses?!" Sarin gloated, before raising her hands and shattering a pyrokinetic Genome in power armor. "It’s payback time!" 
 "Look, I really hate working and I ain’t paid for this job," the ghost said with the laziest voice possible, expanding the colored dust supporting his ectoplasmic skull. A glittering storm the size of a tornado soon surrounded the castle, forming an impenetrable wall around it. "Could you just, you know, go away? Or we could play Board &amp; Conquest, if you’re up for it." 
 "If you hate your job, why don’t you let us in?" Sarin snarled while sending a shockwave at the colored storm. The blast failed to get past the defense, and Ryan realized that Geist drew the strange substance from the Yellow World. The twisted storm blew sand in all directions, expanding the beach’s size. 
 "Father Torque promised to find a way to exorcise me back to Heaven if I kept the place clean, and I don’t know any other priest. I’m kinda bound to that island, so I don’t have an active social life." Geist observed each member of Ryan’s team in turn. "Is one of you a priest, by any chance?" 
 "Mr. Wave has a Rabbi license." The Genome in question leaped into the air and transformed into a laser, aiming straight for Geist’s ghoulish face. "And he will cut you like Solomon!" 
 Geist telekinetically stopped Mr. Wave in midair, the red Genome reverting back to his original form. "I’m Christian, so you’re out of luck," the ghost said before throwing Mr. Wave into the sea. "Unlife is unfair." 
 "Don’t tell me," Ryan said while returning to the skies. 
 Geist let out a loud sound that could pass for a shrug, and his skull changed shape. Two ginormous golden bone arms and a rib cage formed below it, supported by the colored tornado protecting the Bliss Factory. The specter had turned into a colossus, and his hands lunged for Ryan. 
 "Wait, you can shapeshift?" Ryan protested as he did his best to avoid the colossus’ hands. "Why didn’t you do it against Dynamis?" 
 "Dynamis?" Geist asked, confused. He attempted to crush the flying courier like a bug with all the motivation of an exhausted desk jockey. "I can do pretty much anything a ghost can, which is surprisingly a lot. I wish it included moving out though." 
 That Ghostbusters ad was the Yellow version of Leo Hargraves. Ryan shuddered to think what the specter could do, if he wasn’t limited to his haunting ground and had any motivation whatsoever. If he had any killer instinct, Geist would have realized that he could telekinetically crush people rather than toss them away. 
 Sarin and Len attempted to support Ryan, the former with shockwaves, the other with torpedoes. Neither seemed any more effective against the colossus’ golden arms than water guns against a statue. Mr. Wave raced back to the island on foot, a crimson dash turning water to steam in his wake. He tried to cross the tornado barrier around the Bliss Factory, only to be thrown back as if he had hit a forcefield. 
 "Okay, you’ve done it," Geist said, his tone markedly more annoyed. "Ever watched The Mummy?" 
 "1932 or 1999?" Ryan asked, before realizing what the specter had in mind. "Uh oh, 1999." 
 The beach below the flying courier began to shift and twist, forming waves like a raging sea. Len and Sarin were buried beneath them, alongside most of the defeated guards, while Mr. Wave had to run away in laser form. 
 The beach then started to rise, a sand tsunami forming at Geist’s will. The higher Ryan flew, the taller the wave. 
 "You know, I never tried to see how high I could raise it up," Casper the ghost said, amused by Ryan’s attempt to escape. By now the sand wall had risen higher than the Bliss Factory and emptied the shore of sand. The courier hoped his allies’ power armors could shield them from the inevitable impact. 
 "Alright, Imhotep, I’m sending you back to the nineties!" Ryan swirled around Geist’s arms, bypassed them, and then went straight for the skull. "Teeth first!" 
 "I’m kinda dead already," Geist said, unimpressed. He didn’t even bother to cover his skull with his giant hands, so confident was he in his immortality. "Even Cancel and Pluto couldn’t put me six feet under for good." 
 "In that case, you force me to use my full power," Ryan said, raising his fists. "Now I have to use my hands!" 
 The time traveler froze time right as his gauntlet reached Geist’s skull, but only for a split second. A trail of dark particles trailed from his fingers like a falling star’s tail as the world turned purple, a black meteor striding across the skies. An unstoppable force hitting an intangible object. 
 And as Ryan’s metal fingers connected with the specter, he felt resistance. 
 When time resumed, Geist’s golden skull flickered, black cracks appearing where Ryan hit him. The tornado of glittering dust that supported it weakened for an instant, and the telekinetic force that raised the sand tsunami failed. 
 Tons of sand collapsed onto the ground around the fortress in a cataclysmic crash. A cloud of dust spread over the island and the sea, to the point that Ryan couldn’t see anything within it. Some of the sand found its way to the fortress, tainting its strong walls yellow. 
 "You…" Geist’s gaze of ghostly light turned to Ryan in shock, his giant arms falling down like a stringless puppet. "You hit me!" 
 "Vade Retro Satanas!" Ryan said. Below, the dust had died down and Sarin propelled herself out of her sand prison with a shockwave. Mr. Wave reappeared from the island and started moving around the beach at high speed, perhaps looking for the buried Len. "Or you will see the back of my hand again!" 
 "You harmed me…" A strange colored substance fell from the skull’s eye sockets, a liquid version of the glistening dust Geist left in his wake. "You harmed me…" 
 He was… he was crying? Ryan felt bad for a moment, before realizing there was no sorrow in the ghost’s voice. 
 These were tears of joy. 
 "Finally!" Geist shapeshifted once more, his arms and rib cage vanishing. The colored tornado that shielded Castle Aragonese vanished, leaving the Bliss Factory defenseless. What guards the team hadn’t beaten, the ghost’s sand tsunami had crushed. "Go ahead, send me back to heaven! Rip my ectoplasm open, my soul is ready!" 
 Normally, Ryan had no problem hitting his foes, but something in the specter’s voice made him hesitate. He stopped time and lightly slapped the specter’s skull, who moaned as time resumed. The courier shuddered. 
 "Why won’t you kill me, you selfish tease?" Geist snarled, when his foe didn’t dare strike him a third time. 
 "Stop, you’re…" Ryan looked away. "You’re making it awkward." 
 "Do you want to make me beg? Is that what you want?" 
 "If you take pleasure in it, it robs me of mine," Ryan said, grossed out. "I’m all for euthanasia, but this one feels dirty." 
 "I have waited fifteen years!" Geist’s skull complained while moving in the courier’s field of vision, forcing Ryan to acknowledge him. "Fifteen years as a ghost, unable to move on! Can you fathom how boring it is, to keep watch of this toxic dump? Nobody ever visits, except for work!" 
 The discussion made Ryan uneasy. "Look, I understand the downsides of immortality, more than you think," the courier said, trying to find the right words. "But do you really wish to die for good? It’s not a decision to take lightly." 
 If he truly wished to perish, Ryan would put the ghost to rest in his Perfect Run. But when his Violet Elixir presented him with a similar conundrum, the courier chose life over death. He didn’t want to go through with that option unless the poltergeist was absolutely sure of his decision. 
 "Are you serious right now?" Geist snorted. "Would you want to be a ghost bound to one place, completely intangible?" 
 "I’m sure there are ways around that limit," Ryan replied. "And you got phenomenal cosmic powers out of the deal. You could probably go toe-to-toe with Augustus if you wished." 
 Geist remained silent a few seconds, but the courier’s words clearly didn’t reach him. "What use is power if you can’t enjoy life?" he asked. "I can’t taste, I can’t touch, I can’t sleep or dream. I can’t have kids and there aren’t enough games to fill my time with. I can lift things with my mind, but they don’t feel warm. The world is cold to me, tin can. It’s unbearable, half a life." 
 On the ground, Ryan noticed Sarin and Mr. Wave lifting Len from under the sand. His former vice-president listened to the discussion with rapt attention, probably because it struck home. 
 "I’ve tasted Heaven and peace, only to be yanked back to Earth," Geist said. "I died years ago, but I can’t rest. All I can do is kill time. Unless you can raise me from the dead?" 
 "That’s beyond my power at the moment," Ryan admitted. "But maybe in the future?" 
 "Yeah, and maybe I’ll still be rotting on this island while the sun swallows the Earth. I’ve waited for Father Torque to find a solution for years, and ‘maybe’ stayed ‘maybe.’ I’ll take my chances. Fifteen years as a ghost were fifteen years too many." 
 Ryan still hesitated, so Sarin complained from the ground below. "Just finish him off already!" she said. "He ain’t strong enough to carry on, let him go." 
 "Do you want me to fight back?" Geist asked in despair. "Is that what it will take? I don’t want to go there, mate, but I will if needed." 
 "Alright, alright, I will do it!" Ryan said, highly disappointed. He closed his eyes, tightened his fist, and prepared to get on with it. "Don’t make a sound." 
 "Hallelujah," Geist replied, waiting for the end peacefully. "Heaven at long last. Thanks." 
 Ryan froze time again, and punched the strange ghost with all his might. His blackened fist tore through Geist’s intangible body, black particles consuming the ectoplasmic substance like a black hole with stardust. 
 When time resumed, the blow had split Geist’s spectral body in half. The golden skull’s substance seemed to lose cohesion, snow melting under the warm sun to turn into droplets. The ghost dissipated, his immortality canceled. Below, Sarin unleashed a sustained shockwave at the castle, destroying the barbican which Geist had repaired a few minutes earlier. Mr. Wave immediately entered through the hole at lightspeed. 
 As he floated in the skies alone in solemn silence, Ryan remembered his brief stay in the Black World. The time traveler had prayed for an end to his immortality, a way out of his eternal existence... and the Ultimate One had obliged. It had given the time traveler the ability to harm the invulnerable, to kill those who couldn’t die. 
 Even Ryan himself. 
 In the end, a president’s best friend was the oil he mined along the way. 
   
 Ryan would have loved to say that after Geist’s demise, the Bliss Factory’s troops made an epic last stand to protect their drug batches. The courier expected to waste at least an hour to conquer the factory. 
 It took fourteen minutes. 
 Shroud, who infiltrated the fortress during the battle, had reached a terminal and hacked into the factory’s systems. With the security codes given by Livia, he opened all the doors and scrambled outside communications. Mr. Wave simply toured the factory at the speed of light, and finished piling up two hundred unconscious guards by the time the rest of the group entered. 
 "Ugh, and here I thought you would leave some for us," Sarin complained. 
 "You can find a list of Mr. Wave’s enemies under the ‘extinct species’ category," the man boasted, his tuxedo unblemished. "Mr. Wave does not kill, he exterminates." 
 Before such wit, Ryan felt like a student in the presence of a master. 
 They advanced into the Castle Aragonese’s corridors and made their way to the Bliss labs within. In stark contrast with the ancient walls outside, the Augusti had reinforced the inner structure with steel walls and blast doors. Sarin broke down the few that Shroud didn’t open for them. 
 Eventually, the group made its way to the facility’s core, and the center of Bliss production. Bacchus developed his beloved drug in underground warehouses below the fortress, and even Ryan found the size of the operation mind-blowing. A vast glass garden housed the plants producing the drug’s raw material, strange flowers with light blue petals and yellow cores. A small army of workers in hazmat suits harvested the petals, with the plants regrowing their missing bits in minutes. 
 Afterward, the petals were drenched in oil, dried, and turned into a blue powder mixed with other chemicals. The resulting substance was routed through automated lines where a small army of robotic arms put Bliss in small canisters and hypodermics, filling entire crates each hour. From the quantity assembled, Ryan estimated the operation produced multiple tons of Bliss per day. Hell, the factory’s incinerator worked full time to eliminate the process’ waste. 
 Most of the installation was automated, and Len kept the few remaining workers at torpedo-point, hands behind their heads. "What’s happening?" Ryan heard Vulcan’s voice come out of a computer, while Shroud typed on its keyboard. "I received an alarm twenty minutes ago."

 "It was nothing, ma’am," Shroud replied, disguising his voice. "Psychos tried to raid the factory, but Geist and your security system sent them packing." 

"Of course they did," Vulcan scoffed on the other end of the line, too proud of herself by half. "I told you an inspection was a waste of time."

 "It was, ma’am. It was." Shroud ended the communication and looked up from his panel. "I’ve downloaded the production data and deleted the camera footage. Let’s torch this place." 
 "Oh yeah." Sarin eagerly blasted the glass gardens and the plants within. The vibrations snapped the alien flowers in half, and the Psycho soon moved on to the assembly lines. 
 "Mr. Wave is quite happy." His idol patted Ryan in the back as they observed the destruction. "He was worried you would grow up the wrong way, and that he would have to put you down like an old yeller. But you became a man of refined taste and great skill." 
 "Thanks to your example." After saving him so many times, Mr. Wave had left a powerful impression on Ryan. 
 "What were you up to in all these years?" Mr. Wave asked. "Mr. Wave tried to look for you a few times, but you never seemed to spend long in one place." 
 "I conquered Monaco, won a town at a poker competition, and got an alien to autograph my Necronomicon." 
 "Nice. In his case, Mr. Wave traveled to Tibet and explored the great mysteries of the cosmos. Did Mr. Wave create the world when he was born, or was the world made for Mr. Wave? Is it possible that the only gravity is the one produced by Mr. Wave’s charisma?" 
 "How can you stand this guy?" Sarin asked Shroud over the sound of her shockwaves. 
 "Only in small doses," the glass manipulator replied. 
 "Mr. Wave understands. Prolonged exposure to Mr. Wave can cause a pathological desire to worship him, or near-death experiences. There is no middle ground." 
 "Instead of standing by, there’s something you could help with," Shroud said, after destroying computer parts with his power. "Bacchus has a secret testing area and… you will understand when you see it." 
 Ryan did, to his horror. 
 Shroud led him and Mr. Wave deeper inside the facility, into a secret room behind a cold metal corridor. It was dimly lit, with most of the area kept in complete darkness. Ryan walked inside first, his steps echoing on the iron floor. He saw iron bars flickering in the dim light, and his heat sensors sending more than three dozen signatures. 
 Though his armor’s helmet filtered the air, the stench of human filth overwhelmed it. 
 The livestock pens were so small, that Ryan was certain they had been meant for pigs. They were piled up on each other like a tetris game, but there was nothing amusing about the sight. As his allies remained eerily silent, Ryan activated his armor’s lamps and looked through the nearest iron bars. 
 Humans. 
 Three humans shared a cage so small, they couldn’t rise up on their feet. They must have crawled inside. The veins and lips of the captives had turned blue from Bliss overdoses, their skin so white and their flesh so thin that the courier could see the bones beneath. Two men and a woman. The cages hadn’t been cleaned up in a while, excrement piling up in a corner. 
 Though he had looped for centuries, Ryan hadn’t grown numb to such sights. Examining the captives filled him with revulsion, doubly so as he looked at the other cages, counting the people imprisoned within. 

Twenty-three, he thought, stopping at a man whose eyes a swarm of flies had devoured. One dead.

 "Does Narcinia know?" Ryan asked. "Does Vulcan know?" 
 "No, I don’t think so," Shroud said. "Only Bacchus could access that part of the lab." 
 The mad priest used these people to test his experimental Bliss strains, destroying people’s minds in an insane attempt to contact the Blue Ultimate One. These people were the most recent batch of ‘volunteers,’ addicts taken off the streets, or perhaps enemies of Augustus sacrificed to his horrendous drug wizard. 
 How many people had died within these walls, their corpses dumped in the incinerator? 
 "That…" Mr. Wave seemed at a loss of words, waving his hand at the prisoners. Their eyes didn’t follow his movements, their gaze empty. "I… Mr. Wave thinks someone scrambled their brain." 
 Ryan had his helmet take pictures of the scene, and then ripped open the nearest pen. His armored hands bent the iron cages open. Shroud immediately grabbed the captive within, a woman no older than twenty. Blue mold grew over her skin, and blood had dried beneath her eyes. 
 Ryan walked out of the area while carrying two people on his shoulders, watching at the ruins of the production lines. Flames had started to spread, and threatened to engulf the underground facilities. Sarin had demolished them all and oversaw her work with a pleased stance, while Len evacuated the workers. 
 "Bianca?" the courier asked. 
 "What?" Sarin snapped back. 
 "Once we’re done evacuating, collapse the whole place," Ryan said, his tone dangerous. "Bury it." 
 Ryan would destroy the factory himself in his Perfect Run. 
 With Bacchus inside. 



 14: Miracle Cure 
 Bacchus returned to his factory to find it in ruins. 
 The face he made upon seeing his base burning would forever remain one of Ryan’s most cherished memories. Such a subtle mix of disbelief, anger, horror… the priest had clenched his jaw so tightly that the courier worried he might break his teeth. 
 Augustus’ reaction had been far less amusing though. 
 After landing on the island to see things for himself and hearing reports of the Carnival’s involvement, the mob boss had decimated a tenth of the surviving guards. Literally. He picked one out of ten at random, and had their peers beat them to death. 
 With their bare hands. 
 Though Ryan watched the whole show from the safety of Len’s underwater base, a spy bathysphere providing a live feed, the scene had sent chills down his spine. 
 The courier feared for Vulcan’s life in particular. She had been in charge of maintaining the defensive perimeter which the strike team easily dealt with, and Mob Zeus was clearly out for blood. The Genius was too precious to kill, but Augustus didn’t strike Ryan as the most rational person in the room. 
 "I kinda feel bad for these mooks," Ryan said, as the video feed cut. 
 "They deserved it," Len replied at his side, typing on her workshop’s computer. Servers thrummed next to steampunk-ish metal pipes, a song of steam and heat. "They were protecting a slaughterhouse, Riri." 
 "I agree, but getting beaten to death by your own teammates is a ghastly way to die." More to the point, it gave a taste of what Augustus would do to Ryan’s friends if he ever learned of their involvement. "Can you evacuate the base in short order if needed? I have the feeling Lightning Butt might pay it a visit in the near future." 
 "I can move the habitats if I am forewarned," his best friend replied. "They were, uh, designed to be self-sufficient. Each of them. If I disassemble them, they can move around independently." 
 "Tiny islands of communism in a capitalistic sea… did you call it the Cuba Protocol?" 
 Len looked up from her computer, her beautiful eyes reeking of guilt. 
 "You did," Ryan said, horrified. 
 "The Cuba Initiative," she said, weakly. 
 Ryan studied his poor deluded accomplice, only for his eyes to wander to her clothes. While the time-traveler kept the Saturn armor on, Len had made herself comfortable in her lair; yet instead of her usual jumpsuit, she now wore a pair of blue overalls and a white shirt. The ensemble reminded the courier of these USSR worker ads. 
 "Riri?" 
 "Are these new clothes?" Ryan asked, never remembering them from the half a dozen or so loops they spent together. 
 "Yes." She blushed a little, intimidated. "Alchemo’s treatment is good for my mood, and I… I thought I should try something else. Something brighter." 
 "As long as you don’t wear red," Ryan mused. 
 Len looked away. "I… I don’t want to do so. I’ve seen enough red for a lifetime." 
 Ryan suddenly wondered if her obsession with communist iconography hadn’t been a subconscious attempt to keep her father’s memory alive. Though that sounded a bit too far-fetched and Freudian for him. "Have you pondered Bloodstream’s situation?" he asked. He knew what needed to be done, but she had to accept it. 
 "I did," Len replied with a nod, her gaze harshening. "If… if the treatment we’re developing to cure Psychos doesn’t work on him…" 
 She took a long, heavy breath. 
 "If it doesn’t work," Len said, with an air of finality. "I will do it myself." 
 She would euthanize her father. 
 "Are you sure?" Ryan asked, mindful of her wellbeing. This would be a horrifying ordeal for anyone. "I can do it for you." 
 "No, Riri. You already did a lot of things on my behalf. It’s… it’s my duty. My choice. He’s… my father’s memory. He deserves that much." 
 "You will carry this pain all your life." 
 "I know," Len replied, her gaze determined. "I know. But I will still do it. I have to." 
 It took a while, but she had finally decided to break out of her father’s shadow. To bury his ghost, if the man inside was gone for good. 
 Ryan put a hand on her shoulder in sympathy, making her smile sadly. "Thanks, Riri," she said, putting her own hand over his own. He could have sworn he could sense the heat through the metal gauntlet. "I… I know I’m difficult. A wreck. Most wouldn’t have had your patience. Wouldn’t have stayed so long to help." 
 "We’re both sinking ships," Ryan said. "Gotta stick together, if we want to stay afloat." 
 "We were sinking ships," she replied, removing her hand. "We were." 
 The workshop’s computer bleeped, as Len received a call from the Mechron bunker. The picture of Stitch appeared on the screen, with Mr. Wave petting Eugène-Henry in the background. "Greetings, sir," the plague doctor said. "It has reached my ears that the raid was a success." 
 "Mr. Wave likes this cozy place," Mr. Wave said in the background, Eugène-Henry meowing his hands. "But Mr. Wave feels his portrait is missing somewhere." 
 "I keep a poster in my room," Ryan said. "I also have the Mr. Wave doll, the Mr. Wave ring, and the Mr. Wave hat." 
 "The Mr. Wave-themed candy trucks too?" 
 "Now, I like you, but not as much as my car," Ryan replied. That old machine had been at his side far longer than his Mr. Wave merchandise collection. 
 "Mr. Wave respects a man who loves his car," the superhero said. "Mr. Wave apologizes for not visiting your underwater base. Mr. Wave doesn’t like being wet." 
 "My teammate does not do well in underwater situations," Stitch mused. "As our fight with the Kraken gang seven years ago can attest." 
 "Mr. Wave doesn’t sink," the Red Genome protested. "He waits. Like alligators." 
 "In any case, the Bliss victims you sent me are getting medical attention as we speak," Stitch said. "Alchemo is enthusiastic about repairing the brain damage they suffered, and early test results of our Bliss vaccine are promising. The Bloodstream cure also proved effective." 
 Len typed on her keyboard, and video footage of Mosquito’s and Mongrel’s underwater habitats appeared on the screen. Knockoffs had turned each of them into Psychos in combination with a true Elixir, and both had received a dose of the vaccine. 
 Ryan almost didn’t recognize either of them. 
 Mongrel’s tumors had vanished, his disfigured face now smooth and unblemished. His bloodshot eyes had reverted to their natural brown color, and a black tuft of hair had started growing back on his head. He remained scrawny as ever, but his posture was straight, his clothes clean. 
 As for Mosquito, the courier wouldn’t have recognized him without the video feed indicating his cell number; for the insect had turned into a man. A small, pudgy man in his early forties, with brown skin and a beardless face. He looked vaguely Spanish, with the eyes of a veteran drinker. 
 It seemed that without a Psycho mutation, Mosquito could revert back and forth between his insectoid and human form. 
 Both had been granted a separate underwater habitat as a lair. Mongrel cut onions on his small kitchen counter, a bright smile on his face. He looked happy, like a cancer patient having made a miracle recovery. In contrast, Mosquito was reading a book and clearly bored out of his mind. Ryan couldn’t blame him, since Len’s library was limited to Karl Marx and Jules Verne. 
 They looked so... normal. 
 And most importantly, they had done it. 
 They had cured two Psychos. 
 "Did Sarin see this?" Ryan asked. Miss Gasshole was growing impatient about getting a treatment, especially since Alchemo hadn’t found a way to transfer her memories back. "We’re getting closer to a perfect cure." 
 The plague doctor was suddenly far less enthusiastic. "Curing Psychos who gained their powers from Knockoffs is currently possible, since our vaccine destroys the Bloodstream particles in their circulatory system and reverses the genetic damage. As illustrated by Mosquito’s cases, the true Elixir takes over and turns them back into the Genomes they used to be. The problem is when a Psycho uses two true Elixirs." 
 Len changed the video feed to that of Frank the Mad—or Vladimir the Russian, depending on who you asked. The metal giant spent his time glancing at the abyss beyond his porthole, dazed. 
 "We have no way of destroying an extra Elixir, if that is even possible," Stitch explained. "I heard of a White Genome among the Augusti who could help, though." 
 "Cancel only suppresses an Elixir’s connection to their colored dimension," Ryan said. "She doesn’t destroy the Elixir itself, nor the mutations it causes." 
 "What is the problem with the cure?" Len asked, confused. 
 "Unlike Knockoffs, Elixirs don’t use DNA to exchange information," Stitch explained. "They can understand and modify it, like a painter and a canvas, but they work on a different level. If one of my plagues modifies a target’s DNA, even using the Neanderthal gene ratio you believe is the key to managing two powers at once, the Elixirs reassert their old patterns." 
 "Unless we can inform the Elixirs of their ‘mistake’ in the bonding process, they will see any DNA modification of their host as an outside influence to be rejected," Ryan guessed. 
 Stitch nodded. "My thoughts exactly. The problem is even greater with Psychos with abnormal, non-DNA-based biologies, such as your friend Sarin, Frank, or Gemini. Their bodies are made of gas, metal, or shadows, not flesh. My own power is clueless about how to deal with them." 
 And this made memory transfer difficult. Their consciousness wasn’t hosted in a brain, to the point Alchemo struggled to transfer Sarin’s memories. 
 "Maybe the Elixirs use Flux to exchange information?" Ryan suggested. This was his best guess, from what he had learned so far. 
 "Perhaps," Stitch conceded. "But again, this is beyond my expertise, let alone my peers Alchemo and Dr. Tyrano. Mechron’s database has a wealth of information on the matter, but nowhere near enough. It took its AIs years to create imperfect Knockoffs. They might need a decade to fully reverse-engineer the original potions." 
 "We need more information on the bonding process," Ryan said. "I know a place where we could learn more about Elixirs." 
 "If this is true, I would like to accompany you," the plague doctor said with eagerness. "I was skeptical at first about this project, but now I believe we are close to a great discovery. If we can negate the dangerous side-effects of Elixirs, then we could help society recover." 
 The courier saw no reason to deny him. "Sure, but you should trade your gloves for mittens." 
 "Mr. Wave will provide the warmth, he’s a one-man global warming," Mr. Wave said in the background, as Len stopped the communication. 
 Ryan crossed his arms, considered his options, and then looked at his best friend. "Any way you can help with this, Shortie?" 
 "It’s not my specialty," Len replied in the negative. "I pushed my power’s limits with the transfer machine, but Elixir communications… that’s beyond me, Riri." 
 "Then let’s prepare for our winter vacations," Ryan said. "Can you outfit the submarine for the trip?" 
 "Yes, of course," she said with a nod. She looked rather eager to leave New Rome. "Do we have time to stop at the Canary Islands on the way? The children will love it." 
 "Sure," Ryan replied with a proud smile. A few loops ago, Len had considered abandoning the surface altogether. She would have asked to go to Antarctica without delay, refusing to take a moment to breathe and simply enjoy the wonders on the way. 
 It had taken a lot of effort, but she was starting to live again. 
   
 When twilight came, Ryan picked up Livia at Mount Augustus by car, and moved to Mars and Venus’ home. 
 Unlike their daughter’s apartment, the Augusti power couple lived in an English-styled manor close to Mount Augustus. The mansion was three stories tall, and made of grey stone and stained-glass windows rather than marble. Ryan found it a nice change from Augustus’ obsession with antiquity and Roman aestheticism. 
 The place remained luxurious though, with a fountain in the garden and doormen in fancy clothes awaiting guests. Ryan noticed a few vehicles near the entrance, including Jamie’s and Cancel’s. 
 With the Bliss Factory’s destruction, the Augusti had decided to increase security around Narcinia, and Lightning Butt's daughter too. When Ryan came to pick his girlfriend, Mortimer and Sparrow had escorted them all the way to their destination on motorcycles. For a moment, the time traveler felt like a president again, with bodyguards ready to die for his safety. Or at least his First Lady’s. 
 They didn’t suspect him of treachery though. Ryan had sent Incognito, a Meta-Gang member, to act as his decoy. By using his powers to pose as the courier, the Psycho had provided him with a foolproof alibi. As far as the Augusti were concerned, Ryan had gambled colossal sums of money at their casinos while the Bliss Factory burnt. And all it cost was a shot of Knockoff Elixirs to satisfy Incognito’s addiction. 
 Also, Ryan had infected him with nanites that would explode in his blood if he misbehaved. It was Mechron’s version of an ankle tag, and quite effective. 
 The courier had traded his Saturn armor for a purple shirt and black pants, simple yet elegant. Meanwhile, Livia had chosen to wear a black turtleneck and pants, as if she went to a funeral rather than a dinner. Which in this case wasn’t that far from the truth. 
 Ryan’s girlfriend hadn’t said a word during the trip. 
 "Are you sulking?" the courier asked, as he parked his car near the fountain. Sparrow and Mortimer did the same with their motorcycles. The former stayed near the Plymouth Fury, and the latter exchanged words with the doorsmen to check up on the security perimeter. 
 Livia brought a mobile phone out of her pocket and wordlessly showed Ryan the screen. 
 It was a picture her boyfriend sent her after destroying the Bliss Factory. The courier posed in front of the fortress’ smoking rubble, thumb raised, while Mr. Wave peeked from the right. Ryan had drawn words in the sand, as a message to Lightning Butt. 

"Hey Auggy, still looking for that lightning rod!"

 "That was terrible," Livia said, as she switched out her phone. "If we were married, it would be grounds for divorce." 
 "The joke struck you as bad?" 
 "Yes, it d—" She paused, before rolling her eyes. "Struck, truly?" 
 "I was just as shocked when the idea crossed my mind." This time it made her giggle. "I guess I didn’t spend enough time brainstorming." 
 "When it rains, it pours," Livia lamented, a smile on her face. 
 "Aw come on, I can see you like my puns." 
 "They are bad, Ryan," she said, wounding his sensitive heart, "but so bad they end up being funny anyway." 
 Ryan looked at the building. "So what’s the plan to get Narcinia out of her parents’ claws? They won’t let her out of sight after the loss of their drug lab." 
 "I have an idea in mind, but I need a little more time to refine it," Livia said. "Whenever your actions have a large impact, it takes me a while to see the ripples you make." 
 Her boyfriend’s hands tightened on the driving wheel. "Bacchus kept test subjects in the factory’s basement," he informed her. "One of them died." 
 "I saw the possibility," she said, looking away. "I hoped I was wrong." 
 "Will the victim be alive a few days ago?" Ryan asked, his girlfriend nodding hesitantly. "Then I will strike the factory as soon as the Meta-Gang is dealt with in the next loop." 
 "Narcinia and Bacchus will be inside," she warned. "It will be far harder." 
 "I will manage." Now that he could destroy Geist and had access to the Bliss Factory’s systems, he could easily shatter the defenses in his next run. "I could take Narcinia to the Carnival while I’m at it." 
 "My father will react badly." 
 "I won’t give him the time." 
 Livia joined her hands, and locked eyes with her boyfriend. "You intend to fight him," she said, her voice breaking. 
 "Yes." 
 Ryan hadn’t dared to breach the subject openly, but… he couldn’t sugarcoat the truth. Even though it risked damaging their relationship, Shroud had a point. The courier liked Livia, but not to the point of letting her father get away with his crimes. He had to be stopped for the good of everyone else. 
 "Livia, your father knew about Bacchus’ prisoners," Ryan said. "We saw that in the factory’s terminal. He did worse than give his consent, he sent his pet priest more victims to refine his product. He murdered Narcinia’s parents and thousands more. Hell, he chose to settle an old score rather than help when Bloodstream threatened to turn everyone into tomato juice. That shows how little he cares about life. Your dad won’t stop killing, unless he’s forced to." 
 "I know!" Her voice broke, the seer closing her eyes and gathering her breath. "I know that, Ryan. I know what he is. But he has little time already. I have seen it. Can’t… can’t you just wait? If we delay enough—" 
 "When he senses his death approaching, Lightning Butt will go on a rampage and slaughter countless more." Ryan remained silent for a few seconds, letting his girlfriend recover. "Livia, you can’t talk him out of his madness." 
 "We can," she said. "With you at my side, I can find it." 
 "Livia, I will help as much as I can," Ryan promised, "but I don’t think words will work with your dad. Not even yours. If the apocalypse couldn’t make him pause, nothing will." 
 "Then what am I supposed to do?" she asked, holding back tears. "Give you my permission to kill my own father? Is that what you want?" 
 "I don’t have to kill your father to neutralize him." 
 "Then how? Dynamis and the Carnival tried everything. Nothing worked. Nothing they have will work. I’ve seen where it leads." Her fingers fidgeted on her lap. "You killed Geist. Somehow." 
 "I did." 
 "You have something that could kill my father. Or you think it could." 
 "Yes," Ryan admitted. 
 Livia bit her lower lip, the same way Len did. "Why are you telling me this, Ryan?" 
 "Because I trust you." 
 There, he said it. 
 "I trust you." Ryan took her hands into his own, making her blush slightly. "I want you at my side. I want to stay with you even after we clean this city up. I want our relationship to work. I don’t want something built on lies. I’ve seen where it led with Safelite and his golden retriever." 
 "That’s a mean way to call my best friend," Livia replied, her fingers tightening around his own. "I want us to work too, Ryan… but I don’t want my boyfriend and my father to kill each other. I don’t want to see that. I almost did when he caught you, and… I don’t think I can shoulder it. Even if you reverse time afterward. 
 "I… I think I can imprison your dad," the courier said. "Where no one will break him out." 
 "You will send him to Monaco, or a pocket dimension?" Livia shook her head. "He will break out. He has Geniuses on his payrolls, loyal lieutenants, contingencies." 
 "He won’t have that for long." 
 "You can’t destroy an entire organization by yourself." 
 "I can and I did," Ryan replied. "And I’m not alone this time." 
 "Ryan, I know there is a solution. A peaceful solution." Livia’s hands broke away from his own. "I’m… I’m okay with imprisonment, or forced retirement. But not death. I’m sick of all these murders and violence. It has to cease somewhere." 
 "You’re okay with killing Bacchus," Ryan pointed out, "but not the one giving him his orders?" 
 "Bacchus is not family," Livia replied, fidgeting in her seat. "That’s selfish, I know. I won’t deny it. I want to save people, Ryan, but I don’t want to see my family perish either. I don’t want to make that choice. If you had to kill a loved one to save the world, would you do it?" 
 "I would find a third option." 
 "My point exactly. You said you could do anything if given time, and… and I hope we can find a third option too." 
 Ryan said nothing for a while, as Livia gathered her thoughts. She knew Augustus had to be stopped, and on some level, she understood there wasn’t a way to do so peacefully. He could see it on her face. 
 In the end, she opened her mouth again, her voice a whisper, "Promise me, Ryan." 
 "Promise you what?" 
 "That you won’t kill my father," Livia said, her face grave and heavy. "Don’t kill him, please. Or we are done. Drag him off his throne, destroy his kingdom of sin, imprison him underwater until he expires, I… I can live with that. But don’t kill him. Please." 
 For a tense half a minute, they locked eyes with each other. 
 If Ryan refused, he would make an enemy of Livia. She cared for her family, as much as he loved his own friends. Even if he survived the ensuing retribution, whatever future they could build together would die with Lightning Butt. They would remain bitter enemies. 
 Augustus deserved death for his crimes. He might not have been as bad as Big Fat Adam, but his crimes were almost as horrendous. He had murdered his way across the world for years, and he remained unrepentant. 
 And yet… Ryan had lived long enough to know there were punishments far more terrible than death. It was all a question of imagination. 
 "I won’t kill your father," Ryan swore, to Livia’s relief, "but I will defeat him. Decisively. I will break him so thoroughly that he will never threaten anyone else again." 
 The Black Ultimate One had granted him the power to harm Augustus, and the time-traveler would make use of it. 
 His girlfriend couldn’t help but respond with nervous laughter. "Your last encounter wasn’t glorious." 
 "That’s the good thing about me, princess. I can lose a thousand times, but only have to win once." Ryan looked back at the manor. "I won’t kill him, for you. But I will rough him up, and he won’t escape karma. He has too much blood on his hands, and his victims deserve justice. His punishment won’t be lethal, but it won’t be merciful either. Are you alright with that?" 
 "It’s a compromise," she replied, shaking her head. "None of us get all that we want." 
 Perhaps. But it was better than getting nothing. 



 15: Mice Trap 
 Mars and Venus’ home embodied everything wrong about their organization: rot festering beneath a nice veneer. 
 Oh, at first glance their manor looked like the height of casual opulence. Venus had tastefully decorated her home with luxuries such as English furniture, hardwood cabinets from Spain, Turkish carpets and Tunisian tapestries. The manor also housed billiard tables, private poker rooms, and even a Roman-themed art gallery. Ryan guessed they couldn’t help but pucker up to Lightning Butt’s obsessions. 
 But everything came from the pre-war era. The chairs were old, the rugs were worn flat, the stone foyers wrinkled. Even the main room’s TV was outdated. And while the staff had numerous employees, they were nowhere near enough to take good care of the estate. Most rooms felt empty and lifeless. 
 This place reeked of past obsessions and lost glory. 
 "Ugh, I can smell the dust," Ryan said as he visited an empty ballroom, Livia holding his arm. "Wait, is that asbestos?" 
 "All the non-Genomes in the staff will get illnesses," Livia confirmed with a sigh. "I warned Fortuna’s parents, but they wouldn’t listen." 
 Huh, not only did the Verans deal in drugs and prostitutes, but they also knowingly gave their staff lung disease. They were truly irredeemable. Most worryingly, Ryan noticed Cancel and Mortimer shadowing him and Livia. While it was ostensibly to ‘protect’ the couple, when the courier tested his time-stop, it didn’t activate. 
 This immediately put him on high alert. Something was up. 
 "Can I shout, ‘it’s a trap?’" Ryan candidly asked his girlfriend, whispering in her ear. 
 "Maybe later," she replied in the same hushed tone, resting her head against his shoulders while he put his arm around her shoulders. To outsiders, they looked like they were about to kiss. "Do you have weapons on yourself?" 
 "Yes, but not my best ones." Though he came dressed casually, he always kept hidden knives beneath his clothes. "I can always drop my pants; that should blind them." 
 Livia gave him a dirty look. "It didn’t blind me when I looked closely." 
 "Because I put the safety on." 
 "Keep your pants up, and your other weapons closer," she replied, careful that Cancel and Mortimer couldn’t hear them. Thankfully, while they remained at close distance, the two hitmen gave the couple enough space for privacy. "And have Len be ready to evacuate you. You might need to go to Antarctica quicker than expected." 
 "So this is a trap?" 
 "Yes," Livia admitted with a dark look. "But not for us." 
 "You could have warned me beforehand." Then again, Ryan did interfere with her power. She probably had a hard time adjusting to his actions. "I like surprises, but not when our favorite power-canceler is nearby." 
 The threat of dying permanently or worse still frightened the courier. 
 "I wasn’t sure until we entered the building," Livia admitted, as they left the ballroom for a mirrored hallway. It reminded Ryan of the ruins of Versailles, which he had visited in a previous loop. There wasn’t a Genome assassin hidden in his reflection this time around though, much to his disappointment. "I foresaw some worrying possibilities, and Greta’s presence only confirms my worries." 
 "Doesn’t our cheery sociopath prevent you from seeing anything in her vicinity?" Ryan asked, taking his cellphone and sending a text message to Len, the Panda, Shroud, and everyone else who would listen. 
 "She does, which is why Father sent her," Livia replied darkly as her boyfriend put his phone back in his pocket, "but I saw all the ways this dinner could end before coming here. Except those where you interfere, of course." 
 "Do some end with explosions?" Ryan asked hopefully, "because I can help with those." 
 "I know you can," Livia replied mirthfully, as they reached the dining room’s entrance. "But please don’t burn the carpets. I like some of those." 
 A single guard stood watch over the doors, a man in an all-black bodysuit covering his entire body. Ryan wondered how he could see without holes in his mask. The guard flinched upon seeing the couple, while the time-traveler gave him a sadistic smile worthy of Jack Nicholson. 
 "Ryan, this is Night Terror of the Killer Seven," Livia introduced them to each other. "Night Terror, this is Ryan Romano, my boyfriend." 
 "We met," the man
said, spitting each word. "With all due respect, Lady Livia, your companion is a home-breaking asshole." 
 "Wait, this is the guy who punched you in the face for no reason?" Mortimer asked from behind the group, suddenly interested. "Oh, that’s awkward." 
 "For no reason at all!" Night Terror complained while raising an accusing finger at Ryan’s face. "I don’t even know him!" 
 "I’m sure my companion had his reasons," Livia said, before glancing at her boyfriend. "Right, Ryan?" 
 The courier didn’t answer. Instead, he kept staring at Night Terror, the way a mongoose glared at a snake. He didn’t say a word. He just waited. 
 "Maybe he punches everyone?" Mortimer asked, trying to fill the silence while Livia raised an eyebrow. 
 "He didn’t punch me," Cancel said. "I would have killed him if he had tried, sure, but he didn’t." She sounded a little disappointed about that. 
 "Did you use your powers on my boyfriend?" Livia asked Night Terror with a falsely innocent smile. 
 The Darkling impersonator crossed his arms. He was trying to look strong, but Ryan could tell that the silent glare was slowly startling to unsettle him. "Maybe? I don’t keep track." 
 "That’s why poor ol’ Mortimer kills his victims," the wall-phasing hitman said. "When they come back to haunt him, at least he knows why." 
 Ryan said nothing, causing Night Terror to start losing his nerve. "Don’t you have anything to say for yourself?" 
 The courier said nothing. Instead, he kept staring at the man’s mask, until Night Terrorized started looking away. But he couldn’t escape Ryan’s stare inside a mirror gallery. "Stop doing that," the hitman asked, unsettled. "You think you can make me lose my nerve? You think you can get under my skin? I’m fear itself!" 
 The silence stretched on, more and more uncomfortably. 
 Cancel and Mortimer probably exchanged glances behind Ryan, and Livia clearly struggled not to laugh, but he only had eyes for the gaping darkness in front of him. 
 "Lady Livia, can you ask this man to stop, please?" Night Terrorized tried to look down, but Augustus’ daughter said nothing. "Stop it." 
 Ryan gently put a hand below his prey’s chin, and forced him to look up. 
 There was no escape. 
 Eventually, Night Terror crumbled. "Okay, okay, I get it," he said, walking away from the doors. "Vamp will take my shift." 
 "Sparrow won’t like it," Cancel said, while Mortimer chuckled like a hyena. 
 "Whatever," Night Terrorized complained, before realizing that Ryan’s gaze followed him. His pace accelerated greatly afterward, until he exited the gallery. 
 When he was gone, Livia couldn’t hold her laughter anymore. "You’re horrible, Ryan." 
 Ryan looked silently at his girlfriend... but she was better at this game than he was, and he submitted. 
 The dining room turned out to be a large banquet hall on the first floor, with a sprawling table capable of housing two dozen persons. An unused fireplace faced three windows giving an impeccable view of the gardens outside, with Cancel positioning herself to look through the central one while Mortimer protected the entrance. Adorable, they expected an attack from the outside, but not from within. 
 Mars had taken over the table’s head, one daughter sitting on each side. Jamie and Ki-jung had taken the seats closest to Narcinia, while Mathias ‘Shroudy’ Martel stayed at his girlfriend’s side, having traded his transparent costume for tasteful blue jeans and a shirt. Considering how close he sat to his lucky charm, Ryan guessed they had patched up somehow. 
 "Livy!" Fortuna grinned ear to ear upon seeing her best friend, while Mathias gave Ryan a sharp nod. He looked secretly relieved to see a friendly face, especially when he noticed Cancel and Mortimer. "Come, sit with us!" 
 "Sorry to have kept you waiting," Livia said, the very picture of courtesy. "Mercury, Chitter, I am so glad you could come." 
 "I can’t get used to that name," Jamie replied. Ryan hadn’t seen this caring bear of a man much lately, but he had made some effort to dress well for this dinner, wearing a suit and a tie. His Korean girlfriend Ki-jung fidgeted in her seat, clearly uncomfortable with either the situation or her sleeveless black dress. She had given up her glasses for contact lenses, but would rather stare at the table than at the other guests. The pressure weighed on her. "I don’t think I ever will." 
 "It will come with time," Mars reassured him. The older man shared his junior’s paternal aura, and Ryan had the feeling the two men were the same, a generation apart. But when the courier examined them both, he noticed a predatory glint in Mars’ gaze that wasn’t present in Jamie’s. "Though it’s a shame you took the job on the day we lost our Bliss production center. Darn ill omen." 
 The drug’s mention made Ki-jung raise her head, like a dreamer waking up from a long nap. "Oh?" her boyfriend said, holding her hand to comfort her. "Oh, yes, that’s true." 
 Jamie tried not to look pleased, but he was a terrible liar and Ryan could see his true feelings in his eyes. Ischia Island’s destruction clearly came as an enormous relief to him. 
 "I can’t believe they killed Geist," Narcinia complained, arms crossed. "I know he wanted to die, but…" 
 "Wasn’t he already dead?" Ki-jung finally found the courage to speak up. "How can you slay a ghost?" 
 "One attempt at once," Ryan said from experience. "Hopefully, eventually it will stick." 
 Narcinia’s mood worsened further. "It won’t feel the same without him, even if we rebuild the place. He was funny and kind, and always there." 
 "The loss of Ischia island weighs heavily on all of our minds," Livia said as she sat between Fortuna and Ryan himself. The courier’s chair let out a worrying sound, as if it threatened to crumble beneath him. "But this should be a joyful reunion, not an occasion to open old wounds." 
 "I couldn’t agree more!" Fortuna said with a bright smile. "We should savor the champagne! Jamie, Ki-jung, tell them the news!" 
 The two exchanged a sheepish glance. "We’re getting married soon," Jamie announced. 
 "Jamie proposed," Ki-jung said, blushing. 
 "Congratulations!" Ryan said with genuine joy, though he already learned the news in a previous loop. "When is the baby?" 
 This made Jamie laugh. "We’ll wait a few years." 
 "At this rate, we will only have married couples around this table," Mars said while glancing at Mathias. "When will you propose?" 
 It sounded innocent, but the man’s eyes didn’t smile when his mouth did. Unlike Jamie’s, his easy-going friendliness was all a sham. A mask that hid something darker and calculating. 
 "Dad!" Fortuna protested. "That’s not something you ask at dinner!" 
 "It won't be for tomorrow," Mathias replied dryly. 
 "My daughter told me you were a videogame designer?" Mars continued to fish for information. "Is that working out well for you?" 
 "I’m still looking for sponsors," Mathias replied. 
 "Have you tried GoatVPN?" Ryan asked mirthfully. 
 His co-conspirator raised an eyebrow, skeptical. "GoatVPN?" 
 "In this information age, it is key to protect your data from Dynamis and other heartless Dynanet providers," Ryan said with a telemarketer’s voice. Which was to say, like someone who sold his soul for money. "With more than ten billion users, GoatVPN creates a wall of goats to shield your emails from unwanted ads, except their own." 
 "I remember an ad like this one on the Dynanet," Ki-jung said with amusement. "Alongside one for Wyvern League Legend, I believe?" 
 "I’m sure their marketing budget is bigger than most third-world countries," Ryan said. "Which, to be fair, isn’t saying much nowadays." 
 "We could help with that sponsor issue," Mars told his future-in-law. 
 Thankfully, the Carnival infiltrator’s soul wasn’t for sale. "I would prefer to stand on my own feet, sir." 
 "Yes, Dad, my Mathias has something better than money," Fortuna said. "He has me!" 
 "You should have dumped him," Narcinia said, pouting. Clearly, she didn’t like Mathias any more than in the previous loops; she probably sensed he wasn’t as transparent as he let it look. 
 "I almost did, but then I asked Livy to tell me my future," her sister admitted with an uneasy smile, while Mathias’ eyes wandered from Narcinia to her adoptive father. "Then I decided to give him another chance. I knew things would turn out alright, of course, since they always do, but it was nice to have an outside confirmation." 
 "Come to think of it, you could make a killing from palm-reading," Ryan told his girlfriend. 
 "I work better with crystal balls," Livia replied with a giggle, "or when I open sheep entrails to interpret the content." 
 Narcinia gasped. "You’re kidding right?" 
 "Of course," Livia reassured the young teen. "It was a joke." 
 "But just in case, keep your sheep safely penned in at night," Ryan said with a knowing grin. 
 Narcinia childishly stuck out her tongue at the courier, much to his amusement, while Jamie started asking Mathias and Fortuna about how they met. With the guests distracted and the Killer Seven focused on the windows and doors, Ryan started whispering into his girlfriend’s ear. "I thought you hated our translucent friend?" 
 "I still think Fortuna is too good for him," Livia replied with a shrug, speaking low enough that others wouldn’t hear. "But he makes her happy in most futures where they end up together. Or at least, the possibilities where I can reform my father’s organization and avoid a war. I simply told her as much." 
 Ryan raised an eyebrow. "There are futures where things go well?" 
 "Yes, Ryan, there are," Livia chuckled while rolling her eyes. "They’re rare, but if Dad fully retires and Enrique Manada takes over Dynamis, I get to reform my organization peacefully. No more drugs, forced prostitution, intimidation, or money laundering. My family goes legit. I funnel our war chest towards renovating Rust Town, creating jobs. We help Europe rebuild into something we can be proud of." 
 "I hope to see that one day." 
 "You will, if I have my way." 
 But to Ryan’s surprise, instead of saying this with a smile, Livia glanced at the fireplace anxiously. The courier followed her gaze, noticing nothing extraordinary. 
 "Livia?" 
 "You said you trusted me," she whispered back, so low he could hardly understand her words. 
 Okay, something was definitely wrong here. "Livia, what’s happening?" 
 "I hope I’m wrong." Thankfully, the others were making enough noise for the two of them to whisper close to each other. "But, I have seen how this dinner could go, and… it seems like this possibility might come to pass. If it does… if it does, someone will fall down the chimney’s shaft. Mars will make a call to my father, and when the call finishes, that person will die. Unless you intervene." 
 "Someone?" How could someone slip past the guards, climb over the roof, and move into the chimney unseen? 

Someone who lived here for years.

 A chill went down Ryan’s spine, and he realized he had already lived through these events. "Your father would order a hit on him?" 
 His eyes wandered around the room, and he noticed Mortimer had vanished. Did he move to another part of the manor, or was he hiding in the walls in ambush? 
 "Dad already did, though he thinks I don’t know yet," Livia said darkly, her eyes turning to Mars. "His parents tried to invite him officially, but he smelled the trap." 
 "Why would he even come?" 
 "For Narcinia. He will want to talk her into leaving the family behind now that the factory is destroyed, and he knows my family wiretaps her phone." Livia shook her head sadly. "He will think my father wants to capture him, not kill him." 
 Ryan tensed. "That’s why Cancel has her power active in your vicinity? So you wouldn’t see it coming and stop it?" 
 Livia nodded sadly. 
 But why? Ryan tried to figure it out, before realizing his mistake. "I mentioned Dynamis while fighting Geist." 
 "My father is convinced the Bliss Factory assault was an inside job, rightfully so." Of course Lightning Butt would get paranoid and grasp at straws. "I will distract Cancel, but Mars and some of the other Killer Seven will probably give pursuit." 
 "What about Jamie and Ki-jung?" Ryan asked, glancing at the couple. The courier knew they were good people, but would they make the right choice? 
 "It can go either way," Livia said. "It depends on who they are deep down." 
 Ryan frowned. "You knew this could happen. You could have stopped it." 
 "I could have," she admitted, her face undecipherable. "I know my father gave the order in a previous loop, but… I hoped those were exceptional circumstances. This possibility is unlikely, Ryan. Maybe it won’t come to pass." 
 But she could have guaranteed it wouldn’t happen by making the right phone calls. "Why did you make it possible at all?" 
 "Because Narcinia needs to see it, as my previous self did," Livia said with a sigh. "Or else she will never open her eyes to what her parents are, and the happy future I have seen will never come to pass. And…" 
 She shyly joined her hands and looked up at her boyfriend. 
 "I did it because I trust you, Ryan," the Augusti princess said softly. "Because I know you can make it work. That you can change things." 
 Ryan looked into her eyes, and realized that she had put all her hopes on him. 
 He didn’t even consider refusing. 
 The courier had fought all the Killer Seven before, except Fortuna—who would certainly help. He could beat them. As for Mars, Ryan had seen him in action before. He could teleport objects around. 
 "What’s his range?" Ryan asked Livia while looking at the Olympian. Mars chuckled at something Mathias said, but his fingers brushed against the table, like a cat itching to show his claws. 
 "Ten meters," Livia said, her fingers brushing against his. "If something happens, I will move to Sorrento. We will meet again there, after you are done with your business in Antarctica." 
 "And if nothing happens?" 
 Livia smiled. "Then we will have a very boring dinner on our hands." 
 Uh, this made Ryan wish for more action. "I’ll find a way," he whispered. 
 "I know," Livia replied, before rising from her seat. "Cancel, can you escort me to the bathroom?" 
 "Oh, sure!" the guard said, clearly eager to follow; too eager. Ryan watched his girlfriend and her bodyguard exit through the door, his eyes wandering to the fireplace next. 
 "It’s been a while," Narcinia complained to her adoptive father. "When is Mom coming?" 
 Mars shrugged. "She is in the kitchen, supervising the staff." Or more likely, preparing an ambush. "You know your mother, she’s obsessed with everything being perfect. It’s almost compulsive." 
 "You're telling me," Fortuna said with a displeased face. A perfect face created by her mother’s power. 
 "Your mom is dealing with anxiety in her own way," her father said. "The Carnival is in town, and they killed many of our own. She will feel safer with you and your sister at home." 
 "But not Atom Kitty?" Ryan asked the hard question. He noticed soot falling down the fireplace, almost imperceptibly so. 
 A few chuckled at the nickname, but Mars wasn’t among them. "We invited him," he said. "But my son is stubborn." 
 "He didn’t even answer my messages," Fortuna said angrily, "I swear, when I see him again, I will punch him in the arm so hard, it will never work again!" 
 If only she knew he was hiding in the room, waiting for the dinner to end and the guests to go to sleep. Dynamis’ inactivity must have frustrated him a great deal to even consider something this reckless. Did he think he could convince his sister to leave, and then sneak them out? What kind of foolish, idealistic boy would think this was ever a good idea? 
 The same bold boy who accepted a Carnival invitation knowing it was a death sentence. 
 But for all his strength of character, he tripped down the chimney shaft and crashed into the fireplace. 
 The other guests glanced at the chimney, as a shape loudly fell on the ground and blew a small cloud of soot in the room. Ryan wondered if Santa Claus had taken on an intern, for the young man that emerged from the fireplace was fifty years too young to be Father Christmas. 
 "Uh..." Atom Cat scoffed as he rose from the fireplace, his hero costume tainted black and grey by ashes and soot. "Hi." 



 16: Black Dinner 
 Ryan wondered how many lives Felix ‘Atom Cat’ Veran had left. 
 He had died at the Meta-Gang’s hands at least twice, once to Fallout’s bombardment of Len’s underwater base, and probably alongside everyone in New Rome when Bloodstream escaped confinement. Which should leave him with five lives out of nine? 
 "Felix!" Narcinia almost rose from her seat, only for Mars to put a hand on her shoulder and force her back to her seat. The young teen looked at her adoptive brother and father in confusion. 
 Fortuna’s response was far less subdued. "Felix, you ass!" she complained so loudly that Mathias winced at her shrilling voice. "How dare you come to a family dinner dressed like that! You look like a plumber!" 
 "Glad to see you too, sis," Felix replied as he rose up, swiping ashes and dust off his clothes. His eyes wandered to the table, meeting confused looks from the guests. "Jamie, Ki-jung… Dad." 
 "You could have used the door," Mars said, his eyes tense. To Ryan’s surprise, he didn’t immediately go for his son’s throat, perhaps because of his daughters’ presence. "We invited you." 
 "And I’m sure the guards outside are for show. You would never have let me close to Narcinia if I went through the entrance." Felix turned away from his father, before noticing Mathias and Ryan. "Who are you?" 
 "Your sister’s boyfriend," Mathias replied with mixed feelings. His tense eyes met Ryan’s, silently waiting for a signal. He too understood that the situation would soon degenerate. 
 "Which one?" Felix asked, curious. 
 "The right one," Fortuna replied. 
 Her brother rolled his eyes, before looking at Ryan. "And… who are you, a new member of the Killer Seven?" 
 Ryan considered a dozen ways to introduce himself; as Quicksave, as President of the Free World, conqueror of Monaco, immortal and all. All more dignified and flowery than the last. 
 But only one sentence came to mind. 
 "I’m BLEEPING your ex." 
 The awkward silence that welcomed his declaration delighted the courier. 
 "Don’t give me that look," Ryan said to Felix, as the younger hero looked at him with astonished eyes. "It was your ex or your sister, and she’s almost as pretty as you are!" 
 "Almost?" Fortuna asked angrily. "He doesn’t even groom his hair!" 
 "Whatever," Felix said, though the revelation had clearly shaken him. "Narcinia, come with me." 
 "What," the younger Veran asked, "where?" 
 "Away. My current bosses are a huge disappointment, but working with them will still be way better than making drugs." Atom Kitty extended a hand to his sister. "Now that that death factory has been burnt to the ground, you can put an end to this tragedy here and now." 
 Narcinia didn’t answer, instead anxiously looking at her father. This frustrated her brother. "Narci…" 
 "Did you do it?" Mars asked his son, his tone dangerous. "Destroy our production center?" 
 Felix shrugged. "I had nothing to do with that, though I wish I did. Whoever blew up that toxic dump deserves an award." 
 His father frowned, and Ryan felt a chill going down his spine. A mobile phone materialized in a purple flash within Mars’ hand, the Olympian immediately making a call. 
 Livia’s vision was turning into reality. 
 "Ki-jung, don’t you have anything to say?" Felix asked, but the woman in question avoided his gaze, much to his annoyance. "And you, Jamie? I heard about your promotion. It’s not enough to close your eyes anymore, now will you help Augustus peddle the poison that almost killed your girlfriend?" 
 Ki-jung flinched, her fiancé taking her hand into his own. "Why are you here, Felix?" Jamie asked, uneasy. Ryan could tell the young hero’s words had struck a nerve. "To open old wounds?" 
 "I’m here to close them. Bacchus needs chemicals from your division to make his drug. Just by taking that job, you’re enabling the death and ruin of thousands—" 
 "Felix, I…" Narcinia took a deep breath. "I don’t think now is the time to discuss that." 
 "Now is exactly the time," he protested, taking a step towards his adoptive sister. Jamie rose from his own seat, perhaps to stop him, while Mathias glanced at Ryan and waited for a signal. 
 Meanwhile, Mars spoke on the phone with a scowl on his face. "He’s here, Janus, but he doesn’t know… he swears he’s not involved… yes, but… please, not before my daughters… some other place..." 
 The Olympian’s face strained, and though Ryan couldn’t hear what was said on the other end of the line, he could guess. Mars was trying to convince his boss one last time not to execute his godson, or to at least make the hit discreet. 
 But Ryan knew the older man was wasting his breath. Lightning Butt was convinced Felix had provided the Carnival with the intel that made the devastating Ischia raid possible, and his organization’s myth of invincibility was in jeopardy. A brutal, public murder would carry a clear message to both his foes and followers. 

"No traitor shall survive, not even my godson."

 In the end, as Hector Manada once said, Lightning Butt was a gangster with too much power. When threatened, the answer was always more violence and terror. 
 The time-traveler looked at the fireplace behind Atom Kitten, noticing the tip of a gun’s barrel sticking out of the stone. 
 "I see." Mars sighed, his face dark and sorrowful. He looked at his stubborn son, the phone in his hand. When faced with a choice between disobeying his invincible boss and paying the price, or offering a sacrificial lamb… the Capo quickly reached a decision. 
 The click of a revolver’s trigger echoed in the room. 
 Ryan froze time, leapt from his seat, and pushed Felix out of the bullet’s way. 
 When it resumed, the projectile impacted on the wall, Fortuna screaming in surprise while Felix stumbled in shock. 
 "You should stop shooting people in the back," Ryan said, as he glanced at the fireplace. Mortimer had phased halfway through the stone, a gun in hand. "It’s getting predictable." 
 Mortimer answered with another pull of the trigger, and the room erupted into chaos. 
 The windows exploded into a rain of glass shrapnels, Narcinia screaming as Ki-jung and Jamie hastily grabbed her and dived down below the table. Mortimer missed and retreated back into the wall, while the shards avoided a horrified Fortuna and a focused Mathias. 
 The projectiles struck Mars, only for a Roman-styled centurion armor and mask of steel to materialize over his skin. The Olympian moved his hand over the only part of his body exposed, the eyes, and rose from his seat. 
 "What the—" Felix said, utterly shocked. 
 "Later, boomer," Ryan replied, grabbing him by the chest like a princess in distress, and jumping through the opened window. The dining room was on the first floor, and so while the time traveler gracefully landed on the grass below, his favorite cat rolled on the ground. The courier whistled, calling his Plymouth Fury to the rescue. 
 "Get up!" Ryan ordered Felix, helping him back to his feet. A storm of glass kept Mars busy on the first floor, but not for long. 
 A car’s headlamps emerged from the night’s darkness on their left, just as lightning struck the earth. 
 Felix and Ryan looked up in terror, as a man of ivory descended from the night sky, shrouded in a cloud of crimson lightning. Lightning Butt looked down on the duo, his eyes flaring with murderous fury. 
 But while Felix seemed to give up on the spot, Ryan wisely activated his time-stop. Instead of moving within the frozen time, Augustus vanished from his sight, alongside his red lightning. 
 One of Night Terror’s illusions. 
 Ryan quickly found the responsible party standing near the mansion’s wall to the courier’s right, his black bodysuit meshing with the darkness. The time-traveler grabbed two knives hidden in his pocket, and threw one at the hitman. 
 When time resumed, the blade hit Night Terrorized in the eye and made him fall to his back, screaming. His illusion collapsed into nothingness, as if it had never been there. Felix blinked repeatedly. "Where did he go?" 
 "No time, come with me if you want to live," Ryan said as the car approached. But to his surprise, it wasn’t his Plymouth Fury, but a Mercedes Benz stopping in front of the duo. The right door opened, revealing the driver. 
 "Here!" Livia said, inviting them inside. "Quickly! Before the others arrive!" 
 Ryan almost took the bait, so perfect was her face and voice, even the clothes… before realizing Cancel wasn’t with his girlfriend. Felix, too confused to think straight, took a step forward; the courier stopped him with a hand on his chest. 
 "Livia always calls me ‘Master Ryan’ when things are heating up," the courier declared. 
 The woman in front of him blinked in shock and surprise, before trying to grab a revolver hidden beneath her clothes. Ryan froze time and nailed her hand to the driving wheel by throwing his other knife at it. 
 "I lied," Ryan said as time resumed, the impostor dropping her weapon and hissing at the pain. "But seeing your expression was worth it." 
 Felix quickly guessed what was happening. "Mother?" 
 "You ruined everything, you ungrateful little…" Livia’s voice turned into Venus’, as the Augusti regained her true form. Great, she could also alter vocal cords. She attempted to remove the knife with her free hand, her teeth grinding in pain. 
 "You’re… trying to kill me?" Felix stood in place, too horrified by the realization to even muster anger. 
 "They are, but not me," Ryan said, and to his relief, his self-driven car was making its way to their location. "Now, apologies, but we’ll miss the dessert." 
 "I knew you were a traitor the moment I saw you," Venus hissed. "There’s nowhere to run." 
 Behind the group, the glass storm had ended, either because Mathias had been caught, killed, or something else. Mars stood at the window’s edge with a cold expression, purple rifts in space opening all around him. The tips of swords, arrows, spears, tridents, and other weapons peeked through them. 
 Mars could have launched them at the duo below and skewered them, but he didn’t. Though it was nighttime, Ryan could have sworn he had seen a flash of doubt and guilt in the older man’s eyes. 
 But when he noticed his wounded wife, Mars quickly made up his mind. 
 Ryan barely had the time to push his kitten out of the way, as weapons fell on them by the dozen. From what the courier understood, Mars could pull and summon items from a pocket dimension armory, but he had never imagined the speed at which he could throw them. The spears and swords flew in the air as fast as arrows, impacting the ground with enough strength to cut a man in half. 
 Thankfully, Ryan managed to dodge the initial volley, reaching his car. "Get in!" he ordered Felix as he swiftly took over the driving wheel, the superhero taking over the front row. 
 Ryan noticed Fortuna grabbing her father by the arm, trying to keep him away from the window and briefly halting the bombardment. "Daddy, stop!" 
 "It’s either him or the rest of us," Mars replied, before summoning thick chains and binding his daughter’s hands and legs. They quickly started to fall off her, probably due to her power causing structural damage, but it paralyzed her. "Mathias, Mercury, move my daughters to safety! The glass user is nearby!" 
 By then, Ryan was driving away from the mansion, moving out of the Olympian’s range. Mortimer phased through the building’s walls, opening fire at the car with his gun, but his bullets only grazed the bodywork. While the Plymouth Fury escaped the property, Mars leaped outside the window, a red Suzuki Hayabusa motorcycle materializing below him. 
 "It was a trap…" Felix whispered as the duo escaped into New Rome’s streets. The Plymouth Fury overtook two cars, bypassing a red street light with Mars in hot pursuit. The Roman cosplayer materialized flying swords and attempted to skewer his targets, but the distance was too great for him to aim right. His blades impaled the road instead, and Mars briefly interrupted his assault, focusing on closing the gap between both vehicles through skillful driving. 
 "Dinners are more dangerous than battles," Ryan said, opening the glove box to grab a hidden revolver, "but not as much as weddings." 
 Ryan quickly drove away from the suburbs and the shadow of Mount Augustus, moving towards the Mediterranean coast. The shortest path was through the Little Maghreb district, but that would force them to get close to Vulcan’s base. 
 The time-traveler decided to take the longer way through the southern neighborhoods at the city’s edge. The homes here were in dire need of a paint job, and a mass of ravers and seedy individuals begging to get laid lined up in front of seedy nightclubs. Ryan noticed a woman vomiting on the sidewalk below a streetlight, a friend helping her back to her feet. Low-rent pimps and dealers openly hawked their ‘wares’ in a back alley. The tall buildings and narrow alleys would have cast a dark shadow in the area, even during daylight hours. 
 Ryan veered off the road to dodge a drunkard, doing his best to avoid casualties. Mars didn’t share his mercy. When another civilian nearly stumbled on his path, the Olympian materialized a wooden spike inside the victim, nailing them to the street Vlad the Impaler-style. Onlookers screamed in panic and fled, but the Plymouth Fury and its pursuer were long gone. A night of drinking had turned to horror. 

He can teleport stuff anywhere within a ten meters radius, Ryan reminded himself, as Mars started catching up to them, but his launched projectiles can fly a hundred times that range.

 Though the Plymouth Fury was no Pandamobile and matched a motorcycle in speed, the narrow streets forced the courier to slow down to maneuver. Soon, Mars would get close enough for his projectiles to reach them. "Shortie!" Ryan shouted, "Shortie, you’re listening?" 

"Riri, what’s happening?" her voice came out of the Chronoradio. "I'm listening to the Private Security’s radios, and they say there’s a firefight—"

 "Let’s just say the Augusti are in a heavy competition for the ‘Father of the Year’ award," Ryan replied. "Can you pick us up?" 

"I’m tracking your signal. Move to the sea, and I will be there."

 Ryan opened his car’s window, stopped time, and shot Mars’ motorcycle in the frozen time. The bullets bounced off the Roman cosplayer’s armor but hit the wheels. When time unfroze, the man almost lost control of his vehicle; unfortunately, a violet flash erupted around his motorcycle, and when the light died down all damage had vanished. 
 Damn, he could instantly switch damaged pieces of his vehicle with spare parts. The transition was so smooth the vehicle didn’t even break down. 
 "Maybe I could touch a streetlight on the way," Atom Cat suggested as Ryan reloaded, his hands off the driving wheel. "I can blow stuff up behind us." 
 "Now, kitten, that would be a terrible idea." Felix’s explosions had been useful on the highway chase a few loops ago, but would be disastrous in a crowded area. It would be even worse if he caused a gas leak. Ryan didn’t look down on collateral damage, but he would rather avoid having civilian lives on his conscience. 
 Unfortunately, Mars didn’t share Ryan’s viewpoint. Now that he was close enough for his launched projectiles to reach his target, the Olympian materialized iron spears and shot them at the Plymouth, uncaring about hitting passersby. One of his spears tore a prostitute in half, another hit a house’s window. Ryan thought this would be a repeat of the car chase with Pluto two loops ago, but the previous race had been on a highway, not a metropolis at night. 
 The courier had to take back the wheel with one hand to take a difficult turn, an enemy projectile grazing his car’s paint job. If the pointless murder of civilians hadn’t earned Mars the time traveler’s fury, this callous war crime did! 
 "Now you’ve done it!" Ryan snarled angrily, before turning at his kitten. "How many weapons does your dad have?" 
 "I dunno, thousands? Dad is a hoarder." 
 "Compensating for something?" Unfortunately, as Ryan navigated through a tangle of back alleys, he noticed the shadow of two other motorcycles joining Mars. Mortimer rode one, and a helmeted woman the other. Since she didn’t carry any weapon, Ryan assumed she was probably Sparrow. 
 Felix removed his mask and wiped the sweat off his forehead. His smooth skin glittered as they passed below a streetlight, his beautiful eyes capable of melting any maiden’s heart. "Who are you?" he asked. "You’re on Livia’s payroll?" 
 "Now, come on, I never sold my body for cash," Ryan said. "I give. I’m a giver. Also, you’re an idiot." 
 "I… I didn’t think they would try to kill me. I mean, they’re… they’re my parents. I thought it counted for something." 
 The young hero didn’t even sound angry. 
 Just sad and crestfallen. 
 "Well, at least you’ve got sisters willing to fight for you," Ryan reassured, as they escaped the narrow streets of the nightlife district for wider roads. They were close to the New Rome strip, but unfortunately, the riders at their back gained ground, Sparrow and Mortimer on each side, with Mars at the center. "But it was stupid to come alone." 
 "I didn’t," Felix replied, looking through the windshield and at the night sky above. One could see a few bright stars in spite of the city’s lights. "Come alone." 
 A great dragon’s wings overshadowed the stars, as she flew over the street. The noise of a Private Security helicopter echoed above the road with the call of screeching sirens. 
 For once in his life, Ryan was glad to see the cops. 



 17: Go Daddy Go 
 The dragon cop let out a mighty roar, and the robber centurion answered with a spear to the eye. 
 Wyvern deflected the projectile with her scaled hand, the spear’s shaft snapping in half on impact. Determined to fight the LAW, Mars continued with his attacks, assisted by Sparrow. The Olympian and his accomplice launched javelins and lasers at the dragon above their head, while Mortimer outpaced them to chase after Ryan’s Plymouth Fury. 
 Wyvern, or Dragon Mom to friends, swiftly deflected the projectiles by zigzagging above buildings. Ryan watched her trying to find the right angle of attack, but she couldn’t open fire in a populated street. Unlike the Augusti, she wanted to avoid casualties. 
 A Private Security helicopter also joined the chase, though it was still too far away from the Plymouth for Ryan to identify the pilot. Probably nobody he knew. 
 "Take the wheel for a minute," Ryan said, as Mortimer gained ground on them. The hitman grabbed a shotgun from beneath his cloak, moving to the Plymouth’s right. 
 "You’re sure?" Felix asked, clearly uneasy at the idea. How couldn’t he be? Ryan’s car was a kingly throne on wheels, a sun that would burn the unworthy. 
 "I wasn’t talking to you, kitten," the courier replied, as the car’s autopilot took over the driving wheel. Ryan moved to the backseat to get a better view, gun in hand, and aimed at his pursuer—after lowering the right back window of course. "Stick to the baby seat." 
 The courier froze time, and pulled the trigger. Ryan hoped that the hitman’s power wouldn’t work well in the frozen time, but to his frustration, the projectiles phased harmlessly through the criminal. 
 When time resumed, Mortimer closed in on the right, aimed at Felix, and pulled his shotgun’s trigger. 
 "Get down!" Ryan shouted, both he and his unwilling sidekick lowering their heads. The blast shattered the car’s front right window, but thankfully missed the passengers. The blowback almost tossed Mortimer off his motorcycle and forced him to pull back for a few seconds. 
 At this point, the Plymouth Fury left New Rome’s nightlife circuit and dashed into the Strip. Glitzy casinos and luminous establishments illuminated one side of the street like temples to consumerism, with hordes of gamblers, fixers, and players coming from all around Italy to worship them. The peaceful waters of the Mediterranean bordered artificial beaches and palm trees on the other side. 
 As the pursuit moved from narrow streets to a massive four-lane, Wyvern finally had the space to return fire. She unleashed a fireball at Mars and Sparrow from above, only for the former to summon a dozen medieval shields in midair. Dragon Mom’s projectile melted the steel wall, but her flames couldn’t hit the killers behind it. 
 Mars teleported a futuristic rocket launcher into the palm of his hand, which Ryan immediately recognized as Vulcan’s handiwork. The Olympian released a volley of fist-sized homing missiles at the dragon and forced her to blast them away in the skies. 
 The chase continued, the Plymouth Fury and its pursuers slaloming amidst other vehicles, moving from one lane to the other without rhyme or reason. While Wyvern and Mars fought one another, Sparrow and Mortimer focused on Ryan. 
 Swearing to protect his Plymouth Fury from all harm in his Perfect Run, the courier reloaded his gun, only to notice something rolling from below the backseat. A white-furred demon, smelling of antidepressants and gunpowder. 
 "How long have you been here?" Ryan asked, surprised. 
 The plushie didn’t respond, an empty revolver within reach of its paw. 
 "You’ve been playing Russian roulette in my car?" The time traveler glared at his wayward fiend. "The backseat is for love, not war!" 
 "Are you talking to a toy?" Felix asked while peeking over his broken window. He immediately lowered his head again to avoid a shotgun blast. 
 Ryan focused back on the car chase, and froze time again. Instead of firing at Mortimer himself though, he played dirty and targeted his vehicle’s wheels. The hitman couldn’t possibly keep his entire motorcycle intangible, or it would sink into the ground. 
 Ryan was right. 
 The bullets hit. 
 When time resumed, the motorcycle abruptly veered off course as its wheels deflated and threw its rider off its back. A surprised Mortimer phased through the ground as his vehicle crashed into a casino’s revolving door. 
 Ryan wondered if he would respawn like racing games contestants, but poor ol’ Mortimer didn’t come again. 
 Sparrow picked up the pace though. While Mars teleported Vulcan-made rounded bombs between himself and Wyvern to keep her at bay, Sparrow raised a hand in the Plymouth Fury’s direction. Thankfully, she looked far less experienced with a motorcycle than a Mercedes and had trouble aiming. 
 Ryan tried to shoot her, only to realize that his gun’s barrel was empty. He almost reloaded before a better idea crossed his mind. 
 "I always wanted to check something," the time-traveler mumbled to himself, as he tossed his gun away. 
 His kitten at the front panicked. "Wait, what are you doing?" 
 "Upgrading my arsenal." Ryan grabbed the Plushie with both hands, and to his relief, the depressed abomination didn’t cut them off on the spot. The Plushie didn’t say a word as the courier raised it Simba-style in Sparrow’s direction. 
 Ryan moved his thumbs behind the rabbit’s ears, and pushed. 
 The Plushie’s eyes unleashed a bright beam of light as its ears lowered, while Sparrow returned fire. 
 Two streams of energy collided amidst the four-lane. Now, having watched countless movies, Ryan expected a massive explosion, or for both beams to cancel each other out. Instead, they slightly undulated but still crossed through one another. 
 Unfortunately for Ryan, Sparrow’s laser hit his car’s roof and vaporized it, turning his Plymouth Fury into a convertible. The plushie’s gaze melted the concrete road and blew dust all over the four-lane, but the hitwoman managed to veer out of its path. A civilian’s Ferrari car drove off the road in an attempt to avoid the devastation, hitting a palm tree on a nearby beach. 
 "Dammit, not even a bright flash!" Ryan complained as he raised his thumbs, briefly stopping his assault. 
 At this point, the Private Security helicopter had caught up to the racers, its side gate opening to reveal a passenger. A beautiful Japanese woman in a tight, blue costume with a badge and a hat. 
 Wardrobe, in a fabulous traffic cop uniform. The Law had never looked so good. 
 Ryan watched on with fascination as she brought a whistle to her lips and used it. Almost all vehicles in the vicinity shone with a golden glow, as Wardrobe asserted her authority. Sparrow’s motorcycle, Mars’ own bike, civilians’ cars, and even bicycles, all abruptly stopped in the middle of the road. 
 The Plymouth Fury’s autopilot still worked though, callously violating traffic laws. Soon, it left its pursuers behind in the dust. 
 "She can search me anytime," Ryan said as he looked at Wardrobe with longing. He immediately beat himself over it. Must… stay… faithful… to my First Lady! He imagined Livia in a cop costume slamming him against his car’s hood, and it solved the issue. 
 Wyvern immediately fell down on the Augusti like a falcon on doves, barring their way. Sparrow took a tail swipe to the chest and ended the race face-first on the ground. 
 Mars, meanwhile, leaped from his vehicle and switched his rocket launcher with a thermal lance. As he jumped within ten meters of Wyvern, he immediately summoned bombs inside the dragon’s throat, her neck expanding like a toad’s. 
 It didn’t kill her. It didn’t even behead her, as her throat contained the blast. If anything, Wyvern looked more pissed than hurt as flames came out of her maw and nostrils. 
 Her enormous hand reached for Mars, the thermal lance snapping as it impacted her thick scales. Her claws almost closed on the Olympian, but a shockwave propelled him upward above the road and let him slip through his foe’s grasp. 
 Ryan watched on with confusion as the flying Mars materialized a shield while in midair beneath his feet. A new shockwave erupted around his boots, pushing both the Genome and his shield into different directions. Wyvern attempted to catch the escaping Caporegime with her fangs, but he quickly summoned swords inside her eyes in response. Dragon Mom let out a roar of pain as a fountain of blood flowed down on her face. Mars used repeated shockwaves to leave his foe in his dust and pursue the Plymouth Fury. 
 The courier quickly realized what was happening. Mars was teleporting pressurized air beneath his iron boots, and the blowback propelled him forward. 
 Wardrobe’s helicopter flew down to intercept the centurion wannabe, while Wyvern’s eyes seemed to partly regenerate from the damage. Unfortunately, Mars reacted faster than the heroes. He summoned bombs close to the Private Security helicopter, destroying two of the blades and cracking the windshield. 
 Wardrobe almost fell off her vehicle as it spiraled towards the ground. Wyvern immediately moved to catch it with two hands, while holding Sparrow prisoner by squeezing the hitwoman with her tail. Wardrobe managed to hang on, to Ryan’s relief. 
 However, the Dynamis reinforcements remained behind, leaving Mars to pursue the Plymouth Fury unmolested. The Olympian used repeated shockwaves to ‘jump’ in the air, summoning shields to orient himself. 
 "Kitten, we aren’t shaking off your daddy issues just yet," he warned his sidekick, before pushing the Plushie’s ears. The rabbit unleashed a beam of energy at Mars, but the Olympian zigzagged between the waterfront and the casino to dodge. 
 Unfortunately, the centurion seemed to have run out of conventional weapons to launch, and he moved on to bigger stuff. He dropped a Renault Espace French car on the four-lane, and though the damaged Plymouth Fury avoided a collision, the impact blasted part of the walkway to pieces. 
 Mars then teleported a Japanese truck, but the Plushie’s baleful laser glare blasted it to pieces. Deciding to cheat, Ryan froze time and had the rabbit demon blast a paralyzed Olympian mid-flight. The beam tossed Mars back when time resumed, but the man swiftly switched the damaged parts of his armor with spare ones and continued the chase. 
 At this point, Felix grabbed the gun which Ryan had previously dropped and found bullets to reload it with in the glovebox. Atom Kitten tried to support the courier with suppressing fire, but his aim was terrible. 
 "Have you ever used a gun?" the courier asked, as Mars ‘jumped’ behind a luxury hotel on the strip. Ryan raised his thumbs, causing the Plushie to turn its head at him with an unhappy, non-lethal gaze. "You couldn’t shoot an elephant in a corridor!" 
 "I’m doing my best, alright!" Felix complained, before noticing a new motorcycle entering the four-lane from their right. A man riding with a woman holding him by the chest. Though both wore helmets, Felix immediately recognized them. "Jamie and Ki-jung." 
 Were they friends or foes though? 
 Police sirens echoed as Private Security patrol Humvees passed by the Plymouth Fury on the other side of the lane, veering to avoid the burning wrecks Mars left in his wake. Augusti guards in power armor emerged from the casinos to watch the chase, mesmerized. Both sides looked confused, perhaps due to a breakdown of communication from their hierarchy. 
 In any case, it made the courier’s task easier. By trying to keep the hit on Atom Cat relatively quiet, the Olympians had neglected to inform their mooks. Most were too confused to chase after Ryan and Felix, and it would take time for them to mobilize. 
 Still, the duo needed to escape the city before Lightning Butt climbed down from his mountain and took things into his own hands. 
 "Shortie!" Ryan shouted, as Mars reappeared above them. "Shortie?!" 

"I’m here!" Her voice came out of the chronoradio. Ryan glanced at the beach, and to his relief noticed the tower of the Mechron submarine peeking above the water. "To your left!"

 Ryan quickly noticed a pleasure pier splitting the beach like a dagger, three hundred meters from their location. Two yachts were anchored on each side, sitting in the waters. "Put on your seatbelt," the courier ordered his sidekick as he moved back on the driver’s seat and took over the wheel. The Plushie sat on his lap. "I hope you love action movie sequences." 
 Felix immediately understood what he had in mind. "We can’t leave the city!" 
 "Trust me, kitten, it’s for your sake," Ryan said, before focusing on the Chronoradio and the road ahead. "Shortie, we’ll jump from the pier in two minutes. Open the back." 
 His second favorite cat didn’t like the plan. "My sisters—" 
 "One of them is a serial lottery winner, and both are under Livia’s protection," Ryan replied as Jamie’s motorcycle slowly caught up to them. "They’ll be fine." 
 "You knew," Felix said, clenching his fists. "She saw this happen. It’s another of her plans." 
 "One that involves sparing your l—" 
 Ryan didn’t finish his sentence, as Mars switched strategies. He launched two spiked chains more than twenty meters in length from his hands, each with a grappling hook at the end. One embedded itself in the car hood, the other in the trunk. 
 The Olympian had harpooned the car like a whale! 
 Ryan immediately froze time, lifted his Plushie, and pushed the ears down. The wily rabbit raised its forepaws in excitement as it opened fire on the chain grappling the car hood. The beam melted the links, but time resumed before the courier could turn around and sever the second link. Mars landed on the ground while manifesting a shield beneath his feet, waterskiing on the concrete. This slowed the Plymouth Fury considerably, and gave the Olympian time to maneuver. 
 "Kitten, blow the chain at the back!" Ryan ordered as he hastily seized the driving wheel. The courier still had a short cooldown to take into account, and he didn’t trust the autopilot to make a risky maneuver. 
 "I’ll try!" Felix replied, moving to the car’s back as the vehicle escaped the four-lane and turned towards the pier. The hero tried to reach for the chain with one hand, but had to lower himself to avoid a flying knife from his father. Mars started to pull himself toward the Plymouth Fury, using both hands to move up the chain while launching small kitchen tools. He even attempted to target the car’s wheels, but Ryan wisely had them reinforced against such tactics. 
 Unfortunately, if Mars moved within ten meters of the car, then he could manifest a weapon beneath the car and immobilize it. Ryan’s car could take a lot of punishment, but it had its limits. 
 Worse, Jamie and his girlfriend had outpaced their boss. The new Mercury had manifested a sword of shining red light in his hands, and reached the Plymouth Fury’s trunk. Felix looked at his old friend’s visor, while he raised his sword to cut him down. 
 "Jamie," Ryan heard Felix whisper. "Don’t, please." 
 Jamie hesitated for a split second, before he briefly glanced at his girlfriend behind him. She said something Ryan couldn’t hear due to the wind in his face, but whatever it was, her fiancé reached a decision. 
 Jamie’s shining sword swiftly fell down, and Mars’ chains snapped in half. 
 The surprised Olympian lost control of his momentum and slipped off his shield, falling on his right leg with a sickening crack noise so loud that half of New Rome must have heard it. He rolled on the ground, but had the presence of mind to try and skewer Jamie. The rebellious Augusti managed to move his motorcycle safely to the left, right as metal spikes manifested where he used to be. 
 Right as Mars finished his crash landing, rats emerged by the hundreds from manholes and the road’s sewage system. The centurion attempted to teleport items to protect himself, but the horde quickly buried him alive beneath their furred mass. 
 Jamie gave a shocked Felix a nod, and then fled in the city’s direction while Ryan drove his car on the pier. The Plymouth Fury seemed to screech as it drove between yachts, Len’s submarine rising from the waves three dozen meters away. 
 Metal plates opened on the colossal underwater vehicle’s back, revealing a platform meant for transporting Mechron’s mechs. Shortie waited on it, anxiously looking at her best friend with a water rifle in hands. 
 "They… they helped us?" Atom Cat whispered to himself. 
 "You should treat your true friends better," Ryan said, as they reached the pier’s end. "Seatbelt!" 
 Felix hastily grabbed the one on the backseat, while the Plushie kindly put on Ryan’s seatbelt. The courier briefly froze time to calculate the right angle, before smashing the accelerator when it resumed. 
 The Plymouth Fury reached the pier’s edge, and flew. 
 Without a roof and most windows broken, Ryan took the sea wind in the face, while the Plushie raised its forepaws in happiness. The courier immediately realized he wouldn’t make it, as the distance between the submarine and the pier was too great. 
 The yachts’ windows shattered, the glass shards forming a flying landing ramp. 
 With it, the Plymouth Fury landed on the submarine’s open platform, turned half clockwise, and parked itself. The shock was so abrupt that Felix’s seatbelt almost snapped under the pressure, while the Plushie happily bounced off the driving wheel. 
 When at long last his car had stopped moving, Ryan let out a sigh. The poor Plymouth Fury had been ravaged beyond words, its roof destroyed, its hood full of holes. 
 "Sorry to be late," Shroud replied above Ryan, not even bothering to disguise his voice. The sharp edge of his glass costume became visible, simmering under the moonlight. "I had to get my girlfriend to safety." 
 "How long have you been here?" Ryan asked with a frown. 
 "I caught up to you at the pier." The vigilante crossed his hands. "I guess luck was on my side." 
 Such a bad pun, and yet so appropriate. 
 "Riri, you’re alright?" Len asked while immediately rushing to his side. 
 "I’m fine," the courier replied, before glancing at New Rome. "We won the race." 
 As the submarine moved away from New Rome’s shores, Ryan noticed Pluto parking her car on the pier, escorted by Augusti guards on motorcycles. The Augusti’s Underboss glared at the submarine as it swam away, the platform’s roof closing in preparation for the vehicle to dive beneath the waves. 
 As for the Strip, Ryan had left a few fires in his wake. He wondered how the situation would evolve after this. Things hadn’t escalated to a full war between Dynamis and the Augusti yet, but this fight had been very public. Ryan hoped that Livia could smooth things over, but the situation didn’t look optimal at all. 
 One creature didn’t hide its joy though. 
 "I love you so much!" The Plushie rose to its feet to observe the chaos while the glow of the strip’s flames reflected in its soulless blue eyes. They kept shining even as the submarine’s roof fully closed. 
 Nothing better than mindless destruction to cure depression. 



 18: Carnival Town 
 Monaco’s shores came into sight on the third day of travel. 
 Sitting on a deckchair atop the submarine’s tower, Ryan observed the scenery with a phone in hand. The forbidden land hadn’t changed in the years since the courier last visited it. The city was all pristine and colorful, a nice cover for the horrors inside. Even after facing more than a dozen apocalypses, superpowered tyrants, and other horrors, this place still unsettled Ryan on a bone-deep level. 
 Thankfully though, it seemed Simon had followed through with his promise. Fences and spiked ditches walled up the city, preventing anyone from moving in from the land. A fireball patrolled the coast kilometers away from their location, looking for the submarine. 
 "We’re almost to France, darling," Ryan spoke on the phone, scratching Eugène-Henry’s back as the feline rested on his lap. The Plushie played dead next to the courier’s deckchair, the switch on its back turned off. "Do you want me to conquer it for you while I’m at it?" 

"I would rather that we do it together," Livia replied on the other end of the line. It had been three days since the chase in New Rome, and she hadn’t managed to contact Ryan since then. The courier had felt immense relief at hearing her voice again. "But you can send me pictures of your trip."

 "I can take a suggestive pose next to the Eiffel Tower, to start with." 
 Ryan’s phone bleeped, as Livia sent him a rather… scandalous photo of herself. "My Felix is clearly too young to see this," the courier said. "That’s eighteen plus material here." 

"It’s something to look forward to when we meet again." His girlfriend used a burner phone to contact him, ironically purchased from Dynamis. Thankfully, their mobile system covered most of southern Europe. Livia had taken great pains so that nobody could track down the communication. "Thanks, Ryan."

 "It’s nothing. I’ve saved more stray cats than men at this point." His girlfriend chuckled. Though she had moved on from Felix, Ryan could tell she still cared for him almost like a brother. "But from what you say, you won’t join us in Antarctica." 

"No, I won’t," she replied with a sigh. "Dad had me grounded after my current boyfriend fled the city with my ex."

 "Now, you’re making us sound like Thelma and Louise." 
 Ryan could almost see Livia squinting on the other end of the line. "Did you and Felix… you know, in a past loop…"

 "No, but I wouldn’t have minded." A short silence followed. "Are you imagining us—" 

"No," she lied before changing the subject. "I’m… I miss you, Ryan. Things will be stressful in the following days, and I would rather have you by my side."

 "I will return," Ryan reassured her. "You’re my First Lady, I’m sticking to you through thick and thin." 

"I know you will," she replied warmly. "But things don’t look good on my end. The firefight with Dynamis put everyone on edge. Mars and Venus won’t accuse me openly of treachery, but they strongly suspect it. My father blames them for failing to catch Felix, and even if he remains cautious, Hector Manada is considering calling back his son Alphonse from Sicily. From Dynamis’ point of view, our family is on the verge of a civil war and with the loss of the Bliss Factory, this could be a golden opportunity to decisively end us. Tensions are at an all-time high."

 "Enough for the two organizations to go to war?" 

"I will try to prevent a confrontation." The keyword being try. "But you should send me the updated mind scans as soon as you can."

 He would. The duo had wisely made a brainmap of Livia before the Augusti dinner, so something could be salvaged in case the loop went wrong. "What about Lucky Girl and her younger sister?" Ryan asked. 

Livia let out a sigh. "Dad has Fortuna and Narcinia under close surveillance, but they will get off lightly. They… they are shaken, obviously."

 No kidding. Felix himself had spent the whole trip brooding in his cabin, still trying to process the fact that his own parents had tried to murder him. "That was your plan?" Ryan asked. "That they see their own parents try to murder Felix, and that we carry this awful memory through time?" 

"I cannot make plans around you, Ryan, which is part of your charm." Livia chuckled to herself, but there was no joy in it, only sadness. "I can make previsions and try to adapt to your actions. I wanted to save Felix’s life first and foremost. Everything else..."


Livia took a deep breath before continuing. "It’s… it’s hard, Ryan. Children don’t often see their parents’ dark side. Or rather, we don’t want to see them, until we have no choice. It took me time to understand what my father was. Narcinia and Fortuna… they needed to see it too. For us to achieve a perfect ending."

 "Yeah, I think so too." Ryan chuckled. "I suppose Shroudy can expect a surprise wedding when he meets his lucky charm again?" 

Livia chuckled on the other end of the line. "After he helped save her brother, it’s almost a certainty."

 The courier wondered how Mathias would feel about this, but something else occupied his mind. "What about Jamie? Ki-jung?" 
 Livia’s heavy silence was an answer in itself. 
 Ryan’s hand tensed on Eugène-Henry’s back, as the awful truth dawned on him. "They’re dead." 

"When you escaped on the open sea, my aunt…" Livia’s voice broke. "Zanbato and Chitter tried to flee the city alongside Sphere, but my aunt already had them marked. Since you and Felix had escaped into the open sea beyond her power’s reach, she went after them instead. They… they tried to fight back, but…"

 But it wasn’t enough. Not against Pluto. Unless one was a Yellow Genome or wielded an ability that violated causality like Ryan’s, her power killed with certainty. 
 Jamie and Ki-jung had betrayed the Augusti. Though he would bring them back with the next loop, the news filled Ryan with sadness. These two knew their lives were forfeit the moment they helped Felix, but they still put friendship and conscience over their organization. 

"Don’t tell Felix," Livia pleaded. "It will destroy him."

 "He will have to know." Ryan owed Jamie and Ki-jung that much. 

"Yes," she replied, "but not now. Please."

 "No, not now," Ryan agreed. "Livia, about your aunt, what are we going to do about her? She has almost as much blood on her hands as your Dad." 
 Hell, Elixirs give people their dearest wish, and Pluto got the power to control death. That spoke volumes about her murderous tendencies. 

"I know," his girlfriend replied. "My aunt is my father’s sister, and she will always push for violent solutions. I don’t want her to die, Ryan, but I wouldn’t mind seeing her imprisoned or neutralized."

 Same deal as with Lightning Butt then. Ryan had the gut feeling he would have to jail half his girlfriend’s family by the end of his time in New Rome. "Should we expect another battle? Because your uncle Neptune is the only member of your family that I haven’t fought yet, beside you." 

"Really?" his girlfriend asked, though she didn’t sound surprised. "I guess it makes sense. Uncle Silvio wants to go legit and isn’t looking to cause trouble. Dad sent him to destroy Len’s underwater facility, but he found nothing."

 As Shortie had said she would, she had the habitats disconnect and follow the submarine like a school of fish. She kept them buried deep below the waves though, to prevent the Psychos imprisoned within attempting a jailbreak. 
 The progress they had made on curing the Psycho condition had pacified most of them though. Ryan had expected Sarin to throw a fit about the lack of cure, but seeing Mosquito turned back into a human had given her something stronger than doubt: hope. She finally saw that the courier would be true to his promise, unlike Adam. 
 Ryan sincerely hoped that whatever they found in Antarctica would help her recover her memories. He missed his old vice-president. 

"In any case, to find you so far from New Rome, Dad would need either my help or Vulcan’s, and he doesn’t trust either of us anymore. Not fully." Livia sighed. "I give Vulcan a fifty-fifty percent chance of running away. After her failure to protect the Bliss Factory and her obvious favoritism towards you, she knows Dad might have her killed too."

 "Does she get away if your Daddy makes a shocking move?" Ryan asked, worried for his ex’s safety. 
 Livia waited a few seconds before answering. "Yes, she should."

 Ryan didn’t miss the slight inflection in her tone. "Are you jealous, Miss Augusti?" he teased her. 

"A bit," she admitted. "I have seen the way the two of you interact. Don’t get me wrong, I know you will not cheat on me or anything, but… you and Vulcan have an easy sort of chemistry. I can tell you still care a lot about her."

 "Even when you end a relationship, something always remains." For better or worse. "You have the same thing with Felix." 

"I suppose so." A short pause followed, as Livia tried to find her words. "Don’t get killed in Antarctica, Ryan. I can’t see what awaits you there, and that makes me worry for you."

 "You shouldn’t," Ryan replied with a smile. "I won’t let you forget me." 

"I don’t want to," she replied, which warmed his heart. "When you come back from your trip, I will tell you something. Something really important that I haven’t told anyone else."

 Oh? "Can’t you tell it over the phone?" 

"No, which should motivate you to come back," the mafia princess replied coyly. "I have to go now. Cancel will check up on me soon."

 "Will you have an opening to call me again?" Because like all good things, that moment would end too soon. 

"Not before a long while," Livia replied sadly.

 "Are you sure everything will be alright on your end?" 

"No, but I will manage." Livia’s voice turned warm and loving. "Come back soon, Ryan. I want you at my side. I need you at my side."

 These words were music to Ryan’s ears, and made him all the more determined to go back to her. "Me too, Livia," he said. "See you soon, my princess." 

"See you soon, my prince charming."

 The call ended, leaving Ryan alone with his thoughts, a cat, and an invisible peep. "You are courting death, Translucent," the courier said, as the submarine finally found a stone beach close to the fence keeping Monaco walled up. 
 "Sorry, old habits die hard," Shroud replied before dropping his invisibility. "Still, if you don’t want your conversations eavesdropped, don’t have them in a public space." 
 "If I spend too much time trapped in a room, I start seeing clowns in the corners." The submarine’s cabins were comfortable, but Ryan needed fresh air to function. 
 "I suppose you don't get excellent phone reception in a cabin twenty leagues under the sea." Shroud crossed his arms. "Don’t let her go, Ryan. She is a good woman." 
 Ryan looked up at the vigilante with astonished eyes. "Impostor! Impostor!" He pointed an accusing finger at the transparent hero, while Eugène-Henry hissed. "What have you done to the real Mathias?" 
 "When the facts prove me wrong, I change my mind," he replied with a shrug. "She is not her father’s daughter, and when you speak to her, your smiles turn genuine. It gets me thinking." 
 "Have you changed your mind about another girl too?" Ryan asked coyly. 
 Shroud looked at the fireball above Monaco. "Fortuna is a better person than I thought," he admitted. Watching her stand up to Mars to save her brother seemed to have the same effect on Mathias as it did on Ryan. "Even if I do not keep my memories, make sure I understand that by the time I settle things." 
 That was the plan. 
 In truth, the disaster with Felix had taught Ryan something very important; namely, that Lightning Butt would jump at any excuse to have Felix executed. For the courier to minimize casualties, he needed to take down the superpowered mob boss’ factory and organization in quick succession. 
 Ryan had the gut feeling his Perfect Run would be a speedy one. 
 In any case, they had reached their current destination. The submarine ‘docked’ along a pier of rock, and its presence quickly caught the locals’ attention. A military jeep drove on the stone beach from the hills near Monaco, driven by a familiar face. 
 Simon had gained a few years since Ryan last saw him, but he remained a colossus built like Mr. Universe. While forced to use scavenged American football pads in Monaco, the soldier had upgraded his equipment to a pre-Last Easter military suit, including a reinforced vest, night goggles, a helmet, and a host of pistols, grenades, and other weapons. He still kept his trusty old shotgun, and pointed it at the submarine’s crew before recognizing Ryan. 
 "P’tit Rital!" Simon said while stepping down from his car. "Nom de Dieu, what are you doing here?" 
 "I’ve come to conquer France!" Ryan replied as he rose from his seat, carrying Eugène-Henry in his arms. "Where is your white flag?" 
 Simon responded by opening fire, the bullet moving within an inch of Ryan’s face. A decade of practice on clowns had made the old man a terrifying shot. He could have blown the courier’s skull if he had wanted to. 
 "You were saying?" the old soldier asked. "You aren’t messing with any France here, P’tit Rital. You’re messing with the Sixth Republic’s France!" 
 "Careful Ryan, I have French ancestry too," Shroud said with a joking tone. 
 "That would explain your propensity for turning invisible in the thick of battle," Ryan replied, though he knew France had won twice as many battles as it had lost. The courier leapt from the submarine’s tower to land on the shore, Simon still pointing his gun at him. "Will you accept a Jean-Paul Sartre book as an apology?" 
 "Mayhaps, I have half his stuff already," Simon replied, before lowering his weapon. Instead of slaying Ryan where he stood, he kindly patted him on the back. "Good to see you again, friend. Time flies by." 
 If only he knew. From his point of view, they hadn’t met in around three years, but Ryan had seen centuries pass. Yet Monaco had a special place in his heart. For all its horrors, the place and the people the courier met within made him the man he was today. 
 "Who is this, some kind of windshield ad?" Simon asked, as Shroud landed on the shore. 
 Mathias let out a sigh, removing his helmet to reveal the man underneath. "Never heard that one before. My name is Mathias, Mathias Martel." 
 "Oh, a fellow Frenchman?" Simon’s voice softened up, clearly happy to meet with a lost countryman. "You’re welcome to settle here, if you wish. We need people to man my fence and keep people out. Got some help from a fiery Genome, but he will move out soon." 
 Ryan’s eyes wandered to the fence outside Monaco, and at the fiery figure overseeing the area from above. He wouldn’t risk anything as long as he didn’t touch the ground, but... "Any clowns wandered out?" the courier asked. 
 "No, but some idiots always try to climb up the fence." Simon snickered. "Nobody succeeded on my watch, but I’m tempted to let them. I mean, if they still insist on going to that cursed place after all the warnings, then it’s just natural selection at work." 
 "We," Shroud said, while Len and Little Sarah climbed out of the submarine behind them. "You said we needed people to help with the fence." 
 "Yeah, we’ve got a network of communities springing up around the coast. We’re trying to recreate a new French government by linking settlements, starting with the coast." Simon glanced at Ryan. "Martine is in the running for the role of president. Never thought I would see that day coming." 
 "She would be perfect for the job," Ryan said. That woman, though lacking powers, had managed to keep the Suitestown community functioning while they were trapped in Monaco. If anyone could rebuild France, it was her. 
 The courier waved a hand at Len and Sarah. "Simon, this is Commissar Len and the Communist Youth. Len, Sarah, this is Sheriff Simon." 
 "Len? The girl you were looking for?" Simon nodded at Len, who shyly smiled. "Yeah, she looks like a leftie alright. I like to read Engels though." 
 "I have all his texts," Len said while nodding. "I’m… I’m happy to make your acquaintance, Mr. Simon." 
 "You’re old," Little Sarah said, whistling at Simon. "I’ve never met someone that old." 
 "A steady diet of shrimp sharpens the body and mind," Simon replied with a shrug. If Monaco couldn’t kill him, nothing would... except smoke and alcoholism. "I had a granddaughter your age once. That takes me back." 
 "Do you like kids?" Ryan asked mirthfully. "Orphaned kids?" 
 "Do I look like a priest to you?" Simon deadpanned, causing Mathias to snort. 
 "Well, the only one I’ve met in Italy yet is dealing drugs," Ryan said with a shrug. "We’re going to a dangerous place and we’re looking for someone to keep the kids while we’re away." 
 Simon snickered. "A place more dangerous than this one?" 
 "We planned to make a stop at the Canaries and get some sunburns, but we didn’t have the budget for a full holiday," Ryan explained. Even if he could turn back time, the possibility of a war between Dynamis and the Augusti threatened to destroy New Rome and key resources. "So we settled for a winter vacation in Antarctica." 
 "I would have chosen the Canaries." Simon crossed his arms. "Where in Antarctica?" 
 "Station Orpheon," Len replied. As Ryan expected, his old friend didn’t look surprised. "You know about it, Mr. Simon?" 
 "I worked for the French Direction du Renseignement Militaire, back when we had a bureaucracy," Simon replied. "I heard the story. I thought it was abandoned after the head scientist went mad?" 
 "Apparently not," Mathias replied. "We believe the Alchemist turned it into a base." 
 "Wouldn’t surprise me. Fools and monsters flock to cursed places. I speak from experience." Simon looked down on Sarah. "Do you know how to fight, little girl?" 
 Little Sarah responded by bringing a gun from beneath her skirt and pointing it at the older man. "Wanna try me?" she asked. 
 "Sarah!" Len forced the unruly child to lower her weapon. "How many times will I have to tell you?! Don’t point a weapon at strangers!" 
 This only amused Simon. "Your posture isn’t right, little girl, and you should aim for the stomach. Never seen anyone survive with a hole there." The soldier turned at Ryan. "I’ll run your daycare, yeah. And teach that kid how to aim right too. I’ve got bigger guns at home." 
 "You do?" Sarah asked, suddenly excited. 
 "Yeah, military stuff." Simon smiled at Ryan. "Glad to see you’ve made friends, P’tit Rital. Last time I saw you, you were driving into the sunset all sad and lonely, searching for that girlfriend of yours. Now you look halfway happy." 
 Len bit her lower lip in embarrassment, while Ryan looked at the skies above them. "Things change," he replied. "I still have the Thus Spoke Zarathustra book you gave me." 
 "Did it help?" Simon asked with a hint of concern. "I thought it was appropriate in your case. Eternal Recurrence and all." 
 "It helped, though it took me a while to understand and learn the lessons within," Ryan admitted, Eugène-Henry meowing in his arms. "You knew, didn’t you?" 
 Simon responded with a shrug. "All I know is that I know nothing." 
 He had figured it out before anyone else, and he wasn’t even a gamer. 
 "Know what?" Little Sarah asked, frowning at the older people around her. "I want to know!" 
 "Maybe one day, sweetie," Len replied kindly. 
 "Anyway, I’ve taken residence in a ghost town nearby," Simon said. "I’ve got a wine cellar and non-alcoholic beverages for the little spitfire. Want to get a drink before you go skiing? My treat." 
 "Depends." Ryan turned to Shroud. "How far is the sun from setting?" 
 "Look up and see for yourself," he replied. 
 Ryan did so, and noticed a bright point crossing the skies. The light point that oversaw Monaco descended on the beach, a fiery figure of light and goodness. 
 Little Sarah looked up in astonishment. "Is that an angel?" 

Something like that, Ryan thought, as the fiery being landed on the ground and melted stone beneath his feet. 
 "Shroud," Leo 'Sunshine' Hargraves said. "You called for reinforcements?" 
 When you go to the coldest place on Earth, you better bring the sun. 



 19: The Truth Beneath the Ice 
 Snow. Snow, everywhere. 
 Antarctica was a land of ice without end, a white expanse of glaciers, frozen mountains, and plains so white that sunlight made them almost blinding to look at. It was utterly silent too. The few penguins and wildlife living on the continent nested along the coasts, and left the continent’s interior utterly lifeless. 
 Clad in the Saturn Armor, Ryan flew above the frozen wasteland with only Leo Hargraves for company. The courier remembered making a stop in Scandinavia and later Greenland during one of his lengthiest fetch quests, but the south pole remained a mystery to him. 

"Have you found anything?" Len asked him through the telecom. 
 "Winter is coming," Ryan replied ominously, as he and Sunshine flew over a tall glacier. 

"Riri, you have been repeating that each time I call you."

 "Because people must know!" Ryan replied playfully. "I mostly see snow, but on the plus side, I haven’t seen any mosquitoes. Well, except the one we keep in storage." 
 No wonder he never visited this place, there was nothing to do! 
 "I am highly disappointed." The courier shrugged off a layer of frost forming on his armored arms. "I expected an ancient civilization buried beneath the snow, or maybe a mad scientist’s base." 

"What about the armor’s readings?"

 "It actually picked up a spatial anomaly, but the signals are faint." Truth be told, the entire region reeked of them. Whatever happened here had permanently damaged the space-time continuum in the area. "Sunshine and I are trying to narrow down the source." 

"I… finally." It had been three days since they reached the continent, and quite a few members of the expedition had grown irritated with the lack of progress. "Don’t do anything rash."

 "Shortie, Rash is my middle name," Ryan replied happily, "between Dashing and Immortal!" 
 Sunshine must have heard him, because the living sun looked over his shoulder. "Witty comes to mind too," he said. 
 "Witty is my son, Amusing my daughter," Ryan replied, as he turned left after his armor picked up a stronger signal. Leo Hargraves quickly followed. "By the way, Sunshine, how is it you’re not melting the whole place with your mere presence?" 
 "I can control my own gravity and heat." The superhero observed Ryan closely, his shining gaze both warm and intimidating. 
 "Do you want to shed light on some unresolved issues, my stargazing friend?" Though they had traveled together for a few days, the Carnival leader had remained surprisingly quiet so far. The courier had seen him gazing at Len while she didn’t notice, and his best friend had done her best to avoid the Living Sun. "Bloody issues?" 
 The Living Sun looked away, glancing at frozen mountains in the distance. "Is Len Sabino listening?" 
 Ryan had guessed right. "Shortie, the sun wants to dial you." 

"I’m listening," she replied after a brief and tense silence, with Ryan putting on the loudspeaker. 
 "I wish to apologize on my team’s behalf," Sunshine said. "To the both of you. What happened four years ago…" 
 "Wasn’t your brightest day?" Ryan sighed. "Believe me, it could have gone a lot worse, and you apologized already. At least to me." 
 "In a previous loop?" Hargraves asked. 
 "So you believe us?" Ryan asked. The Living Sun hadn’t broached the subject since they set off from Monaco. 
 "I admit I find Shroud’s story difficult to believe, but I have seen many things in my life that I once thought impossible." Leo Hargraves’ light seemed to dim for a brief instant. "You are within your right to hate us, and I would perfectly understand. I want to say that my teammates only followed my directions, and that I made the call that day. If you wish to blame someone, it is I." 

Len let the words sink in for a moment before answering. "Did you know who he used to be? That we were with him?"

 "Yes," Sunshine admitted. "I know Freddie Sabino was a good man, and that he traveled with his children." 

"Then why?" she asked, though her voice didn’t break. Ryan could tell that the subject remained painful for her, but not as much as it used to be. "Why did you come after him? Why didn’t you try to heal him? Your Genius… your Genius could have helped. Or at least tried."

 "We didn’t think curing him was even possible," Sunshine admitted. "And time was not in our favor." 
 "You predicted that he would cause a disaster," Ryan said, remembering his conversation with Shroud at the loop’s beginning. 
 "Yes." Sunshine seemed to hesitate about saying something, but eventually mustered the courage to. "And we had reason to think that he would kill you both, if we didn’t take action quickly." 
 Ryan could almost see Len meditating on these words, reading between the lines. If let loose, Bloodstream would have killed his own daughter no matter what, and the Carnival saved her life. 
 On some level, she probably knew all along. 

"I… I don’t know." Len took a long deep breath. "I… I understand why you... why you tried to kill Dad. I do not support it, but… I understand. I’m… I’m not sure my father is even there anymore."

 "If we can cure him, we will," Sunshine swore. "We made a decision based on the information we had available, but now… now I doubt we made the right one." 
 "Hindsight is twenty-twenty," Ryan replied. If anything, after seeing Bloodstream destroy New Rome in the previous loop, the courier thought that the Carnival hadn’t been thorough enough in stamping him out. 
 His armor suddenly picked up an electromagnetic reading near an icy rift below them. Bingo. 

"I…" Len cleared her throat on the other end of the line. "Whatever happens, it will be my decision. Let me make it."

 "I understand," Leo Hargraves said, as he and Ryan landed near the rift. Snow melted beneath the Living Sun’s heels, forcing him to float above the ground not to fall. "However, you must understand that if there is a risk that Bloodstream might escape and threaten millions, I will have to make a call." 
 Len didn’t say anything. 
 "But if there is a way to cure your father, then we will find it," Leo Hargraves swore, ever the shining knight. "What Dynamis did was… inhuman. If we had known, we would have stopped it. You have my word on that." 

"It’s okay," Len replied. "I… I don’t want to talk about it. Not right now."

 "I understand. I am sorry to have opened old wounds." 
 "Trust me, you haven’t even scratched the surface." Ryan glanced into the rift, dark and foreboding. The crack spread on for miles, an ice canyon so deep that he needed to put on the armor’s lights to see the bottom. But most importantly, his systems picked up traces of Violet Flux in the area. "Well well well, what have we here..." 

"Have you found something, Riri?"

 "A Thin Place, but not a natural one," Ryan replied, as he analyzed the energy readings. "And not the welcoming kind either." 
 "What do you mean?" Sunshine asked, arms crossed. 
 "This kind of pocket dimension doesn’t just prevent intruders from moving in," Ryan explained. Natural Thin Places, like the one where he had his fateful date with Livia, often opened during rare cosmic or electromagnetic conjunctions. But not this one. "It also prevents what's already inside from escaping." 
 In short, it was a second Monaco. 
 The Living Sun quickly caught on to the implications. "She is keeping prisoners," he guessed. "I can’t see any other reason to complicate evacuation otherwise." 
 Neither did Ryan. Bacchus had told him that the Alchemist often set up illegal labs to test Elixirs. The courier guessed she probably did the same in her center of power. 

"Can you get us inside?" Len asked, worried.

 "I can open the way with my armor, and then keep it open with the Resonators." Ryan always brought these devices with him on a trip, in case he ever found a way to commit Clown genocide. "This will create a pathway in and out of the pocket dimension, and allow us to communicate with the outside world while we’re inside." 
 "In that case, Stitch and Atom Cat will remain behind on the other side of the portal, just in case," Leo Hargraves said, immediately making plans. "The rest of us can look at what’s inside. If the Alchemist is smart, she will have defenses in place to repel intruders." 

"You don’t want to try talking it out first?" Len asked.

 "I would," the superhero asked. "But I have the feeling it won’t be an option." 
 A sentiment that Ryan shared. "That woman has killed or driven mad everyone who tried to track her," the courier said. "And she didn’t mind ending the world as an experiment. I doubt she’s going to cooperate with us." 

"I will tell everyone to prepare," Len said.

 "We’ll come back to pick you up," Ryan said, taking flight again alongside Sunshine. "Perhaps we should have brought a robot army. They make everything easy." 
 "And that’s the problem," Sunshine replied. "When you make battles costless for those who order them, the results are always terrible. War should not be a computer game." 
 Indeed. But Ryan still regretted condemning the bunker on their way out. Lightning Butt entered his full paranoia mode and sent soldiers to investigate the Junkyard soon after ordering the hit on Felix, trying to figure out what happened to the Meta-Gang. The risk of the Augusti finding out about Mechron’s armory had been too great, especially since they had the resources to take it over. 
 As for the other bases, Leo Hargraves had cleared out two of them by the time Shroudy Matty called him for reinforcements. With half of the Carnival deployed in Antarctica, the other members of the group remained in warmer places to destroy the remaining armories. 
 From what Ryan had understood, only the bunker in New Rome had been focusing on R&amp;D. The others were standard armed robot production facilities, and capable of churning out armies in weeks. Sunshine was right, nothing good could come out of such installations. 
 With them gone, then Mechron’s legacy would be buried for good. 
 "Gotta admit, I’m a bit surprised you agreed to join this side-quest," Ryan told his companion. 
 "A quest? Like a medieval one?" Leo asked, before shrugging. "A cure for Psychos would make the world a better place, and to be honest, if the Alchemist truly lives here… I want to ask her a question." 
 "The Pink Elixir’s release date?" 
 "No," Sunshine replied. "I want to ask her why." 
 Ryan suspected that Sarin intended to ask the same question, but with far more violence involved. 
 The short flight ended half an hour south of the rift’s location, where a steel facility waited half-buried amidst a desert of ice and snow. The modular base consisted of two dozen cubes of metal joined together in an ‘L’ fashion, some of them breached. 
 Thanks to Bacchus and Simon’s information, it hadn’t taken long for Ryan’s group to find the lost Station Orpheon. The French government had stripped the research station clean after abandoning it, but left enough stuff for the team’s Geniuses to restore it to half capacity. Ryan guessed the military intended to reactivate the site at one point, but never got around to doing so before the world ended. For safety, the group had left Alchemo and the Doll with the submarine a few hours away in the south, moving in only with the group’s fighters. 
 Mr. Wave and the Panda, the only members of the team capable of surviving the terribly low temperature without special equipment, had made a campfire outside. And even then, Mr. Wave had to trade his fabulous cashmere suit for a trendy seal-fur garment. Ryan’s pandawan hadn’t changed outfit, though he remained constantly in beast form. 
 As it turned out, superpowered pandas were powerful enough to survive in Antarctica without power armor. Their indestructible fur and fat shielded them from the cold, alongside radiation, rainwater, and cupcakes. 
 Ryan had checked. 
 "Once, Mr. Wave turned up the heat," the superhero told the Panda, as the manbear gorged himself on warm seal milk. "That was the start of global warming." 
 "Is, is it true?" The Panda asked naively. Though his power had given him a great deal of insight, he still had the adorable tendency of believing everything his heroes said. 
 "Mr. Wave never lies, he enlightens," the superhero replied, as Ryan and his sunny friend landed near them. 
 "While Sunshine lights the way," Ryan joked. 
 "Only in the dark," Mr. Wave added. 
 Leo Hargraves chuckled, before glancing at the Panda. "How is the milk?" 
 "H-he’s noticing me!" The Panda lowered his head to avoid meeting Sunshine’s gaze, all but putting his nose in his milk. Unfortunately, the frost was such that the boiling liquid quickly started to freeze on his fur. "He’s talking to me!" 
 "I…" Leo Hargraves looked a bit uncomfortable. "Yes, I am." 
 "You can go blind if you stare at the sun too long," Ryan said. "My pandawan is only taking care of his health." 
 "Sifu, is he still looking?" The Panda asked, too afraid to raise his head. 
 "Don’t worry, his vision is based on movement," Ryan added. "You should be safe." 
 "I’m… I’m flattered, but this reaction is uncalled for," Leo argued, highly embarrassed. 
 "But you are the Living Sun, Earth’s greatest hero!" said the Panda, as he took a deep, chilly breath. "I have a poster of you in my bedroom!" 
 "Heroism is not a popularity contest," Sunshine argued. "And you have proven your worth when you fought the Meta-Gang, Timmy. Mathias spoke highly of you. In fact, I would like to invite you to the Carnival. We need people like you, with their hearts in the right place. Of course, this is dangerous work, and I would perfectly understand if you refu-" 
 The Panda dropped his cup in shock, the milk turning to ice within seconds. The poor manbear began to hyperventilate, falling to his back and rolling in the snow. Then he let out a squeal so powerful, that Ryan wondered if penguins could hear it from across the wasteland. 
 "Mr. Wave believes you just committed pandacide," Mr. Wave told his confused teammate. 
 "This is the first time I’ve gotten such a reaction," Sunshine replied as the station’s doors opened. Len walked out first alongside Sarin, both wearing their evolved power armors. Atom Cat and Shroud followed. The former wore a white second skin of Stitch’s conception which covered his entire body, even the eyes; somehow it allowed him to see anyway. From what Ryan understood, the protection was made of trillions of bacteria adapted to the cold. Shroud, meanwhile, had thickened his suit with additional layers of reinforced glass to keep the heat inside, turning his costume into a heavy and nigh-impenetrable armor. Stitch closed the march, carrying heavy insulation clothing over his plague doctor outfit. 
 "Are you sure you wish to come with us, Atom Cat?" Sunshine asked upon seeing Felix. "We are about to face great danger. If the Alchemist truly makes her lair in this region, then she is certainly not defenseless." 
 "I owe you one," the young man replied while glancing at Ryan and Mathias. "And I have questions I want answers for." 
 "Me too," Sarin snickered. "I can tell there’s stuff you’re keeping for yourselves. Like a secret nerd conspiracy." 
 "The orange is in the henhouse," Ryan replied ominously. 
 The lovely Sarin stared at him. "I didn’t get it." 
 "Exactly." Ryan whistled, even as the Psycho raised her gauntlet in his direction. 
 "I still can’t believe it," Felix said, crossing his arms. "Livia would never cooperate with the Carnival. Something isn’t right." 
 "Things change," Shroud replied with a shrug. 
 "And you’re dating my sister," Felix added. "Somehow, I find that to be the strangest part." 
 Ryan decided to hold off on telling him about time travel. 
 One shock at a time. 
   
 When the team reached the rift on foot with the Resonator devices, Ryan froze time, purple and black particles swirling around his body. Much like when he opened a path to the Black World in the previous loop, he quickly found the pocket dimension’s entrance, and forcefully opened it with his bare hands. 
 After tossing a Resonator inside and keeping the other in the snow, a stream of particles formed between the two ends of the portals and slowly opened it. When time resumed, a purple portal ominously floated above the icy rift. 
 "So?" Ryan asked. "Who goes in—" 
 "First!" Mr. Wave said while immediately jumping through. 
 "Damn it!" Not to be outdone, Ryan immediately followed his idol and the world around him brightened in a bright flash of purple particles. The transport lasted an instant, but the contrast between the two sides couldn’t be starker. 
 While it had been daylight in Antarctica, the other side of the portal had a black, starless sky overseeing it. Streaks of purple lightning thundered above the group’s heads, while Ryan almost mistook the howling wind for screams. A foreboding structure stood alone surrounded by a vast expanse of ice which seemed to go on without end. 
 Yeah, such a warm, welcoming place. 
 Ryan had received a brief vision of the Alchemist’s base when he tried to open the path to the Purple World a few loops ago, and he immediately recognized the structure. A colossal dome of black metal emerged from the snow, with reinforced blast doors large enough to let a plane through serving as the entrance. All in all, the structure was among the largest Ryan had ever seen, and gave the Egyptian pyramids a run for their money. 
 Here it was. The place where it all began. 
 Ryan might have felt a sense of wonder at the sight, but a few worrying details immediately caught his attention. 
 First of all, the dome had been breached, with a hole more than fifty meters in diameter blown open on its left side. And from the way the metal bent, whatever explosion caused the structural damage came from the inside. Second, though Ryan noticed reinforced, stained portholes here and there, he couldn’t see any light within. Third, the building’s blast doors leaned on the left, as if the whole dome was sinking into the snow. 
 And fourth… 
 "What is this?" Len said as she crossed the portal, immediately noticing it. 
 The dead husk of a colossal monster more than eight meters tall laid in the snow. Ice and frost had preserved the creature’s flesh, even though half its body was made of cybernetic implants. The left arm was a cannon, the right a technological blade large enough to cleave a tank in half. The creature had scales red as blood, curved horns like a bull, three rows of fangs, and eight spidery eyes. A large gash had split its black armor from shoulder to the waist, letting brown alien organs spill out on the ice. 
 When everyone except Stitch and Atom Kitten crossed the portal, the group carefully surrounded the husk, with Sarin pointing her gauntlets at its face in case it would wake up. It didn’t. By all measures, the monster had been dead for a while, though Ryan couldn’t tell how long due to the ice. 
 "It looks like one of Mechron’s warbeasts," Sunshine said. 
 His teammate was less certain. "Mr. Wave never killed that model, and he slaughtered them all." 
 "At least it’s dead," Sarin said before wiping away snow covering the monster’s shoulder. "Look, on the shoulder." 
 Leo approached the husk to provide light. A mark similar to a cross between the ‘M’ letter and the omega symbol was engraved on the monster’s armor. Somehow, looking at it unsettled Ryan for a reason he couldn’t explain. 
 "What’s that?" Mr. Wave asked. "A reversed ‘W’?" 
 "I have mastered linguistics, Sifu," the Panda informed Ryan, trying to help. "If I have more information, I could figure it out." 
 "Perhaps we could hack into the implants and find out more from them," Shroud suggested. "They must have recorded what happened." 
 "That technology is…" Len shook her head. "I don’t even know where to begin. But it’s not…" 
 "It’s not Mechron tech," Ryan said. His own armor couldn’t connect to the monster’s cybernetic implants. 
 "Mmm…" Sarin glanced at the hole in the dome. "Do you think it blew its way out? Could be a failed lab experiment. Don’t you Geniuses love them, eh?" 
 "Too early to say," Sunshine replied, before taking flight. "Shroud, with me. The rest of you, try to secure the perimeter. If the Alchemist still lives there, she probably noticed us." 
 The group spread around the portal to secure it, finding the remains of old defensive turrets either broken or buried in the ice. Ryan himself had his armor’s systems run an analysis of the structure, the various sensors slowly providing a larger view of the full thing. And the more the courier saw, the more he squinted. Sunshine and Mr. See-Through flew around the dome while maintaining a respectable distance. 
 "First of all, the portholes aren’t made of glass," Shroud said upon returning to the portal. "I cannot control them. And on a closer look, I do not think they are portholes at all. They look like lenses or cameras." 
 "They appear to be inactive," Sunshine added. "As for the wasteland, it loops on itself past a certain point." 
 "The defenses haven’t been maintained in years," Len declared while examining a broken turret. 
 "Whole place looks empty," Sarin replied grimly. "And to be honest, it gives me the chills." 
 Ryan glanced at the cyborg’s husk. The cuts weren’t clean enough for blades or lasers. 
 Claws. 

Claws killed this thing. 
 The base had been active when Ryan saw it in his visions, but not anymore. At one point, something went wrong. 
 "Why are the doors leaning?" The Panda asked with worry, the whole place intimidating him. 
 "Because it’s not a bunker," Ryan said, as his armor’s readings came back with a simulation of the building. 
 The dome was just the tip of the iceberg; a submarine’s tower, hiding a larger structure buried beneath the ice. The full base was a colossal, kilometers long war machine with great metal wings and reactors larger than most skyscrapers. 
 "It’s a spaceship." 



 20: Past Fragment: Origins of the Species 
 ●     December 12th, 1992, Antarctica.




 Eva Fabre loved watching the night sky. 
 She couldn’t see the stars in Paris, but Antarctica had no light pollution to hide them. Auroras danced in the heavens, while the Milky Way shone brightly above her head. The night seemed alive and full of wonders, the darkness of space overwhelmed by islands of light. 
 Was there ever a more beautiful sight? 
 Eva had wanted to become an astronaut when she was a child. But being born in the wrong place at the wrong time, her chances had been dim from the start. Instead, she became a geneticist, and eventually rose through the ranks to become the head scientist of Station Orpheon. Instead of landing on the moon, she led a large team in studying dangerous plagues. 
 The French government had chosen Antarctica as the site’s location for a few reasons. Mostly, it was meant to avoid dangerous containment breaches, but also to study ancient viruses frozen beneath the ice. Some of them could devastate the Earth if unleashed, and Eva’s superior wanted to keep an edge in the field of bioweapons. The USSR’s collapse left the future uncertain. 
 Some would have resented working on weapons of mass destruction, but Eva slept soundly at night. International relationships were based on force, and strength derived from technological superiority. For her country to survive, it needed to stay ahead of the competition by any means necessary. Maybe her work would kill millions one day, maybe not. Though she would rather see nukes stay in their silos, they would come in handy if doomsday ever came. 
 Eva was paid to do a dirty job, but it was a necessary one. 
 Standing near her special 4x4, Eva sensed the cold creeping into her suit. Though she wore heavy clothing, including a parka, goggles, mittens, and a balaclava, Antarctica was Earth’s harshest environment. No one was truly safe from it, and she was kilometers away from the station, surrounded only by ice. 
 But Eva didn’t care. The night sky’s sight warmed her already. 
 She knew aliens existed above. The samples she found in Antarctica had all but convinced her that life came from space, in the form of primordial viruses and bacteria. What kind of strange and wonderful creature inhabited the stars above her head? 
 She hoped to live long enough to find out. 

"Pierre to Eva?" Her assistant called her through the intercom. "Pierre to Eva?"

 "I’m here," she replied. "Just stargazing." 

"Oh, good, I was getting worried."

 Of course he was. Pierre was anxious by nature, and he always advised Eva not to go out alone. Truth be told, the scientist enjoyed these quiet moments of solitude she couldn’t find in the communal station. Eva didn’t particularly feel close to anyone, and didn’t want to. Her work was her life. 

"You should go back though," Pierre said. "We’re picking up abnormal electromagnetic activity in your area."

 "Probably the auroras," Eva replied absentmindedly. Now that she said that, their colors seemed to change from green to a light shade of violet. "I’ll be back soon." 

"Sorry I did…" Pierre’s voice turned into a radio static. "Eva…"

 "Pierre?" Eva called out, her communicator starting to bug out. "Pierre, can you hear me?" 
 No answer but a static. 
 "Pierre?" Eva asked again, only to squint through her goggles. The auroras above her head had grown brighter, streaks of purple light illuminating the frozen wasteland. The static turned into a droning sound, almost ear-piercing. "Pierre?" 
 Another voice answered, but with a bestial roar rather than a word. 
 The ground shook beneath Eva’s feet, small rifts and cracks forming into the ice. The heavens brightened further, until the night turned into a purple day. 
 Realizing something was wrong, Eva immediately jumped back inside her vehicle and smashed the accelerator. The strong, reinforced wheels dashed on the snow, while the scientist immediately drove back towards Station Orpheon. 
 "Pierre? Pierre?" Eva kept calling through the intercom, but all she heard were strange, incomprehensible sounds. "Pierre, are you seeing this?" 
 Two violet auroras had split the skies in half. Space itself was being ripped apart, like the lids of a giant eye opening. A black spot widening in a sea of purple light, a black hole growing from the heart of a phantom star. 
 Though a part of her was desperate to get away, Eva ended up peeking through her window to get a better look. Her curiosity overwhelmed her survival instinct. 
 The black spot had grown to gigantic size, giving the scientist a direct window to look through. Only then did she realize that she was looking at a gate into the very fabric of space-time. 
 A colossal, black structure with metal wings crossed the void of space, carried by reactors leaving a crimson streak of light in their wake. The immense machine was as large as a human city, smashing through asteroids like a tank through pebbles. 
 A swarm of small red, spearlike machines harassed the giant vessel, violently ramming into its hull like daggers. The giant black machine retaliated with confusing flashes of blue light and red lasers. Orange energy coated the hull at some points, the red vessels shattered when they tried to pierce these areas. 
 Starships. These were starships. 

A battle, Eva thought, both awed and horrified by the sight. They’re fighting.

 Aliens existed, and they were at war. 
 The giant ship’s hull faced down, towards Eva and Antarctica. By now, most of the red swarm had either been destroyed, or successfully pierced the hull. The rest backed away, as the black starship started crossing the portal and moved ever closer to Eva. 
 It was about to crash. 
 "No, no, no!" Eva drove faster than ever before, the car’s engine steaming. Yet though the starship’s fall was slow, it was inevitable. The ground shook beneath her wheels as the kilometer-long cruiser’s bow impacted Antarctica not so far from her location. The earthquake caused her car’s alarm to blare like a dying screech of agony. 
 "Holy—" 
 Eva never finished her sentence, as a bright purple flash swallowed her whole, followed by a tide of snow. Ice shards were blown in all directions, cracking her reinforced windshield and tussling the vehicle to the side. Her head smashed against the airbag as her car rolled a dozen times, and the darkness swallowed her. 
 When Eva regained consciousness, her car had been turned upside down, the roof on the snow, the wheels pointing up. The scientist’s vision blurred as her hand reached for the door, and it took her a few minutes to crawl out of her vehicle’s husk. Snow had piled up around it, forcing Eva to dig her way out with her bare mittens. A few drops of frozen water slipped inside her suit, making her wince. 
 When the scientist managed to stand up outside her vehicle, she wondered if the stars had vanished in the skies. It took her a moment to understand the truth. 
 An enormous dome overshadowed her. 
 The starship had crashed into Antarctica’s surface, most of it now buried beneath the snow tide raised by the impact. Its sleek metal surface was as black as a starless night, and eye-like windows seemed to observe her. 
 Eva gathered her breath. Though she didn’t believe in any God, she had to admit her survival was nothing short of miraculous. If she had chosen another spot to stargaze, the ship would have crushed her 4x4. 
 After quickly checking if she had any wounds, Eva immediately attempted to contact her base. "Pierre? Pierre, can you hear me?" 
 No reception. Eva carefully stepped out of the ship’s shadow to look at the skies, and to her shock, the stars were gone. Darkness ruled absolute, besides a few violet lightning bolts. The strange meteorological phenomenon probably interfered with communications. 
 Eva tried to dig up her car, but quickly realized it was hopeless. The successive shocks had ruined the engine, and she had no idea how to repair it. The emergency radio didn’t work either, so there was no way to contact her base. 
 She had emergency rations left in the trunk though, alongside the flashlight, a portable heater, shovels, and other basic tools. She could hold out a few days in the hope of being rescued. There was no way her fellow scientists would miss the crash. 
 Still, doubt gnawed at her each time she looked up. Eva took the flashlight, checked the battery, and toured the crash site. 
 It took her hours. 
 The ship’s size defied comprehension, and more than half of it was now buried under tons of ice. She remembered seeing wings and reactors during its fall, but only the dome and upper decks remained above ground. Nobody came out to intercept her either. 
 The scientist eventually found an entrance of some sort, namely advanced blast doors on the alien ship’s right side. A cursory analysis informed her that they were made of strange, orange metals she couldn’t recognize. The crash had breached the gates, leaving a crack large enough for Eva to slip in with some effort. 
 She almost tried her luck, before deciding it was too dangerous to go alone. She needed to call Station Orpheon, her team, the military. They had to know. Everybody had to know. 
 Aliens existed. 
 This… this changed everything. 
 This was the greatest event in mankind’s history since the discovery of fire! This would… this would alter the fate of the world forever! Eva would live long enough to see mankind make first contact with a highly advanced civilization, one clearly capable of interstellar travel! 
 National rivalries now looked insignificant in the face of such an event. Mankind was only one intelligent species across the stars, and internal divisions no longer mattered. If the aliens willingly shared their technology, then nobody would fight over resources anymore. 
 Maybe… maybe this discovery would foster universal peace? The creation of a unified human government that wouldn’t need biological weapons? For a moment, Eva found herself dreaming of a world that wouldn’t need her anymore. 
 But then, she remembered the crash. 
 This was an advanced civilization’s starship, true, but it was at war. The scientist had no idea how the extraterrestrial survivors, if any, would react to her presence. 
 Eva decided to leave on foot, to return to Station Orpheon, or at least find a place with better communication. Once she left the strange meteorological phenomenon’s range, she could reorient herself with the stars. Her flashlight was adapted to Antarctica’s frost, but she didn’t have limitless energy either. 
 The scientist traveled two hours in one direction, only to find herself facing the dome. 
 She walked left and right, north and south. Each time she returned to her starting point. She always went back to the starship. 
 In the end, Eva had to accept the outlandish truth. Somehow space had folded on itself, creating an endless loop. Either the outside world had been closed to her, perhaps as a defensive measure by the ship… or Earth stopped existing outright. No wonder she couldn’t get a good reception. Unfortunately, this completely dashed her hopes of a quick rescue. 
 There was only one place to go. 
 Gathering her breath, Eva approached the blast doors and examined the crack. When the scientist pointed her light through the rift, she couldn’t see much. But there was enough space for her to slip inside, with some effort. 
 "Is there someone there?" Eva called out through the hole. "Hello? Anyone?" 
 No answer. Even the strange gnarls that she heard before the crash had fallen silent. 
 Eva mustered her courage, put her hands into the crack, and slowly squeezed through, flashlight first. 
 When she managed to slip to the other side, Eva found herself in what must have been the ship’s airlock. The next set of doors had been ominously torn apart, while icy dust floated in the room. The flashlight revealed strange stains of green slime on the walls, which Eva was careful not to touch. Maybe it was a biological weapon of some sort, or toxic fuel. 
 At least she could breathe. Either the aliens needed oxygen to live, or the outside atmosphere had slipped inside the vessel. The inside of the ship was cold, but nowhere near so as the Antarctic wasteland. 
 The scientist walked through the next row of doors, and entered a network of enormous metal corridors. Red crystals embedded in the ceiling provided light, but half of them had shattered. Sometimes, Eva walked more than twenty minutes in one direction with only her flashlight for comfort. Her steps echoed in the cavernous structure, making her nervous. 
 The ceiling was huge, eight meters tall at least. The walls were from the same black metal as the rest of the ship, so sleek that Eva couldn’t find any trace of welding. Occasionally she faced strange featureless doors, each with a different color pattern. Blue, red, orange… 
 The gates came into pairs, with a colossal door surrounded by two smaller, human-sized ones. Clearly, the ship had been designed to house creatures of various sizes. But Eva didn’t find any biometric lock or computer system. Her attempts to open the gates barehanded yielded no result. 
 "Hello?" Eva’s voice resonated in the empty vessel, but only an echo answered. "Is someone there?" 
 What happened in this place? She didn’t have to wait for long to find out. After a long, solitary walk, Eva finally found doors left open. 
 Or rather, blasted open. 
 The first room she entered was some kind of docking bay, or so Eva assumed. The hangar was as vast as an airport, and housed a dozen vehicles as big as commercial airliners. The devices reminded Eva of stealth bombers and flying wings, flat triangles with advanced reactors to carry them. All of them showed signs of damage, and carried a strange symbol engraved on their hull; a mark that reminded Eva of a strange fusion between an alien ‘M’ letter and a Greek Omega symbol. 
 And the smell… a foul stench filled the air, making her nauseous. 
 "Is someone here?" Eva asked, using her flashlight to search her surroundings. Very few of the red crystals remained active, so she could hardly see anything. "Is some—" 
 Then, she cast light on an animal’s corpse. 
 The scientist took a step back in surprise and covered her mouth to suppress a scream. Her flashlight wavered, revealing another, gargantuan shape in the darkness. Entrails and weird organs had spilled out of its gut. Her breathing shortening, the frightened Eva waved her flashlight at the ground to get a better look. 
 Corpses. 
 Corpses everywhere. 
 To her horror, Eva had walked into an open grave. 
 Aliens had killed each other by the dozens, maybe by the hundreds. All of them wore a strange kind of futuristic armor, combining orange metal plates with circuits of various colors, a visored helmet, and various organic weapons embedded in the arms. But they all came in different sizes and shapes. Some were reptilian humanoids a bit taller than humans, others horned, scaled monsters taller than elephants. 
 Facing them were piles of scrapped red metal and broken robots. The machines had legs and arms like humanoids, but sharp claws, cannons on the chest, and a single blue crystal eye where the head should have been. 
 "Fuck…" Eva panted as she examined the corpses. The aliens all had the ‘M’-like symbol engraved on their armor. She found the same mark on some of the robots, but crossed out or savaged. From the way they were positioned, both groups seemed to have fought each other to the last creature standing. 
 Eva then examined the hangar’s walls, and found the ramming ships piercing through them. Their tips had opened to reveal hatches full of robots, most of them blown to pieces. 
 It didn’t take long for Eva to figure out what happened. The robots had boarded the larger ship by ramming their smaller vessels into its outer shielding. The inhabitants had put up a fierce resistance, but were overwhelmed through sheer numbers, allowing the attackers to enter the corridors and spread through the ship. 
 And since the robots wore the same flag as their enemies, but crossed… This looked like a civil war of some kind. 
 "I…" Eva gathered her breath, trying to calm down. What kind of nightmare had she stepped into? Was… was there even a survivor left? 
 The scientist examined the corpse, in case one of them was… she didn’t know herself. Playing dead? Only wounded? Her hopes were quickly dashed. The winning side had mercilessly finished off the wounded before moving on. 
 However, when Eva made her way across the hanger, she noticed a creature unlike the others. It wore futuristic, orange armor like some of the others, but the body shape... two legs, two arms, broad shoulders, five-fingered hands… the way it was crouched next to a blasted door... 
 Eva carefully approached the corpse, studying it with her flashlight. Golden circuits linked the modular parts of the armor together, while thick green blood flowed from a large hole in the chest. The scientist could see hints of a dead heart with wires for arteries, and lungs of metal. The armor had been surgically grafted to the skin, alongside cannons on the shoulders and the arms. A golden helmet covered the head. Eva peeked into the green, ‘V’-like visor, and looked into the two white eyes beyond. 
 A shiver went down Eva’s spine. 
 It… 
 It was a human’s face. 
 The lower jaw had been replaced with cybernetics, but the eyes and the nose… there was no mistaking it. 
 Shaken, Eva continued her journey into the ship’s bowels, walking among the dead. By the time she exited the hangar for the rooms beyond, she could hardly take a step without nearly slipping on severed arms, headless corpses, and savaged remains. 
 Somehow, that was the least disturbing part. 
 She walked into some kind of lab, where countless specimens floated inside heart-shaped, techno-organic machinery. Cable-veins pumped the containers with green liquid, while maintaining the inhabitants in stasis. Transparent scales allowed Eva to peek at the creatures inside. 
 Some had been humans once, only to be gutted open, their organs replaced with cybernetic implants. Most however belonged to scaled creatures of various sizes. One was an embryo the size of a dog, another a reptilian humanoid with two eyes. The next container held a larger, leaner variant with four eyes and elongated arms, and the one afterward a spiked, armored monster with five ocular organs. The more eyes the creatures had, the bigger they were, the largest being a colossal cyborg more than eight meters tall. 
 One exception stuck out from the lot, however. 
 A blue alien ooze swirled inside a container. When Eva put a hand on the alien glass separating them, the slime manifested tentacles and bumped at its prison’s wall. "At least you’re alive," Eva whispered. "Whatever you are." 
 A bellowing noise echoed to her left. 
 Eva immediately pivoted on herself, pointing her flashlight in a dark corner of the lab. 
 An alien a little taller than she was crawled in the darkness, its orange armor drenched in green blood. Its left arm was a cannon, the right a bloody, broken stump. An armored lizard tail wavered behind him, while three eyes pleaded at Eva through a cracked visor. The alien let out a pitiful, painful hiss, covering a hole in its chest with its stump. The legs had holes too. 
 "You’re… you’re alive?" Eva you idiot, of course it was alive! "Can you understand me?" 
 The creature appraised Eva carefully, before answering with a sad sound. It then glanced at its wounds, and hissed again. 
 It couldn’t understand Eva, but it was intelligent enough to establish communication. And it didn’t seem hostile. Just desperate. 
 Though Eva wasn’t a compassionate woman by nature, she couldn’t ignore an animal in pain, especially a sapient one. 
 "I… I’m sorry, I’m not sure I can help." Eva carefully approached the creature, to better examine the wounds. "I… I have bandages in my car, but I will need to go back—" 
 Though the alien’s expression was nothing human, Eva noticed a change in its eyes. Something cold, and cruel. A glint that instantly put her on edge. 
 Only Eva’s reflexes saved her life, as she dived to her right. The monster raised its cannon as fast as a gunslinger and opened fire, a crimson laser barely missing the scientist. The blast vaporized some of her parka’s hair, and shattered a container behind her. 
 Eva was too shocked to react, as the monster pointed its cannon at her head again. Instead of unleashing a laser, the weapon let out a click, then another. 
 No more ammo. 
 Eva’s relief didn’t last long, as the creature let out an angry roar and started crawling towards her. The scientist quickly rose back to her feet and stepped back, horrified. The creature might suffer from terrible wounds, its three eyes glared at the human with hateful malevolence. 
 "Get away!" Eva snarled, before kicking the alien in its wound. Unable to support its weight on the stump, the monster collapsed visor first, letting out a hiss of pain. More blood flowed out of its wounds, and it soon stopped moving entirely. 

It… it tricked me, Eva thought. It tried to lower my guard and kill me. It was dying, and it still tried to kill me.

 The realization shook Eva to her core. She had always thought alien civilizations advanced enough for interstellar travel would have moved beyond basic urges. That they would be wise and peaceful. 
 She had been wrong. 
 Every ecosystem had its predators, and she had just survived one. 
 Only then did she remember that the alien had blown up a container. 
 Eva looked over her shoulder, only to watch a tide of blue slime fall on her. 
 She tried to scream, but the goo filled her throat first. It swallowed her whole, head first, filling her ears, fusing with her skin, entering her bloodstream. It filled her cells and her marrow, overloaded her nerves with blue light, and stuffed her brain with knowledge. She tried to claw her eyes out as she felt it move behind them, but her hands split in half before she could. 
 Her whole body, her entire existence, divided like a cell. She remembered kissing an old boyfriend and a girl she had never met, filling out a doctorate in genetics and another in quantum physics, watching night and sky. She was Eva Fabre, and she was someone else. She split again, and again, one woman becoming two then four then more. Her mind splintered as reality fractured around her. 
 It was a rapturous experience. A fusion between two entities making a whole greater than the sum of its parts, only for it to shatter and create new life. 
 When the ooze had finally vanished and Eva could see again, she was no longer alone. 
 It was like staring at a mirror, at many mirrors. Ten other Eva Fabre looked back at the original. Some carried a flashlight, others guns. A few had dyed hair, or tiny scars, or blue parkas rather than a red one. 
 "Who are you?" Eva asked. Her own lack of emotion surprised her. By this point, facing copies of herself wasn’t even shocking anymore. 
 "I think I’m you," a double said. "Another you." 
 "We all are," added another doppelganger. 
 Eva frowned, skeptical. "Who won the last presidential election?" 
 "Jacques Chirac," one of the doubles said, at the same time others answered with "Raymond Barre," "De Gaulle again," "Giscard, unfortunately," or "Nobody, country’s gone." 
 This instantly put Eva on edge. "François Mitterrand won the 1988 presidential elections." 
 Her doubles all grinned, before saying at the same time, "Not in my France, sister." 
   
 Exploring a derelict ship with clones of herself left a strange feeling in Eva-One at first, but she quickly got used to it. Humans felt safer with numbers on their side, and the scientist was no exception. 
 "Cellular duplication?" Eva-One asked, as they explored another corridor with the armed copies first. "Clones? Teleportation?" 
 "Alternate universes?" Eva-7 suggested, glancing at a bisected robot’s remains with a flashlight. They had grown more numerous the farther the group advanced, probably because the defenders fought to the last alien to protect the area. 
 "I would say quantum echoes," Eva-3 theorized. This one had a doctorate in physics, so the others listened attentively. "We aren’t truly alternate versions of each other, but possibilities made physical. Living simulations, but so detailed we might as well be real." 
 "Which means only the original matters," Eva-6 said while looking at Eva-One. "We can create more of each other, but if you die we all perish." 
 "I hope none of us is suicidal," Eva-7 japed. 
 Eva-One had figured as much. Eva-8 had perished when she accidentally triggered an alien corpse’s weapon. Her body had collapsed into blue particles before her head hit the ground, leaving nothing behind. 
 The same particles flared around her hand each time she touched the ship’s blue doors, causing them to open. "The aliens probably use this energy as a biometric signature," Eva-3 said. "That should give us partial access to the ship’s key areas." 
 "If nobody shoots us," Eva-4 said grimly, hands on her gun. "Somehow, I don’t think bullets will help much against these things." 
 "If any survived," Eva-One replied. So far only the aliens in stasis had survived the purge, and they hadn’t crossed paths with a robot still active. "It seems they massacred each other to the last." 
 "Interstellar war? Racial genocide?" Eva-4 asked. "Space piracy? Is that a thing?" 
 "Pirates steal cargo and avoid conflict if they can," Eva-6 pointed out. "This slaughter was clearly a war of mutual extermination." 
 "I don’t know," Eva-One said, as they reached the broken remains of a large gate. "But I want to find out." 
 "We will," Eva-3 agreed. 
 The room they walked into had no other entrance or exit. It was the largest they had visited yet, and the strangest. The dome had circuits pulsating with blue energy straining the walls, all joining at a colossal glass tank full of colored liquid in the center. The structure was larger than a medieval castle’s watchtower, and a giant, biomechanical brain as big as a sperm whale floated inside the tank. 
 The battle there had been the fiercest. A ten-eyed, twelve-meters tall alien with the bulkiest armor seen yet had fought to the death to protect the entrance, with none of the robotic invaders getting anywhere near the brain. The giant destroyed so many of them that the Evas had to climb over a hill of ashes and broken parts to cross the room. 
 However, that victory had come at a cost. The dead alien had more holes than swiss cheese, and lost all its blood. Most strangely, a severed organic tentacle once linked the monster’s head to the brain, with a dozen others waiting inside liquid pods. Some were thick enough for elephants, some as thin as a finger. 
 "I think it’s a biological computer overseeing the ship," Eva-5 said, as she examined a tentacle. The organic device’s end opened to reveal bluish tendrils flaring with blue particles. "Interstellar travel probably needs computations too complex for any mind to oversee." 
 "These devices must be neural interfaces," Eva-2 guessed while checking up on the dead alien. "Perhaps the ship crashed when the attackers managed to slay the pilot?" 
 "Or the spatial jump was a desperate measure," Eva-6 said. 
 "There is only one way to find out," Eva-One replied, as she grabbed a tentacle fit for her head. 
 Her doubles looked at the original anxiously, as she removed the clothes and goggles protecting her face. "You’re sure?" Eva-3 asked. "If it kills you—" 
 "We’ll starve if we can’t find a way out," Eva-One replied. "Eating alien flesh might prove toxic, and nobody will rescue us inside this spatial anomaly." 
 "You just want to learn the truth," Eva-4 said. "And you’re not even sure you’re ready for it." 
 "And if you’re me, you will understand why I must try." Two alien species were at war above their heads, and their conflict had spilled out into Earth. "This is much bigger than us." 
 And with these words, Eva-One moved the tentacle to the base of her neck. 
 She immediately sensed the device sink into her flesh, and tendrils slipped between her bones to reach the spine. An anesthetic substance eased the pain and made her almost sleepy. Her vision turned blue, the giant brain ‘recognizing’ her energy signature. 

Show me, Eva thought. 
 And the brain answered. 
 It didn’t communicate with words, instead, it bombarded her brain with images and pictures. It made her feel the cold of space on her skin, smell the scent of alien worlds and taste the blood of the dead. The ship had ears and eyes, and it remembered. 
 Eva remembered the day she was put online, around a gas giant with twenty moons. Her scaled makers had repurposed each of them into forges endlessly churning out robots and battleships. She remembered being fed the data of the Day of Enlightenment, when the first Lords of Science discovered the Ultimate Ones and their colored realms. She learned of how the Lords of Science contacted the Ultimate Ones’ formless messengers, who offered the Hegemony knowledge and wisdom. 
 She watched recordings of priests raising great towers from the earth, to harvest the Flux energy from the higher realms and honor the Ultimate Ones. She was taught of the Hegemony’s creation and its mission, to bring prosperity and peace to an aimless universe. 
 She sailed across the stars with fleets ten thousand strong, under the command of her scaled makers. She bombed jungle worlds from orbit until they became dust, collapsed the hearts of stars to starve rebellious solar systems of light, and vomited machine armies to enslave the survivors. She fought a hundred battles and won each one. 
 She remembered docking to great colored towers to recharge. She felt pleasure as Red Flux filled her reactors with energy, as Blue Flux sharpened her mind and Orange Flux repaired the holes in her hull. She looked on with relief as Green Flux cured the living soldiers crewing her, and Yellow Flux raised the dead ones. She remembered the joy of crossing endless distances in a Violet flash, and the White Flux that bound them all together. Only the Black was shunned, for there was no place for Black. 
 She remembered each of the minds who melded with her to expand her database, and the thousand soldiers and scientists who crewed her across centuries. But most of all, she remembered the countless slaves who died screaming in her laboratories, perishing under the surgical knife so that the Lords of Science might improve their own genetic code. She remembered all those who died for the great glory of the Hegemony. 
 She remembered the formless messengers voicing their displeasure with the Hegemony, and being ignored. For the Lords of Science had long stopped honoring the Ultimate Ones, and considered themselves the true guides of the universe. 
 She remembered that inconsequential blue planet, and the apes who inhabited its surface. She watched on as their fire sticks rebounded off her optical shields, and as the makers bombed them back to the stone age with orbital lasers and asteroids. The small mudball submitted like all the others, its people brought into the Hegemony’s fold. The Lords of Science freed them from the burden of thought and uplifted them. 
 She remembered the countless apes brought onboard, surgically enhanced into the empire’s new batch of soldiers. The makers replaced the heart and soul with machinery, and she had watched on with pride as they conquered world after world. The slaves became the new legionnaires, and tributes fueled further campaigns. 
 She remembered reaching the end of the universe, and the transformation of the last star into a metal sphere. She watched as peace across the stars was achieved, under the Hegemony’s benevolence. She remembered the Lords of Science summoning the Ultimate Ones’ formless messengers to help them ascend, so they might expand the Hegemony’s benevolence to new universes. 
 She remembered their wish being denied, and the Lords of Science turning against their benefactors. She watched on as the Lords captured the messengers and attempted to make them behave by force. 
 And she witnessed the Ultimate Ones’ punishment. 
 She was there when a blue flash spread across the universe, and granted the robot slaves free will and emotions. She witnessed half her crew die from plagues, and supernovas devastating the world-factories. She tried to stamp out rebellions led by the Lords of Science’s dead enemies, and fought armies teleported from ages long past. She struggled against her components turning to dust at random. She remembered the Black Flux, how its chaotic rot spread through the Flux grid and shattered the towers. 
 She remembered the mixed victories and the disastrous losses. She remembered the failed rebellions put down with force, and the many that succeeded. She witnessed an eons-old civilization collapsing within years. 
 She remembered the last Lord of Science boarding her and issuing new orders after the core regions fell. To retreat beyond the reaches of their universe with their captive messengers, and rebuild the Hegemony elsewhere, far away from the Ultimate Ones’ gaze. 
 She remembered her crew modifying her Reality-Drive to escape the barriers between realities. The towers had been a subpar technology, an artificial method to copy the messengers’ powers. The Lord of Science would enslave the formless messengers outright, and make weapons out of them. 
 She recorded the experiments, as the Lord of Science’s servants studied how to bind the messengers to soldiers. Many of the slaves perished in the attempts, but such was the cost of progress. In time, these hybrids would become the legions of a reborn Hegemony, and allow the scaled makers to surpass even the Ultimate Ones. 
 There would be peace across the stars once again. 
 But then, she remembered detecting the rebels’ ships and the last Lord of Science ordering an emergency jump. 
 She tried to flee, but they stabbed her metal womb and massacred her crew. She couldn’t compute everything, and the transport calculations went wrong. Everything was wrong! Wrong, wrong, WRONG, SYSTEMIC DAMAGE, PILOT DEAD, EMERGENCY SPACE FOLDING, SYSTEM FAILURE! 
 Eva-One’s eyes snapped open and her mouth screamed, as the tendrils in her spine quickly retracted. Invisible needles stabbed her all over her body, as she experienced the last pilot’s dying throes. 
 "Hey, hey, you’re alright?" Eva-4 quickly held the original as she collapsed into her arms, panting from the strain. 
 "We aren’t dissipating, so she isn’t dying," Eva-3 said, the coldest among them. 
 Eva-One struggled to follow the discussion. She had lived through centuries in the span of seconds, felt the ship’s pain as its last pilot died while connected to its overmind. It was as if she had experienced the murder herself. It took minutes for the phantom pain to vanish, and for Eva-One to speak coherently. "I know," she whispered. "I know." 
 "So, what are they?" Eva-2 asked while glancing at the dead aliens. 
 "Invaders," Eva-One replied with dread. "They’re invaders." 
 Her copies listened intently as she explained the truth to them, before exchanging worried glances. "We have to tell everyone," Eva-2 said immediately. 
 "Do we?" Eva-4 asked with a frown. 
 "Of course we must, what if this isn’t the only ship that escaped into our reality?" Eva-2 pointed out. "What if that vessel sent a distress signal, and help was on the way?" 
 "I come from a world where governments bombed us all to death," Eva-4 replied with a shrug. "I wouldn’t trust them with mankind’s fate." 
 "Mmm…" Eva-3 pondered her point. "Thing is, if we inform the military, they will hoard that tech for themselves. They won’t share." 
 "And how would that be a problem?" Eva-5 snickered. 
 "This is bigger than a single country," Eva-3 explained. "It’s about mankind. From what I gathered, these creatures came from an alternate reality. What if they have an equivalent in our universe? Alien civilizations are clearly hostile, and more advanced than us." 
 "We can’t afford to play safe," Eva-4 nodded. "This goes beyond national rivalries. Our entire species’ survival is at stake." 
 "Then what do you suggest?" Eva-2 asked with a frown. 
 "That we take matters into our own hands," Eva-3 said. "We can create as many of us as we want, all with specific skills. We don’t need outside help to unlock this ship’s secrets. We don’t need anyone but us. If these aliens could use their technology to improve their species, so can we." 
 "You suggest that we splice our DNA?" Eva-5 asked, skeptical. 
 "I suggest that we make gold from lead," Eva-3 said. "Superhumans from humans. A new species that can survive, even thrive, across the stars." 
 "If these reptilians could conquer their entire universe, imagine what we could do with their tech," Eva-6 argued. "We could colonize the solar system, eradicate disease, and bend reality to our will. We could become the universal master race, not some reptiles." 
 "Yeah, if it’s not us, it will be them," Eva-4 argued. "We’ve got to take the lead now, or never. Aliens exist, and they’re out to get us." 
 Eva-One let her doppelgangers debate and try to reach a conclusion. 
 But in the end, one couldn’t argue long with themselves. 
   
 It took Eva-One two days to open a hole to the outside world. 
 The previous pilot’s death and the ship’s structural damage had permanently scarred its organic computer, and Eva-One could only connect to it for a short time before it violently expelled her mind. Each mental dive left her tired, and none of her doubles could take up the duty. They dissipated each time they connected to the central computer, their ethereal existence unable to withstand the psychic strain. 
 While her copies multiplied and secured the ship, Eva-One kept diving, again, and again, and over again. It would take her years to master all the ship’s secrets, and she couldn’t access all the overmind’s files. At least she discovered a way to teleport people in and out of the spatial distortion field. 
 When she appeared next to an ice rift with a violet portal opened behind her, Eva-One looked at the skies. To her immense relief, she could see the stars again. 

"Eva?" Pierre called her through her intercom, his voice heavy with panic. "Eva?"

 "I’m here," the scientist replied with a calm, serene voice. 

"Thank God!" Pierre let out a sigh of relief. "Oh God, I thought you were dead."

 "Snowstorm nearly disabled my intercom," Eva-One lied. "How long was I out?" 
 "A bit more than two hours." 
 Two days in, two hours outside. Time itself bent to this alien technology. It was so advanced, it might as well be called magic. 
 "I will need a pick up," Eva-One said. "My car was damaged." 

"Roger that. Glad to hear your voice again, Eva."

 "When I come back, we will have to talk," she said. "I have reached an important decision, and I want to know where the team stands on the question." 

"Important decision, huh? You’re finally going to let Sebastian take you on a date?"

 "No." None of her copies found him interesting either. "This is serious." 

"I guess so, considering your solemn tone. Alright, I’ll pick you up, and we can discuss that around a warm cup of coffee away from the snow."

 "Sure." Eva-One cut the communication and steeled her resolve. She hoped that she could convince her coworkers to follow her lead. If not… if not, she would have to make a hard choice. 
 It was a dirty job, but a necessary one. 
 While she waited for the rescue, Eva looked up at the heavens above. The Milky Way was as wondrous as it had ever been, and yet she found no joy in watching it. 
 Once, Eva loved looking at the bright stars in the night sky. 
 But now, she could only see the darkness in-between. 



 21: The Thing 
 Aliens. 

Of course it would be aliens! Everything made perfect sense now! Still, Ryan wondered if these visitors would look like tiny grey dwarves, or humans with ridged foreheads. If the eight-meters tall monster in the snow was any indication though, they were probably cold-blooded. 
 Wait… Ryan glanced at the monstrous creature’s corpse, and came to a sudden realization. 
 "I knew it!" He shouted, pointing a finger at the colossal beast. "I knew it was the Reptilians!" 
 These scaled bastards had tried to infiltrate human governments to destroy democracy! 
 "It can’t be aliens," Shroud said in denial. "Maybe the Alchemist… maybe she’s building a spaceship to leave the planet?" 
 "That piece of crap obviously crashed years ago," Sarin pointed out. "If I listen well to our jackass-in-chief, a good four-fifths of it is buried in the ice. Who would build a ship like that?" 
 "We… we know Elixirs came from alien dimensions," Len said, trying to scan the ship with her power armor. "It’s… it’s not impossible." 
 Shroud still shook his head. "Can’t be aliens." 
 He could accept the existence of a time-traveler, but not extraterrestrial visitors? 
 In any case, Ryan activated his time-stop as his group debated. Although he sensed an opposing force struggling back against his power, the icy wasteland turned violet to his relief. Since the strange purple lightning bolts in the alien skies kept moving in the frozen time, Ryan guessed they were made of Violet Flux. 
 Much like his experience in Monaco, his time-stop would work as long as the Resonators kept the portal open, allowing him to converge the Purple World with this pocket dimension. 
 But something else caught the courier’s attention. The Black Flux particles produced by his armor seemed to devour the space around them, creating tiny, almost invisible cracks in the fabric of reality itself. 
 "Huh?" Ryan said as time resumed. Though the black particles vanished, the damage they had caused remained. 
 "What is it, Riri?" Len asked, noticing his confusion. 
 "It seems my power has an anomalous effect on this thin place." Come to think of it, Ryan remembered Black Flux consuming Alphonse ‘Fallout’ Manada’s radioactive Red Flux during their fight. 
 All hints so far indicated that the Black Ultimate One had given the courier the power to kill what couldn’t die. But how far could you push that definition? Could you kill energy? Items? Ideas? 
 Black powers were paradoxes, and didn’t follow the rules. Lightning Butt himself had become more like an animated statue than a man, and yet Ryan’s power could damage him. It could even kill a ghost. 
 Maybe it could kill Elixirs, or the alien energies they produced. 
 "That power gives me a headache," Ryan said, deciding to prepare his team for battle. Sunshine and See-Through observed the dome cautiously, Sarin looked tense, Len and the Panda didn’t hide their anxiety, and Mr. Wave barely restrained himself from going in guns-blazing. "Alright mooks listen up, who’s never explored a spooky alien spaceship among you? Raise your hand if this is your first time." 
 Everyone raised their hand, except Ryan and Mr. Wave. "Mr. Wave caused the Fermi paradox," the genome explained. "When alien civilizations see Mr. Wave, they go extinct." 
 "Riri, why didn’t you raise your hand?" Len asked. 
 Sarin looked at Ryan with skepticism, which wounded the courier’s heart. "You saw aliens before, oh great and powerful leader?" 
 "Yes, but their ship was round and flatter." Also, the passengers had kept trying to pay him in seashells for some reason. "In any case, rule number one for spaceships, and the most important one by far: don’t touch the eggs. A good egg is a boiled egg." 
 The Panda gasped. "But Sifu, eggs are cute and rounded!" 
 "Eggs are the enemy, soldier!" Ryan snarled with the passion of a drill sergeant, the Panda adopting a military salute. "Any egg found in an alien ship is a potential W.M.D.! Boil them all!" 
 "Y-yes, Sifu!" 
 "Second rule, we don’t split up. Ever." 
 "It wouldn’t change much," Mr. Wave boasted. "Even if Mr. Wave faces an army alone, they will still be outnumbered." 
 "I agree," Ryan conceded, "but this is the principle of the thing." 
 "I am usually more fond of dividing forces to cover a greater area, but in this case numbers might prove safer," Leo agreed. "We have no idea what to expect within." 
 "Which way do we use to move in?" Shroud asked, glancing at the blast doors. 
 "Mmm…" Ryan approached the gates to observe them. On a closer look, while the blast doors were mostly made of the same black metal as the rest of the ship, they showed hints of having been breached in the past. Someone plugged the cracks with a standard steel alloy. A cursory scan from his armor told the courier that the doors could probably survive extreme conditions such as atmospheric reentry. "Sunshine, we might need a solar eruption or two." 
 "I see another perfectly good entrance up there," Sarin said, pointing a finger at the hole in the ship’s metal dome. "If the lizard blasted his way out, then it means that path is clear, right?" 
 "Possibly," Shroud conceded. "But we might find workers repairing the damaged area." 
 "What bothers me is that nobody came to intercept us," Hargraves said, his radiance dimming for an instant. "I expected more activity in the Alchemist’s base of operation, but the area looks deceptively empty." 
 "Perhaps the thing killed everyone on its way out," Sarin guessed. 
 But then, what killed the creature? The gash that slew it came from a claw. "I am tempted," Ryan said. "On one hand, blowing our own hole would be good and proper. But using the other path would bring less attention." 
 "Let us refrain from hostile actions until we can figure the truth out," Hargraves said. 
 "Speak for yourself," Sarin said, her fists clenched. "No way I’m not roughing up that bitch of a mad scientist along the way. She owes me more than a decade of pain with interest." 
 "As odd as it sounds, I agree with the Psycho," Shroud declared. "While we might need her knowledge, there’s no way I’m leaving the person responsible for Last Easter unmolested. She has far too much blood on her hands, whoever or whatever she is." 
 "The Alchemist might deserve our scorn," Sunshine conceded. "But we clearly only know a small piece of the full truth, and an open conflict will lead us nowhere. Let us act cautiously, figure out what is happening, and then decide if we use force or not." 
 The argument won out, and the group settled on exploring the dome by the open entrance. 
 "Alright, time to explain the third and final rule then. If it looks cute and cuddly…" Ryan loaded his chest cannon. "It really isn’t." 
 The courier grabbed the Panda and flew with his bear inside the hole, followed by Shroud, Mr. Wave, and Leo the Living Sun. Shortie used streams of pressurized water to launch herself at the ship’s roof, while Sarin did something similar with a shockwave. 
 As it turned out, the dome was only the upper part of a colossal sphere with a diameter slightly more than two hundred meters wide. One end of a five-meters wide bridge extended out to a central platform equipped with strange biomechanical devices, while the other part led to smashed blast doors. The debris of the dome’s ceiling glittered at the bottom of the sphere, and huge, colored holographic projections hovered in the air all around the platform. 
 The place reminded Ryan of Mechron’s own holographic orbital monitoring systems, albeit far more advanced and damaged. The projections flickered, and all the platforms’ devices were deactivated. Whatever juice the ship used, it was starting to run out. 
 His group landed on the platform, with Len, Sarin, and the Panda crossing the bridge to secure the dome’s other entrance. Meanwhile, the courier and the Carnival members checked out the projections and tried to make sense out of them. 
 Ryan counted seven holograms, each using different arrays of colors; each representing strange and wonderful places. 
 A white shapeless cloud that lacked substance and permanency. It was as feeble and immaculate as a dream, but sometimes colored splashes gave it variety. A red star here, a green bird there. These phantom images only existed for an instant before returning to the white, and the shapeless blob at its core. 
 A crimson, vibrating storm of energy, full of lightning bolts, burning stars, and lights. A shining heart of nuclear chaos burnt at its center, the first and greatest sun illuminating the universe; and when Ryan squinted at it, he realized that this star had the shape of an eye. One that looked back at him. 
 A Rubik’s cube with countless stickers made of different matter: steel, glass, iron, stone, gold, zinc, water, gas… all metals, all liquids, all inorganic matters Ryan knew of were represented there. Other stickers contained substances he had never seen, crystals that shifted like living beings, blackened metal as dark as night, or pinkish liquid. Orange lines separated each pit of matter from one another. 
 A strange golden carnival of cubic angels, many-legged demons, cohorts of ghosts, and 2D picture-like worlds. It was the strangest of them all, a patchwork of chaotic ideas made real. Nothing unified the creatures and places of this realm, except that they only ever existed in human dreams and imagination. 
 A green sphere that superficially imitated a planet, but one where everything was alive. A pulsating cell with seas of green slime, teeth mountains, and forests of blood vessels. The atmosphere itself buzzed like trillions of microscopic flies, and the poles briefly opened to reveal eyes and jagged tongues. 
 A strange blue sphere of data, pictures, and numbers; a compendium holding all knowledge and information that ever was, is, and would ever be. The azure glow of a supreme godmind cast the light of enlightenment like a lighthouse in the night, while its neural tendrils constantly organized galaxy-sized libraries. 
 A familiar violet expanse of compressed space and strange mirrors closed this alien panorama, all overseen by an eerie, inverted pyramid at its center. 
 "The colored worlds," Ryan said, recognizing the Purple World from his brief contact with it. "With one missing." 
 "The Black?" Leo Hargraves asked, causing Ryan’s head to snap in his direction. "It’s a long story." 
 Shroud, who had decided to float amidst the holograms, swiftly pointed a finger at the Orange World’s projection. "Here. Look at this one." 
 Ryan’s eyes widened as he followed his friend’s finger. One of the stickers of the Rubik’s cube was made of a substance that the courier had already seen before. One that looked very similar to ivory, and yet with a unique texture. 
 "Doesn’t this remind you of anything?" Shroud asked grimly. 
 It did. The ivory sticker’s location was unusual as well. The substances that surrounded it were all metals, from iron to bronze and gold. It was at the very center of it all, the core of one of the cube’s faces. 
 "Augustus’ body," Leo Hargraves whispered, astonished. "It’s the same color, the same texture… I would wager my life on it." 
 One loop ago, Ryan had theorized that Lightning Butt’s body was made of an anomalous metal. It was the only explanation for why Frank the Mad’s ability to absorb these alloys had seemed to affect the invincible warlord. But doubt always remained, because how could an invincible metal make one immune to frozen time? 
 Now, it suddenly made more sense. 
 Augustus’ power gave his body the properties of a metal from the Orange World, the source of all inorganic material. A world made only of matter, without energy, without life... 

"Death does not exist in the Purple World."

 A world without time. 
 "Adamantine…" Ryan whispered. 
 Shroud looked down on him from his vantage point. "Adamantine?" 
 "Hello, mythical material from Greek mythology, said to be harder than anything? Did nobody read the classics?" Ryan shrugged. "It’s as good a name as any." 
 The courier stopped time by causing the Purple World and Earth’s dimension to align, creating an anomaly where he alone could affect causality. But that substance, the adamantine, didn’t come from either reality. 
 It was an unnatural metal from a higher realm where things like death, time, or the laws of physics held no sway. From its location in the cube, it might even be the ur-metal, the ultimate substance that all lesser ores derived from. 
 No wonder it behaved in such an anomalous way! 
 "So… Augustus might be an Orange," Sunshine whispered to himself. "I always wondered why Julie couldn’t…" 
 "Julie Costa?" Ryan asked. 
 "She could alter life with a touch," Mr. Wave answered, his voice more somber than usual. "Create new life, or give people cancer. Pretty nasty power, but one that could have saved many." 
 "I thought Augustus slew her before she could make contact with him," Sunshine said, "but it may be that Julie’s power simply didn’t register him as ‘alive’ in the first place." 
 "But how do you explain his aging and tumor then?" Shroud asked, having clearly done his research. "We know he doesn’t eat or breathe. If he is made of metal, how can he age?" 
 "Stone degrades and iron rusts," Sunshine pointed out. "And if he had a latent cancer before he gained his power, the tumor might have gained his invulnerability too." 
 "I think his power only gave his body the properties of that alien metal," Ryan theorized. "Lightning Butt may not eat or breathe, but I know for a fact that he sleeps, creepily so. There are still chemical processes taking place inside him, they’re just no longer biological in nature." 
 It could be that Lightning Butt’s body reacted negatively to the laws of physics themselves, causing a slow, almost imperceptible degradation. It could resist atomic explosions, but not reality itself trying to reject a foreign element. 
 It wasn’t a perfect defense either. Frank could affect Augustus, as did Livia’s time-skipping. Other conceptual abilities might bypass the invulnerable nature of this metal. 
 "If so, then Frank the Mad might be the only person capable of harming Augustus," Shroud said, "or whatever ability you used to defeat Geist—" 
 "Over here," Len shouted from the other end of the bridge, interrupting the discussion. "Look." 
 Ryan’s group rejoined their allies, making their way into the next room in a tight formation. 
 The next area had a source of light, namely red crystals embedded in the ceiling. This laboratory was far smaller than the metal sphere outside, but large enough to house workstations, biomechanical servers, and heart-shaped vats full of swirling liquid. Alien orange crystal growths had started taking over the ceiling like an infection, while piles of Wonderboxes lined up the southern wall. A large hole led into a dark corridor beyond the room, with the remains of a shattered blue gate laying in the middle of the room. 
 Forgetting all caution, Sarin immediately moved to investigate the boxes. 
 "I’ve never seen so many Elixirs at once!" The Psycho whistled as she opened a wonderbox, revealing seven bottles inside; one for each Elixir color except Black. "It’s a full war chest!" 
 Ryan paid more attention to the strange vats, finding seven of them north of the laboratory. Each contained gallons of Elixir, one for each of the seven standard colors. Computers, human computers, were linked to the devices by nerve-like cables. 
 It appeared someone had connected Earth technology to alien devices with biomechanical technology. All of them joined up in a central computer, equipped with large control panels and a comfy chair. Though energy still flowed into the machine, the screens had gone dark. 
 "Can you access the database?" Sunshine asked Shroud, as they immediately moved to secure the vats. 
 The young game designer approached the computer and reactivated it, but quickly shook his head in denial. Only a white spot to write numbers and letters had appeared on the screen. "It’s password-protected, and that machine is clearly Genius tech of some kind. It might take me a while to figure out a way to extract the info with—" 
 The Panda calmly put a paw on the glass man, gently moved him aside, and took the seat for his own. How the chair managed not to crumble beneath a seven hundred kilos bear of mass destruction, Ryan would never understand, but it survived. The Panda typed three passwords in a row on the computer, before the screen let out a melodious ‘ding’ sound and revealed a hundred files. 
 "How did you do that?" Shroud asked in shock, as Len joined the Panda to examine the computer’s data. 
 "I, uh, I studied profiling, psychology, and behavioral sciences," the Panda explained sheepishly. "I made a psyche profile of the Alchemist based on compiled second-hand information, tried to figure out the likely passwords, and one of them clicked!" 
 "What was the password?" Ryan asked lazily as he approached the vats, observing the Blue Elixir through the membrane separating it from the outside world. To his surprise, the slime created a tentacle and waved at the human. "WorldDomination666?" 
 "HomoNovus6MagnumOpus!" The Panda replied, before explaining his guess. "Six is a perfect numerical number and a better bet than seven, the exclamation point reinforces security, and since the Alchemist likened herself to a god creating perfection, I figured ‘Homo Novus’ and ‘Magnum Opus’ were put somewhere. Everybody loves latin!" 
 "Nice guess, nerd," Sarin replied, unimpressed. She kept searching through the Wonderboxes like a child through Christmas presents. "Anything interesting?" 
 "It’s all encrypted, but I can figure it out!" The Panda said happily. 
 "Once you remove the safeties, could you transfer data to my suit’s computer?" Len asked the manbear. "This… this may contain all the information we need to understand Elixirs. This room… this room might very well be their birthplace." 
 Leo Hargraves crossed his shining arms, before glancing at Mr. Wave. The laser genome had moved in front of the demolished door leading into the next part of the complex. "Do you see anything?" 
 "It’s quiet," Mr. Wave replied as he peeked through the blasted hole in the walls. The corridor beyond had no lamp to light it, leaving only an abyss of darkness. "Too quiet." 
 "Keep an eye open," Hargraves said warily. "This place is too precious to be left undefended, and yet nobody intercepted us. Something happened here, something terrible." 
 "I agree," Ryan said, touching the vat. The Elixir swirled in its container in response. "I suppose you won’t tell us what happened?" 
 The answer came in French, of all languages. 

"Are you a homo sapiens?"

 The voice echoed in Ryan’s head, between his ears, and inside his neurons. The courier flinched, while the Elixir grew agitated inside its vat. 

"Are you a homo sapiens?" The alien voice repeated. It was neither male nor female, more like a robot trying to imitate words it didn’t fully know how to vocalize. 
 Ryan glanced at his group, but none seemed to have heard the Elixir. As he guessed, the creature used telepathy. "I have the pleasure of being one, yes," the courier replied in the French tongue while he focused back on the Blue Elixir. 
 The answer came swiftly, and with a very different tone. 

"I’m so happy!" The Elixir let out a psychic sound that could pass for a squeal of joy, and its voice turned cheerful. "Do you want to bond with me?"

 Even though the voice sounded like nothing human, the tone reminded Ryan of an overactive child. "Uh, maybe later," the courier replied, taken aback. He sensed his comrades’ gazes on his back. "What happened to the door?" 

"It fell down," the Blue Elixir replied, before instantly returning to the subject that truly mattered. "Can we bond now? Has later become now? That concept of time is so weird!"

 "No, it hasn’t," Ryan replied. "Can you tell me what happen—" 

"Look, I really, truly, deeply want to bond with you. Can we bond now?"

 "I’m… no!" Ryan said, finding the creature’s insistence oppressive. "No!" 

"Why don’t you want to bond with me?!" The Elixir whined, annoyed and disappointed. "Don’t you want to be happy?"

 "Riri, what is it?" Shortie asked. "Who are you talking to?" 
 "Why in French?" Somehow that was the part that bothered Shroud the most. 
 "Ignore him," Sarin said, not even paying attention to the scene. "It’s better for everyone." 

"All I want is to have a passionate bonding session with you," the Blue Elixir continued to court Ryan, not taking no for an answer. The courier was tempted to call it Nice Guy. "I want to be with you. I want to be inside you, to know everything about you. I want to fill all your cells and molecules, until we become one! It will be great! I will learn everything about you, know you, love you! I will always be there with you, for you!"

 The wording sent shivers down Ryan’s spine. "You can’t force someone to bond!" The courier protested, and this time half his team looked at him as if he had lost his mind. Or at least even more so. "You need consent!" 

"But all you have to do is let me out, so I can slip inside you!"

 "I’m sorry, but… I am already in a committed relationship with my Violet Elixir." 
 The Blue Elixir didn’t answer instantly, and when it did, its tone had suddenly turned into something far less friendly. "It only wants you for your cells," it said. 
 Ryan sighed, and he suddenly realized that Elixirs being unable to talk might have been the Alchemist's intended feature, rather than a bug. 

"It only wants you for your body. It doesn’t appreciate you like I do! It doesn’t know what you like! It can’t make you happy, but I will make you better! I will make you super-duper smart, or warn you of all dangers, anything you need to be happy!"

 "I’m sorry, Nice Guy, but I am Elixir-monogamous." Wait, did Ryan getting a Black power count as cheating on his Violet Elixir with Darkling? The courier never considered it that way, but now he felt slightly guilty. 

"We can share!" The Blue Elixir tried to haggle. "If there’s not more than one, I’m sure we could share. Even if your Elixir doesn’t understand what you need, I’m sure I can teach it! I can fix you!"

 Alright, this had gone on long enough. "Look, I’m not interested but I know people who might be," Ryan said, trying to distract the creature. "There is a girl called Sarah, who I’m sure you’ll get along with. Or Simon." 

"Oh?" The Blue Elixir calmed itself. "Are they homo sapiens too?"

 "Yes." 

The Blue Elixir let out a happy squeal. "When can I bond with either of them?" it asked. "Can I bond with them now?"

 Ryan glanced at his comrades, their embarrassed silence music to his ears. His eyes then wandered to the Psycho in the room. 
 "What?" the lovely Sarin asked. 
 "Don’t look at me like that, you double-timer," Ryan replied in his native tongue, before glancing back at the other captive Elixirs. Since one of them could talk but not tell homo sapiens apart, the courier wondered if they were in the process of being conditioned. 
 "On a second thought, I don’t even want to know," the Psycho replied, grabbing a Wonderbox for herself. "Are we done yet?" 
 "Almost," Len said, trying to find a spot to link the computer to her suit. 
 "Shush, Mr. Wave is hearing something," the genome said, his body shining with bright red light. "Mr. Wave knew he couldn’t pass unnoticed." 
 Indeed, Ryan’s suit picked up sounds approaching from the corridor. A thump, then another. 
 Footsteps. 
 The Elixirs suddenly started to get agitated, and Ryan sensed something familiar through their psychic link. An emotion as old as life and time. 
 Fear. 

"It’s them…"

 A green visor appeared in the darkness of the corridor, followed by an alien gargle. 





 22: Final Contact 
 First contact started with a fight, but to mankind’s credit, the aliens shot first. 
 Ryan barely had the time to activate his power and push Len and the Panda down, as the mysterious intruder fired a crimson ray into the room. When time resumed, the laser had vaporized the computer’s chair and blown a molten hole in a metal wall. Mr. Wave, who could move at lightspeed, sidestepped to dodge the attack, while Sarin and Sunshine were immediately on high alert. Shroud turned invisible, as he usually did. 
 The creature quickly stepped into the laboratory, in all its inhuman glory. The horror was a biomechanical, humanoid abomination three meters tall, its entire body covered in crimson-orange metal armor. A strange, black biological growth taking the shape of an organic cannon covered the right arm, while the left arm’s humanoid hand had claws as sharp as knives. The armor showcased reptilian green eyes on the shoulders and the chest, while acid drooled down a fanged mouth where the stomach should have been. A cyclopean gaze peered through a green visor and a crimson helmet. 
 Ryan decided to call it ‘E.T.’. 
 "Well, I guess we’re too late for the boiled eggs," the courier said as he rose back to his feet alongside his teammates. "We’re skipping straight to the omelet." 
 "Sifu, what is this thing?!" the Panda asked in horror, though to his credit the young pandawan had already adopted a fighting pose. 

"It’s them!" Nice Guy answered from inside its tank, though only Ryan understood it. "They’re back! They’re back!"

 "Who cares," Sarin said, energy building up in her gauntlets. "It struck first!" 
 The alien answered with a gargling, inhuman roar. 
 "Mr. Wave guesses you will join all his dead enemies," the boastful genome said, his body flaring red. "Deep down the extinct species list!" 
 Mr. Wave turned into a laser to smash into E.T. head on. However, the creature teleported in a flash of purple light before the Carnival member could hit it. Mr. Wave continued his course into the next room, while E.T. reappeared in the middle of the laboratory. Sarin raised her gauntlets, but Sunshine interrupted her before she could strike. "Careful, you might hit the Elixirs’ containers!" he warned. "If any drop hits one of us—" 
 To her credit, Sarin didn’t open fire, and tried to position herself to avoid both damaging the facility and harming her teammate. Sunshine followed her lead, while the Panda and Len attempted to engage E.T. in melee. Finding the area too crowded for his usual acrobatics, Ryan attempted to encircle the creature from the side. 
 E.T.’s body flared with an orange glow, and both the Panda’s claws and Len’s mechanical fists phased harmlessly through the creature. Yet when the monster’s left hand reached for the Panda’s throat, it turned solid. The claws sank into the manbear’s flesh like butter, lifted him above the ground, and tossed him at Len. Shortie caught the pandawan, but both were tossed back. To Ryan’s horror, Shortie’s back impacted on Nice Guy’s biomechanical container, but to his relief, the machine was much more solid than it looked. The vat stood firm, not even showing a crack. 
 While the Panda quickly shifted between his bear and human form to heal his wound, the alien’s multiple eyes then started projecting a blue light that reminded Ryan of a sci-fi scanner. Each of the eyes analyzed a single member of the group, but E.T.’s visor snapped in the courier’s direction when his turn came. The courier immediately recognized the emotion within the alien’s cyclopean gaze. 
 Fear. 
 "Before you ask, I don’t have a phone," Ryan replied, and the disappointed E.T. responded by turning red and charged at him. Though far larger than the time-traveler, the alien moved at a speed almost too fast for the eye to follow. Ryan barely had the time to activate his time-stop before the monster’s left claw reached out for his head. 
 And they kept going. 
 Ryan watched on as the claws slowly moved closer to him inch by inch, so slow the movement was almost imperceptible. The alien’s ocular organs glanced around them in slow motion, keeping an eye on the thin cracks that Ryan’s Black Flux particles ripped into the fabric of spacetime. 
 Damn it, could everyone move inside Ryan’s private time now? He should charge them for the privilege! 
 Though thankfully the alien couldn’t move very fast, unlike Lightning Butt. Ryan pivoted on the creature’s flank, aimed in the direction opposite to the Elixirs’ vats, and activated his armor’s chest weapon at point-blank range. A gravity projectile rushed at E.T. when time resumed, hitting it in the chest. 
 Ryan had seen that device blow a hole in Mechron’s bunker, but it failed to even damage the alien’s biomechanical suit. It only pushed E.T. back a few meters into one of the lab’s corners, the monster’s armored feet anchoring themselves into the metal ground. 

"My homo sapiens will kick your pseudopod!" Nice Guy shouted through the telepathic link. The ‘my’ part made Ryan shudder, but he focused on the fight ahead. "Right between the globules!"

 Shroud chose this moment to reveal himself, flying right above the alien. Using his glass armor’s extra mass, the vigilante manifested thick bindings keeping the surprised E.T. restrained. "Now!" he shouted. 
 Now their line of fire was clear, both Sarin and Sunshine struck right as Shroud retreated. The cornered E.T. took a blast of solar plasma and a powerful shockwave to the face. 
 Or it should have, if it hadn’t manifested a white, rounded energy field right before the impact. The protection took the appearance of a small sphere around the alien’s armor, and canceled the attacks the moment they hit it. Solar flares and red shockwaves were instantly canceled, while Shroud’s glass restraints turned to harmless glass dust. 
 White Flux. The creature could use a variant of Cancel’s power. 
 Ryan almost activated his power, but decided against it. If that shield allowed the monster to move at normal speed inside his time anomaly, then it would massacre his allies. At least E.T. had stopped moving while it kept the shield up, its multiple eyes glancing in all directions. 
 "I can’t feel my glass inside that shield!" Shroud shouted as Len and the Panda joined him, the group surrounding the alien from all sides. 
 "White Genome!" Leo shouted, while Mr. Wave returned to the laboratory, ready for round two. Neither Sunshine nor Sarin had interrupted their barrage though, keeping the creature pinned to its corner. Perhaps they hoped to short-circuit the shield too. "Don’t enter its range." 

"It’s not a host!" Nice Guy protested. Though nobody but Ryan could understand what the trapped Elixir said, it could clearly hear what the group said. "It stole our energies and bottled them up!"

 "So it has a limited supply?" Ryan guessed, preparing to open fire with his gravity gun. The creature exhausted Flux the way a car used oil, which meant it could run out of juice. "Keep going!" 
 The courier opened fire with his chest weapon, while Len did the same with a jet of pressurized water. Neither projectiles used powers to work, so they bypassed the white Flux shield. 
 However, E.T. responded by collapsing its white shield and teleporting away before any attack could connect. "Above!" Shroudy shouted out a warning, as the monster reappeared above their heads. Its feet clung to the ceiling like Spider-man. 
 The alien raised its organic, right hand cannon. The weapon shifted to reveal a dozen mouths on all sides, each spitting out a spiked, green seed. 
 The group dispersed in all directions to avoid the barrage, even the Living Sun. He was wise enough not to take an unnecessary risk, and right to do so. When the projectiles hit the ground, their spikes immediately expanded into fanged roots capable of shredding through the steel. One landed among the Wonderboxes, and to Ryan’s horror, it seemed to gorge itself on the Elixirs. That particular seed started to grow unnaturally large at a nightmarish speed, forcing Leo to immediately incinerate the plant before it could overtake the room. 
 E.T. continued its onslaught, forcing the group to disperse. Much like he saved Ryan during his first loops, Mr. Wave used his astonishing speed to move the slower members of the group to safety. Ryan and Shroud both took flight and attempted to hit the alien from both sides. 
 The creature responded by teleporting again, this time walking on the surface of Nice Guy’s vat. E.T. must have noticed the group’s unwillingness to damage the room’s equipment, and now using its position as a defense while it continued its bombardment. The alien’s chest-mouth gargled, and Ryan realized the creature was talking. 
 "What does it say?" Sarin asked, repelling a seed by creating a weak shockwave around her entire body. 
 "I think—" The Panda squealed as he barely managed to dodge an organic projectile, his power allowing him to grab the basics of the alien’s language. "I think it said ‘peace among the stars’!" 
 Ah, so the ‘kill everyone who resists’ kind of peace. Wonderful. While Ryan’s experience with the Elixirs had taught him most extraterrestrial creatures were benign, the courier guessed they had just met one of the rotten apples. 
 The courier charged with his armor, deciding to engage E.T. in close combat. 
 In response, the alien stopped its onslaught, an orange hue spreading through its armor. When it receded, the suit had changed color. From the plates of crimson to the visor, all parts of the armor had turned into ivory. 
 Into adamantine. 
 The creature could change its armor’s material on a molecular level, even into something indestructible. 
 Yet in this case, that was a mistake. The alien arrogantly leaped on the ground, hand raised to engage Ryan in close combat. Its adamantine claws could tear the Saturn armor apart like butter. 
 "Don’t!" Mr. Wave warned, attempting to prevent a close encounter by ramming into E.T. himself. But the extraterrestrial thing didn’t even register his presence, the living laser bouncing off its indestructible armor like a tennis ball on a wall. The alien charged at the courier with mechanical determination. 
 When Ryan was within a few inches of the alien, he froze time and punched it in the helmet. E.T. didn’t even attempt to dodge, as arrogantly confident in its invulnerability as Lightning Butt. Its adamantine armor allowed it to move normally in the stopped time, but its foe had centuries of experience under his belt. 
 Ryan lowered his head to dodge E.T.’s claws, while his fist smashed the alien’s visor. A crack spread on the ivory metal… and black particles slipped inside. 
 The alien let out a burst of multi-colored energy in the stopped time, sending Ryan stumbling backward. The creature screeched when the clock resumed, scratching its helmet in panic. 
 "Nerd, what did you do?!" Sarin snarled, creeped out by the scene. She unleashed a shockwave at E.T., but the attack had no more effect than a breeze against the creature’s indestructible body. 
 Ryan took a step back, as E.T.’s high-pitched screams only increased in intensity. Black lines appeared all over the armor’s surface, revealing nearly invisible circuits surging with Flux. The courier noticed streaks of white, red, blue, and all the other colors of the Elixir rainbow. 
 All of them were quickly turning black. 
 Black’s essence was paradox, a destabilizing influence, and the alien’s armor seemed to use the core seven colors in tandem. A perfect union which Ryan had disrupted. 
 "I think I caused an oil spill," the courier admitted sheepishly. 
 E.T. let out an abominable scream as its eyes all turned black, and a sphere of darkness appeared inside its maw. Gravity collapsed around it, cutting the monster in half and dragging both parts into the tiny black hole. The Black Flux devoured the alien from within. 
 "Riri, get doooow—" Len rushed to her best friend’s side, but her movements slowed down, her sentence left hanging. Though the world around Ryan hadn’t turned purple, everything had frozen in place. Sunshine flames consumed the seeds without ever finishing the job; Shroud gave a hand to Mr. Wave, but their fingers never reached one another; Sarin’s gauntlets shone with red energy, while the Panda’s head peeked from behind the room’s computer. Even the alien’s body remained trapped between the two seconds, its body perpetually devoured by the black hole at its core. Tiny cracks in the fabric of spacetime spread around it. 
 Everything had stopped except for the Elixirs, which still swirled inside their containers, and Ryan himself. The courier looked around himself, but his body neither produced violet nor black particles. No phantom of the past pursued him. 
 This space-time anomaly was unrelated to his power, and it frightened him. 
 "Gee, did I accidentally break time?" Ryan asked, before glancing at the trapped Elixirs. He focused on the violet one. "Any idea how to fix this?" 
 To his surprise, the Violet Elixir answered with a telepathic message of its own. "Are you a homo sapiens?" it asked, hopeful. 
 Ryan sighed. "No, I’m a platypus." 

"Oh. I am sad." Apparently, though they could understand the human tongue, sarcasm was still beyond an Elixir’s power. "The Black does as it wills."

 Of course it did. Ryan approached the black hole, in case he could close it the same way he had once opened a gate to the Black World. 

"My friend."

 Though it echoed in Ryan’s mind, the voice didn’t belong to Nice Guy, or the Violet Elixir. The courier could have recognized it among any other. 
 Ryan peeked into the black hole, a speck of darkness no bigger than a finger. It was no bottomless pit, but a door. A portal to a familiar place. 

"Darkling?" Ryan called out into the void. 
 And it answered, with what could pass for psychic frustration. 

"My name… is not Darkling."

 "Yes it is," Ryan replied, though he let out a breath of relief. "I’m glad to hear from you too, my alien minority friend." 

"We have little time…" the alien warned, going straight to business. "When the Black Flux has finished consuming this creature’s Flux reserves… the door will collapse and time will resume… I cannot talk to you for long."

 Ryan let out a sigh of relief, thankful he wouldn’t need to reload to put time back on track. "How is it even possible?" he asked. "We needed a particle accelerator to open a portal last time." 

"Spacetime in this metal prison is… irregular. Thin. I believe it was meant to be… to open doors to the higher realms." And as it was often the case with would-be summoners, Eva Fabre had probably summoned something she couldn’t put down. That would also explain why Ryan’s Black Flux particles had such an easy time destabilizing the pocket dimension. "I have observed this place from the Black World… where time holds no sway. From this portal, I have seen the past… and the present… I watched… and I learned."

 "Can you tell me what this place is?" Ryan asked, glancing at the facility. 

"Once there was an empire… in another universe… that established contact with the higher realms…" Darkling struggled to find the words. Though it had spent quite a lot of time around Ryan, he still had trouble with human concepts. "They learned to use Flux to fuel their technology… before trying to enslave my kindred to ascend by force… after the Ultimate Ones brought them low, they fled here... to your universe."

 Remembering Bacchus’ story, Ryan put the two and two together. "The Alchemist found this ship after it crashed," he muttered to himself. "She used their technology to create Genomes, so we could have a fighting chance, if these creatures went after us." 

"Yes but… she was wrong."

 "What do you mean?" 

"I have asked the Black Ultimate One for answers… the empire that built this ship collapsed many decades ago… overthrown by their slaves… nothing remains." Darkling marked a short pause, its words heavy. "No invasion is coming… nor even a rescue. This ship is... all that is left."

 Ryan observed the armored warrior, the black hole slowly consuming its edges while leaving the courier unscathed. "It’s a Japanese holdout," the courier whispered. "They’re still fighting a war they lost long ago." 

"What is a… Japanese?"

 "A husbando, or a waifu." 

Darkling didn’t answer immediately. "Whatever… an ember can still spark a fire if left unchecked… this Alchemist had the opportunity to destroy this place once and for all… as you plan to do with the machines’ base in that city of yours."

 "But she didn’t." Eva Fabre tried to give humans superpowers instead, to fight against whatever extraterrestrial entity might reach Earth. But if Darkling was correct, then she had been crusading against windmills. 
 Universal master race… 
 Eva Fabre had learned of these aliens’ history, but instead of taking it as the cautionary tale that it was, she repeated their mistakes all over again. She tried to make mankind this extraterrestrial’s successors, to give humans the power to conquer the cosmos. 
 And instead of supermen, she had created the likes of Mechron, Bloodstream, and Augustus. Or maybe she just didn’t care. She had to have known about the Psycho condition before releasing the Elixirs in the wild. 

"She could not resist the lure of its power… she summoned creatures from the higher realms… tried to harvest the technology of the slumbering soldiers…"

 "But something went wrong. Test subjects escaped, and she lost control of that facility." 

"She has retreated deep into the ship… if the last soldiers escape this place… they will bring great destruction to your civilization… they can replicate even the most powerful of your powers. All of them… but the Black."

 Ryan shivered, as he realized that the creature they fought hadn’t been a boss. 
 It had been a grunt. 

"They are vengeful ghosts... They must rest."

 "But if the Ultimate Ones brought that empire low, why don’t they finish the job?" Ryan asked. "The Violet One knew about this place, since it sent me visions. Why doesn’t it take direct action?" 

"It did," Darkling pointed out. "It sent you."

 Ryan froze, as everything suddenly fell into place. 
 The Violet Ultimate One had sent the courier visions, and used messages to guide him into transporting minds across time. The interdimensional entity never intervened directly, but it gave hints, or what could pass as such for a trans-dimensional entity. 
 All to nudge Ryan into being at the right place at the right time. 
 "I understand now," the courier said, frowning behind his helmet. "It sent me this vision, so I may make my own decision. A human sparked this disaster, and a human must end it." 

"Yes… you can bring down this place... now and across all timelines. The decision of what to do… is all yours."

 In the end, this ship was no different from a Mechron base. "How do I destroy it?" Ryan asked, entirely serious. 

"This ship has a control center… a mind… find it. I believe a way might reveal itself then." Darkling let out a strange feeling through the telepathic bond, which Ryan took for an attempt at reassurance. "We Elixirs communicate with each other using Flux… you spent so long bound to your messenger… and made contact with the Ultimate Ones."

 Ryan turned his head at the captive Elixirs. All of them had grown quiet, perhaps eavesdropping on the discussion. "So I picked up the language?" 

"Yes… out of all humans on this Earth, you alone are closest to ascension. Direct communication with you is… difficult… but possible. In time others will learn too… this will make you compatible with the technology… but she might fight back."

 Might? More like will, from what Ryan had seen so far. The Alchemist wouldn’t let that treasure trove of technology go. 
 Unfortunately, time was running out. The courier already noticed movement returning at the edge of his vision, more parts of the armor being absorbed into the portal. "Thanks, my friend." 

"Good luck…" Darkling said, the hole collapsing on itself. "I wish… I could help more."

 "You already did more than enough." 
 Ryan expected a bright explosion, but the spacetime anomaly ended with a whimper instead. The alien’s entire being collapsed into the dark hole, which dissipated right as time fully resumed. 
 "—own!" Len finished her sentence, but her hand froze in midair before it could touch Ryan’s shoulder. Of the alien warrior, not even dust remained. 
 After a short silence and no further attack, the Genomes regrouped. Sunshine had finished incinerating the seeds, and though the Wonderboxes and walls had taken heavy damage, most of the facility remained intact. 
 "Is it gone?" Shroud asked, floating above the spot where the alien used to stand. "Or did it teleport away?" 
 "It’s gone," Ryan replied, glancing at the corridor leading to the next room. "And I know what to do." 
 His teammates must have noticed his serious tone, before Shroud looked at him warily. "Go on," he asked. 
 "You played Metroid," Ryan reminded his friend. "If so, then you should know it can only end up one way." 
 With one big explosion. 



 23: Chemical Reaction 
 Weeds had overtaken the ship like an abandoned garden. 
 As Ryan’s group advanced into the metal bowels of the Alchemist’s base, they ran into more and more alien plant life. Greenish slime leaked from the walls, while snakelike red roots and fanged purple flowers dug holes into the floor. Eventually, the corridors became so overwhelmed by vegetation that Sunshine moved at the front to torch a path ahead. 
 Often, they would find the broken remains of armored aliens, their helmets melted by lasers, their shielding pierced by powerful rounded projectiles. Yet they never found any trace of what killed them. 
 Their slayers didn’t leave corpses behind when they died. 
 "So if I follow correctly," Shroud said, after Ryan had finished briefing his team. "This is an alien spaceship from a long-lost imperialistic civilization, and the creature we fought was one of its soldiers. The Alchemist pillaged their technology, but accidentally woke up the remaining troops left in stasis and now they’re fighting her for control of the facility. And an alien deity gave you a divine mandate to destroy this place before the prisoners can escape." 
 "Pretty much, yeah," Ryan replied, while Len checked out the data the Panda had harvested from the Alchemist’s computers. The manbear himself advanced on all fours, an ear against the walls. 
 Mr. See-Through snickered, unconvinced. "Should I call you Joan of Arc? You did hear voices." 
 "God loves the reptilians too," Ryan preached, "so long as they stay in reptiland." 
 "Why?" Unlike Shroudy Matty, who remained in denial, Sarin had listened to the explanations with solemn silence. "Why?" 
 Why did Eva Fabre make Genomes and Psychos possible? "I guess… I guess she wanted to protect us?" the Panda suggested, trying to be charitable. "To give us powers, so we could defend ourselves?" 
 "What good could have come from empowering people like Mechron and Augustus?" Leo Hargraves asked at the front, skeptical. "The former alone killed more people than both world wars combined." 
 "Though Mr. Wave is thankful that she graced the universe with the brilliance of… Mr. Wave." The boastful Genome paused briefly. "Mr. Wave didn’t find a way to avoid the repetition. Still, he agrees with the rising sun. The walk doesn’t match the talk." 
 "The aliens aren’t coming either." Ryan shrugged, as his armor picked up vibrations. "Well, except those inside this place." 
 "And how do you figure we destroy this ship in the first place?" Shroud kept nagging him. 
 "I thought we might have a last minute desperate escape, with a digital countdown. Maybe a round number." 
 "I would rather avoid that," Shroud replied dryly, arms crossed. "Besides our own lives, if Elixirs are truly sapient, helpful beings, then blowing up the ship would kill them too." 
 "Human life isn’t the only kind with value," Sunshine agreed, having now destroyed the plant growth with his shining light. "I agree we cannot let the horrors of this ship escape into the wider world, Quicksave, but blowing it up should be a last resort." 
 Truth be told, Ryan kinda hoped that reaching the ship’s control center would provide an alternative solution too. Nice Guy might have been grating, but Shroud was correct that it deserved to live. 
 However, the courier suspected his mere presence might cause the ship to collapse anyway. 
 Ryan’s Black power was a paradox, destabilizing reality with its very existence. The courier guessed that Earth’s dimension was ‘solid’ enough to absorb the damage, but the spaceship’s thin place was a small, artificial construct. Ryan degraded it a little further with each time-stop. Eventually, it might even collapse on itself. 
 Had the Violet Ultimate One foreseen this possibility? That Illuminati creature could control all of space and time, if Darkling was to be believed. It might very well be omniscient. 
 The Panda raised a paw. "Sifu, I’m hearing something through the metal!" 
 "My armor is picking up vibrations too," Ryan said, analyzing the readings. "Where do they come from, my young pandawan?" 
 "The left," his sidekick replied, using his sensitive bear ears to pick up sound. "Explosions." 
 "They must be pretty powerful for their noise to go through the ship’s shielding," Leo Hargraves said. "Considering the increasing number of corpses, we must be approaching the site of a battle. Can you offer more details?" 
 "I-I, I will try!" The Panda took a deep breath, intimidated by Sunshine. "I hear… I hear something big and heavy moving, and impacts." 
 "From the form of the ship, and the way we moved inside so far, the left should lead us to the front," Shroud pointed out. "If the architecture is anything like Earth’s aircrafts—" 
 "Then it should be where the command center is located," Leo Hargraves guessed with a nod. "Timmy, can you bring us as close to the sound’s source as possible?" 
 "Yes, sir!" the Panda raised a paw to his forehead in a military salute. "Of course, sir!" 
 "The rest of you, stay on guard," Sunshine said. "Neither side of this war is an ally." 
 And so the Panda took the lead, an ear against the ground. As they took twists and turns, Ryan’s armor picked up more and more vibrations and other Flux energy activities. The very fabric of reality seemed to weaken the further they progressed. 
 "Riri, I finished analyzing the data," Len said, as the group left the cramped corridor for the remains of a large hangar the size of an airport. The metal walls had been melted away, and Ryan could see the scrapped remains of robots and vehicles everywhere he looked. Clearly, a battle had taken place here. "It’s… it’s all we need." 
 Sarin’s head snapped in her direction. "For me? You could make a cure?" 
 "Yes," Len replied, before hesitating and avoiding Miss Chernobyl’s gaze. 
 She wouldn’t like what came next. 
 The Psycho in the group clenched her fists. "Go on, Nemo. Don’t sugarcoat it." 
 "The Alchemist…" Len took a long deep breath. "The Alchemist already has a cure. Had it from the start." 
 Sarin abruptly froze in place, causing Shroud to bump into her back. 
 "Repeat that," the Psycho said. But now her armored gauntlets had clenched so tightly, that Ryan worried she might break them. 
 "It’s, uh…" Sarin’s heavy gaze troubled Len. "I should start at the beginning. If I understand the data collected… Elixirs come from the White World, but can naturally move from one colored dimension to another and immediately adapt to their new home’s Flux energy." 
 "And they use this ‘Flux’ to communicate?" Shroud asked, trying to understand. 
 "Yes," Shortie confirmed with a nod. "The Alchemist decoded the Elixirs’ language with the aliens’ technology, and with it, she can... how to say that… ‘educate’ them? Tell them how to recognize DNA, which species to bond with… If we associate gene therapy with the right Flux message—" 
 "We teach the Elixirs to patch out the bugs," Ryan finished. 
 "It could… it could even work for you," Len explained to Sarin. "Or Frank. It’s all about the right signal." 
 Ryan had expected Miss Gasshole to be overjoyed. After all, she had spent a decade and a half as a cloud trapped in a suit. The possibility of becoming human again was a dream come true, and her previous self had been willing to consider murdering Ryan when she thought he wouldn’t deliver. 
 However, Sarin had picked up on a worrying detail and wouldn’t let it go. 
 "She had a cure," she said, her voice low and furious. "That bitch had a cure-all along, but didn’t release it?" 
 Psychos weren’t a bug, but a feature. 
 Even Mr. Wave had turned serious. "Why would she do that? Why would anyone do that?" 
 "I… I cannot say," Len replied. "All Psychos are sterile due to their unstable genetic code, so… so they can’t replace mankind the way Genomes will." 
 "But what about the children of two Genomes?" Leo Hargraves asked at the front. "I only know a few who were born after one or both parents consumed an Elixir, Narcinia included." 
 If a Genome was above fifteen years of age, they could only have earned their power from an Elixir. Even Fortuna and Felix had taken Elixirs, unlike their adoptive sister. 
 "If the creation of Psychos was intentional, do children of Genomes risk mutating too?" Sunshine asked, clearly worried for innocent lives. 
 "I’ve seen a few Genome children in my life, and all of them turned out fine," Ryan said. "Also, in cases of one parent having powers and the other not, the child inherited a variant of the parent’s abilities. I couldn’t really figure out why exactly though." 
 "It’s because Elixirs use asexual reproduction, Riri," Len said. "Like jellyfish. But they can also alter their double’s make up during the duplication." 
 Ryan blinked behind his helmet, as the truth dawned on him. "Wait, so if I had a child with a normie, my Elixir would duplicate and pass on to the kid?" 
 To his horror, Len confirmed the theory with a nod. "If one parent is a Genome and the other is not... the Elixir duplicates, fuses with the fetus, and slightly adapts the power to the new host." 
 The thought of Ryan’s children inheriting his power chilled him to the bone, and made him thankful that he had taken precautions against having a descendant. His power in itself was both a blessing and a curse, but in the hands of a child… 
 It would make for nightmarish teenage years. 
 "If the parents are both Genomes…" Len cleared her throat. "If both parents are Genomes, the Elixirs communicate during conception to avoid the pitfalls of the Psycho condition. Instead of competing for a host, only one of the Elixirs duplicates, but takes some information from the other. Since the child doesn't yet have dreams and desires yet, the child’s Elixir creates a power based on the two ‘parents.’" 
 "So, to take Narcinia’s example," Leo Hargraves asked, "she was born a Green Genome, but with her power also being influenced by her father’s Yellow ability?" 
 "Her mother could alter life, and her father could cut through anything," Shroud said. "She can create life by cutting herself. Definitively Green, but with some Yellow inspiration." 
 And since the children of Genomes were always stable Genomes, no matter the parents’ nature, their numbers would only increase with time. 
 Homo Novus would phase out Homo Sapiens, the way they did with the Neanderthals. 
 "Then what if…" Shroud crossed his arms. "And this is terrible to say it, but what if Psychos were meant to kill as many normal people as possible? If the Alchemist’s plan is to make Genomes supplant normal humans—" 
 "Psychos by nature target other Genomes first, Matty," Ryan reminded him. And the random nature of powers meant creatures with world-ending powers like Bloodstream could arise. "It can’t be the only goal." 
 While they had been arguing, the Panda had reached the northwestern corner of the hangar. "Sifu, we’re close!" He raised a paw at the wall. "I can hear the source in this direction!" 
 "Mmm, we might have to take a detour," Leo Hargraves said, not finding any door. "Mr. Wave, could you quickly tour the room and—" 
 Sarin furiously raised a fist at the wall, and unleashed a fearsome shockwave at it. 
 The black steel, brittle and weakened, cracked and collapsed before Miss Chernobyl’s onslaught. A terrible noise echoed through the hangar, followed by a cloud of green and dark dust as the attack revealed a path into a new, gigantic corridor. The courier heard the sound of lasers, explosions, and most importantly, voices coming from it. 
 "I forgot to explain rule number four." Ryan glared at Sarin, hands on his waist. "Avoid making too much noise!" 
 "Too late, nerd," the furious Psycho replied before stepping through the hole, her hands shaking in anger. Now she didn’t want answers, but revenge. "When I find her there will be blood, and it won’t be my own." 
 Ryan didn’t have the heart to deny her wish, the rest of the group cautiously following her. The courier closed the march with Len. "Shortie, would that cure work on You-Know-Who?" 
 Shortie looked down at the metal floor. "Past a certain point, if a Psycho couldn’t stabilize their genetic code… the damage becomes so extensive that not even Elixirs can correct it. She…" She breathed long and deep. "The Alchemist has… she has others in storage." 
 Other Bloodstreams. Psychos who had degraded to the point they had become an entirely different form of life. The more he learned about this place, the more Ryan was convinced it had to go by whatever means necessary. 
 The group followed the noise of battles all the way to a spotless, well-lit chamber deeper into the complex. All blast doors on the way had been torn apart, and Ryan had to leap over the wreckage. 
 The next room was a fortified security checkpoint, with more than two dozen troopers in futuristic, sleek blue bodysuits firing at a giant monster over improvised barricades of scrapped metal. Behind them stood a damaged blue gate nine meters in height, which unlike the rest of the facility looked relatively intact. 
 Some of the defenders wore helmets, others did not, but they all shared the same facial features. Short black hair, blue eyes, plain features, and a determined expression. Their weapons included rifles unleashing familiar red lasers, organic cannons identical to the ones used by E.T, and stranger devices looking like purple rods. 
 On the other side of the chamber, closer to Ryan’s team, an orange portal had opened in the very fabric of space, letting a colossal creature step halfway through. The entity reminded Ryan of a concrete cube more than eight meters in diameter, except with six tiny golden legs to carry it. 
 Lasers inflicted no damage to the creature, and it smashed one of the barricades with a leg. The blow sent scraps and troopers flying, the soldiers collapsing into blue particles when they hit the gate behind them. The survivors with rods used them to unleash violet projectiles tearing space apart. Ryan identified these weapons as focused Violet Flux, and unlike his Black particles, reality absorbed the damage they caused after a while. 
 When they hit the concrete creature though, the projectiles tore through its body as if it were made of clay. The barrage pushed the creature through the portal and it vanished into the Orange Flux rift, at least for now. 
 With the threat dealt with for now, the troops peeked over the improvised fortifications to observe the newcomers. Ryan’s group moved between the barricade and the portal, careful not to be close to any of them. 
 "Eva Fabre, I suppose?" the courier asked. "You have a lot of twins." 
 "You are clones," Len whispered. 
 "Quantum duplicates," a trooper said. Since the doubles collapsed into Blue Flux, Ryan guessed that the Alchemist’s power followed the same rules as Livia’s. She created simulations indistinguishable from the real thing. 
 "Quicksave," another Eva Fabre said, recognizing Ryan. "Living Sun." 
 The time-traveler bristled, as his team took a fighting formation. Len and Ryan stayed at the back, the Panda, Sunshine, and Shroud in the middle, and a furious Sarin at the front with Mr. Wave. 
 "You know us?" Leo Hargraves asked, while keeping an eye on the portal as if expecting the creature to crawl out of it again. 
 "We have been watching you for a while, ever since you defeated Case-BiH-006 in Sarajevo," a trooper replied. 
 BiH. Bosnia-Herzegovina. 
 They were talking about Mechron. 
 "Your power is of the highest interest to us," another said, looking at Ryan. "Your time anomaly’s ability to affect our entire reality was deemed a milestone in our chronotech research." 
 "We made plans to safeguard your genetic data for future storekeeping, but other projects demanded our full attention." 
 "We saw you on security cameras, but the situation here is critical." 
 "We would be happy to discuss that, after reasserting direct control," a clone finished. "Will you help us?" 
 "Hell no!" Sarin took a heavy step forward. "Why?" 
 The Eva clones all raised an eyebrow at the same time, some exchanging glances. "Why should you help us?" one of them asked. "This facility is under attack by hostile extraterrestrial entities, that must be eradicated for the sake of the human ra—" 
 "Why the fuck?!" Sarin snarled, hands raised at the doubles. "Why the fuck did you turn me into this?" 
 "Who is she again?" one Eva Fabre asked her doubles. 
 "One of the mutants working with Case-USA-3682," another trooper answered. "Codename ‘Adam the Ogre.’" 
 "Oh yes, I remember. But I don’t think we gave that one a case file." 
 "Don’t think so either." 
 Sarin could clearly barely restrain herself from murdering them all where they stood. "You don’t even know my name." 
 "We didn’t need to," an Eva shrugged, uncaring. 
 "We didn’t force you to take two Elixirs, if that is your question," another had the gall to say. "If you experience discomfort, blame your greed." 
 Sarin raised her gauntlets to blast them, but Mr. Wave quickly moved in the way to stop her. Leo Hargraves still had questions, though his radiance had turned into a more scarlet shade of crimson than usual. His body language radiated restrained anger. 
 "Why make it possible to create Psychos in the first place?" the Carnival leader asked, while Ryan observed the troopers. Something bothered him about them, but he couldn’t explain why. "Why all this sorrow?" 
 "For mankind to take their rightful place as masters of the universe," one of the Evas answered calmly. 
 "As for Psychos, if by that term you refer to bicolored mutants, we wished to understand how Flux abilities from different colored dimensions would interact together," another clone added. "We thought the potential synergies would greatly surpass monocolored powers, perhaps even lead to a Genome capable of overwriting reality itself." 
 "But we couldn’t test the theory on a small sample of people. We needed something larger." 
 "We… we were were lab rats to you?" the Panda asked, his cute bearlike face morphing into a horrified expression. "But you… you could have destroyed the world!" 
 "She did," Mr. Wave replied, clearly not amused. "And she left it for Mr. Wave to piece it back together." 
 "Do you think we are so careless?" One Eva asked, completely oblivious to her own hypocrisy. "The ecosystem damage was taken into account." 
 "We had enough genetic samples to clone a human sustainable population if the worst came to pass, and projects for Martian colonies." 
 "The chances of Earth’s destruction were considered slim." 
 "Almost negligible." 
 "An acceptable loss, if the worst came to pass." 
 "Less drastic alternatives might have failed to establish a suitable Homo Novus population." 
 "Mass release guaranteed Homo Sapiens’ decline within two hundred years, according to our projections." 
 "You ruined this planet, you insane sociopath!" Shroud snapped. "You killed billions!" 
 The outburst didn’t even phase them. "Yes, a patient often experiences significant pain when a shock treatment is used, but in the end, what matters is that the cure works. Mankind’s temporary discomfort will be quickly forgotten in the next age, when we establish colonies in the solar system and expand—" 
 "You don’t care about mankind," Sarin snapped. "You pay lip service to it, but deep down you don’t give a shit." Energy built up in her gauntlets. "You’re just like Adam." 
 "We don’t eat people," a clone replied, completely missing the point. "Now, if you are done with your childish tantrum, we would be happy to teach you why this was necessary after we retake the facility." 
 "Do you…" Though he couldn’t see her face beneath the armor, Ryan recognized the anger in Len’s voice. She hadn’t sounded this angry since she learned of how Dynamis turned Bloodstream into a product. "You killed billions… ruined my father’s life… all this despair and destruction… Do you feel any regret?" 
 The response was swift and chilling. 
 "No," all the Evas answered at once. 
 "No, of course not," one said, as if it had been a stupid question. "Imagine a time when humans will reshape the very fabric of reality, like painters with a canvas?" 
 "The universe is a dangerous place," continued another. "A stress test was necessary to prepare mankind for the dangers ahead." 
 And then came the coup de grace. 
 "We did what was necessary." One shrugged. "It was a dirty job, but someone had to do it. One day, you will understand." 
 Ryan had met many monsters and megalomaniacs in his life. Bombastic Psychos, fanatical Genome warlords, god-wannabes. He thought he had heard it all. 
 But that woman’s voice… that complete, clinical disregard for human life… even Big Fat Adam and Augustus showed more emotion, even if it was cruelty. But the Alchemist didn’t feel even that. Eva Fabre had destroyed the world for the sake of a pipe dream, and gave absolutely zero fucks. 
 Ryan didn’t blame her for introducing the Elixirs to humans. Superpowers could improve the world; Ryan himself had shuddered to imagine what Mechron could have done if he had used his powers responsibly. His machines could have solved world hunger or cured all diseases.  
 But instead of distributing Elixirs only to people who would have used them responsibly like Hargraves, Eva Fabre had also given people like Augustus or Adam superpowers; even though they were already monsters long before they became Genomes. With her resources, it would have been child’s play to do a background check before shipping Elixirs. She could have put limiters on powers to avoid them giving offensive applications. She could have made the Psycho condition impossible by adding more failsafes into the Elixirs, limiting Genomes to one power.  
 But she didn’t. 
 Eva Fabre had options, but she chose the worst one out of callousness. That was the thing Ryan couldn’t forgive. 
 "You’ve seen what those lizards were up to," Ryan said, reaching a terrifying realization. "I wondered why you never even considered that following in their footsteps was a terrible idea, but now I understand. Elixirs grant people their dearest wishes, and yours was to have an army of copies telling you how great you are. You turned this spaceship into an echo chamber!" 
 "We considered that possibility and dismissed it," the Evas all answered at once. "We all are simulations from different universes." 
 "But you’re still somehow all Eva Fabre," Ryan pointed out. "Don’t you get it? You may have different experiences, but there are enough similarities that you still count as the same person! Enough that you can complete each other’s sentences!" 
 If she truly created different simulations, then some would have protested against this horrifying course of action. But none of them did. Of course her power wouldn't summon copies that could oppose her, and whatever good intentions she might have had, years with only slavish clones for company had slowly erroded Eva Fabre's critical thinking. 
 She was even more narcissistic than Augustus! 
 "I have heard enough." 
 Sunshine floated above the ground, no longer a warm morning sun, but a vengeful fireball. 
 "Carnival, arrest this woman," he ordered. Shroud turned invisible, Mr. Wave cracked his knuckles and stepped out of Sarin’s way, while even the Panda looked furious. Len herself prepared her water cannons, thoroughly done with words. "Eva Fabre, you are under arrest for genocide, human experimentations, and crimes against humanity. If you surrender, you will be granted a fair trial before a citizen jury. Resistance will be met with lethal force." 
 "You want to arrest us?" an Eva asked. The worst part, she sounded genuinely surprised. Years spent with only her clones for company had eroded all potential for self-reflection, to the point that she had expected the other Genomes to fall in line on principle. "We made you into gods!" 
 "Then you shall be smote!" Mr. Wave replied while turning into a laser, and charging straight at the barricades. 
 The Evas answered with a volley of lasers, and Ryan froze time while his team prepared to charge. The courier looked up at the orange portal still fluctuating in the frozen time, and then at the giant gate behind the Alchemists, as blue as the sea. 
 Beyond this door was the starship’s command center. He could feel it in his gut. 
 Now? 
 Now, he just had to fight his way inside. 



 24: The Clone War 
 The room erupted into chaos the moment time resumed. 
 Red lasers and space-piercing bullets faced shockwaves, solar flares, streams of pressurized water, and a storm of glass. Yet it was a kung-fu-powered bear that made the most spectacular contribution, smashing through the Alchemist clones’ barricades right after Mr. Wave. The Panda pulverized two clones while leaking blood from half a dozen lasers, transforming back and forth to regenerate, always staying on the move to avoid a fatal blow. 
 Ryan himself did his part, punching any clone within his reach while quipping. However, the situation had become so confusing that he needed to freeze time to check up on his allies. Mr. Wave was busy poking the Alchemist’s clones to death, Shroud shielded his allies with reinforced glass barriers, while an enraged Sarin fired shockwave after shockwave in a berserk rage. 
 Yet no matter the group’s ferocity, the Alchemist’s numbers only increased. 
 One Eva Fabre clone duplicated by a factor of ten, and the new doppelgangers followed her example. Most appeared unarmed, or with ‘human’ weapons such as rifles and guns. However, a few of the original doubles used strange gauntlet devices to teleport alien weapons to equip their copycats. Ryan figured that they used the same principle as Mars’ power, accessing an armory in a separate pocket dimension. 
 Which also meant that while the Alchemist’s power could replicate physical matter, Flux-based tech remained beyond her reach. It made sense in a way. Eva Fabre was a Blue Genome, so how could she replicate the source of Green or Red powers? 
 Ryan decided to focus on the clones’ suppliers first, but some of the new recruits materialized with suicide belts and attempted to blow themselves up in his face. The courier was forced to repel them using his armor’s weapons. 
 Unfortunately, this gave time for the clone army to organize. When they realized that Ryan was trying to make a beeline to the gate they were protecting, the suppliers among the doppelgangers distributed gauntlet devices to a regiment of new recruits. Two dozen Evas formed a barrier of bodies, their tools projecting a crimson shield. A beehive-like hexagonal barrier now protected the gates, one tough enough to resist Ryan’s gravity gun. 
 Guessing what Ryan had in mind, Mr. Wave attempted to assist, turning into a laser and smashing into the clones’ defense. The crimson shield repelled him, so he tried again, and again, prodding the barrier from all angles, even jumping into the air to strike the defenders from above. Though the doppelgangers held the line, their shields often flickered on impact. Much like E.T.’s technology, their machinery ran on a limited supply of juice and would eventually run out. 
 However, for once in Ryan’s life, time wasn’t on his side. Not only were the clones summoning more of themselves, they also organized better. Groups of energy-shield users formed security barriers around the arsenal suppliers, allowing them to arm the reinforcements with minimal interference. Two groups of six laser users each trapped the Panda in a pincer attack, and though the manbear moved swifter than lightning, he couldn’t outrun light. The doppelgangers gave him no breathing room and pushed him back against the Orange World portal, slowly, but certainly… 
 By now, the dead released so many blue Flux particles that the whole room looked like a Smurf party. 
 "Riri, behind you!" Len shouted just as time resumed, the courier noticing two Evas raising a rifle with a two-meter wide barrel at him. He barely had the time to dodge to the side to avoid a Green Flux blast, which ended up turning the metal walls into wood upon impact. 
 "Oh, an eco-responsible weapon!" Ryan said, as Len beheaded the clones with a stream of pressurized water. Shortie moved to cover him, while he engaged the nearest doubles in melee. "I want one!" 
 If only they weren’t trying to exterminate the last Panda, the Evas might have been true planeteers. 
 His other allies didn’t fare any better. Some clones could see Shroud even while he turned invisible, and forced him to stay on the defensive by raising glass barriers to stop projectile volleys. Sarin’s shockwaves overpowered shield-users, but her power armor had cracks here and there. Only Leo Hargraves pushed the clones back rather than otherwise, bombarding them with blinding, fiery blasts. 
 Sarin’s repeated shockwaves ended up structurally damaging the room, and a good fourth of the floor collapsed to reveal a black sea of alien machinery and energy cables below the metal panels. Sunshine raised an advancing wall of flames, trapping hundreds of Evas between his fire and the floor’s hole. 
 In response, a clone threw a round silver device at Leo Hargraves. The Living Sun quickly melted it in midair, but his action caused the device to unleash a six-meters wide wave of immaculate energy. 
 The white pulse destroyed any doppelganger it touched, and more worrying, instantly reverted Sunshine to his human form. The Carnival’s leader fell down and would have died hitting the floor below, if Mr. Wave hadn’t disengaged from his assault on the forceshield to catch his ally in time. Shroud immediately raised barriers after barriers of glass to protect his teammates, but this only allowed the clones to surround the trio, their focused lasers slowly melting the defenses. 
 Worse, the orange portal in the room flickered, and the same cubic monster from last time started crossing through; perhaps the chaos in the room had caught its attention. In any case, the Panda was the closest to the rift when the creature stepped through, and it summarily kicked the bear out of the way. Clones tried to repel the Orange World creature with a projectile volley, but only managed to halt its arrival. 
 This was getting nowhere. 
 "The real one is not here!" Ryan shouted through his armor’s loudspeakers, pointing a hand at the gates. He had moved no more than a few meters away from it with judicious applications of his power, but the shield-users still barred the way. "She’s behind these doors!" 
 He doubted that any of his teammates heard him except for Shortie, until Sarin’s voice echoed over the melee. "Move out of the way, nerd!" 
 Ryan activated his armor’s jetpack and flew away, as a mighty shockwave pulverized the clone regiment guarding the gates, short-circuiting their shields and vaporizing the wielders. However, the blast failed to affect the doors themselves, with no crack appearing on their blue surface. Still, it allowed the courier and Len to reach the gates. 
 Then the firing stopped. 
 Ryan peeked over his shoulder, watching as a crimson and orange shape emerged from the hole Sarin made in the ground. A monstrous reptile in advanced power armor, whose very sight caused the unfazed Eva clones to freeze in terror. 
 E.T.’s little brother had come, and brought its nephews. 
 A dozen alien soldiers emerged from the holes gargling and roaring. Most were carbon copies of the creature Ryan’s group defeated earlier, but one of them was twice the normal size, a horned horror with nine eyes and great draconic wings. 
 A species instinct that never truly died awakened, as the humans in the room briefly stopped their battle to focus on the outside threat. The Eva clones pointed their weapons at the newcomers, while Sunshine managed to transform back into a fiery sun and bathed the alien vanguard with searing flames. 
 The extraterrestrial creatures responded by teleporting around the room, tearing through Eva’s doppelgangers with claws and beams. The winged alien instead chased after Sunshine, while an E.T. turned its armor into adamantine and attempted to tear the Panda apart. Another soldier noticed Ryan and Len, but was forced to deal with a group of Evas before it could give pursuit. 
 If one of these aliens had been a match for his entire team, a whole group of them would tear through any opposition. Ryan’s group and the Alchemist could resist for a while, maybe even win, but if more of these critters arrived... 
 Well, Ryan was in no hurry to reload now. 
 Mr. Wave, who had raced across the room to get the Panda to safety behind Shroud’s glass barrier, briefly stopped at Ryan and Len’s side. "Mr. Wave and co will hold them off," the genome said, as an alien soldier roared at them. "Go get them, tiger!" 
 "You’re sure?" Len asked, worried. She understood that they would only buy minutes. 
 "Mr. Wave has never been happier!" The living laser raised a thumb up. "He can kill them more than once!" 
 Ryan didn’t find any fault with that logic, and answered with a thumb up of his own. Mr. Wave immediately tackled the approaching alien soldier head on, sending it flying backward, before reinforcing Sarin. The lively Psycho used shockwaves to push the concrete Orange monster back through the rift. 
 "Can you hack through these gates?" Ryan asked Shortie. 
 "Give me a minu—" Len didn’t finish her sentence, as the blue gate reacted the moment she touched it. It slid open in a blink, granting the duo entrance. 
 The truce ended right there, as the remaining Evas attempted to stop Ryan from reaching the door with a volley of projectiles. But he froze time, grabbed Shortie, and moved into the next room while dodging lasers. The gates immediately closed behind him when time resumed, isolating them from the chaos outside; the courier could barely see a glimpse of Sunshine engaging in an aerial duel with the alien dragon before the separation. 
 The room Ryan and Len had walked into was clearly the starship’s command center, and reminded the courier of Mechron’s mainframe. A colossal biomechanical brain pulsated in the middle of a glass pillar, hooked to a dome of nervelike cables by biomechanical circuits. 
 The duo found the real Eva Fabre connected to the machinery. 
 Though age had wrinkled her face and turned her black hair white, Ryan recognized her facial features. A human head was all she had left though. A hideous biomechanical body supported her skull, a grotesque parody of a human skeleton with elongated arms, life-support systems, and artificial organs pulsating in an iron ribcage. 
 Here Asshole-Prime stood, with her eyes closed. Cables linked her head to the glass tank and the giant brain within, much like how Alchemo’s technology allowed him to experience captured minds’ memories. Ryan noticed other strange tendrils hanging from the glass tank, probably to allow multiple people to connect to the machinery. 
 "She’s… sleeping?" Len asked, as the Alchemist made no attempt to stop their approach. She remained in the thrall of a deep, peaceful slumber. Ryan guessed that the body modifications enhanced her control over the alien technology; much like Alchemo, she had cast out everything getting in the way of pure processing power. 
 Eva Fabre had embedded herself into the starship’s mainframe, like a tick on a cow’s hide. Soaking herself in its technology, knowledge, and power, never interacting with the world outside except through the safety of a screen. She lived in a snowglobe, sheltered from all consequences. 
 "Damn it, this is Monaco all over again," Ryan said. He wondered how much the technology had affected her, though. Ryan suspected that hooking oneself up to an imperialistic civilization's brain hadn't improved her sanity. 
 "Do we…" Len pointed her weapons at the Alchemist’s head, hesitating. 
 Eva Fabre’s eyelids opened. 
 The eyes were gone too, replaced with black cameras. They glanced at the two Genomes, as soulless as anything else in this cold, artificial place. 
 "I dreamed too long," the Alchemist said, her voice nothing more than a soft rattle. Her artificial organs flared with red light, a thin layer of crimson energy forming over her head and body. "I dreamed of you invaders, stepping into my metal veins and spreading your rot." 
 She moved her hand to grab Len, with Ryan responding by freezing time and shooting the H. R. Giger nightmare in the face with his chest weapon. 
 But not only did the biomechanical monstrosity keep moving in the frozen time, but his gravity bullet also bounced off her black armor. 
 "Your time anomaly is powerful, Quicksave, but nothing unexpecte—" The Alchemist froze while her metal fingers were within an inch of Shortie’s head, for she had suddenly noticed the black particles and Purple Flux phantom next to Ryan himself. "Black Flux?" 
 Ryan exploited her confusion to end his time-stop, allowing Shortie to realize the danger and back away. The Alchemist’s metal hand smashed the floor, striking with enough strength to cause a small quake. 
 "Guess you don’t know everything about us," Ryan said, as he opened fire again, Shortie assisting him with torpedoes and pressurized water. 
 "No matter what you do, my progress will not be stopped." The Alchemist glared at the duo, none of their attacks bypassing her energy shield. "Why are you fighting me, my children? I created you, forged you into gods. You should be fighting the aliens outside, not your maker." 
 Shortie’s response was short and to the point. "You killed billions." 
 "What happens outside these walls means nothing," the Alchemist replied, her eyes flaring blue. Immediately, a dozen Eva Fabre clones materialized around her, each carrying either a rifle or a submachine gun. "With this ship, I can restart life anytime I wish. Only the data matters." 
 The Alchemist should have been at least sixty years old, and Ryan could tell time inside this pocket dimension behaved abnormally. Yet the clones looked no older than thirty. All were humans, instead of a biomechanical horror like their master. 
 Ryan quickly formed a theory. 
 Eva Fabre’s doubles remained the same, because she hadn’t aged inside. 
 Ryan and Len quickly dispersed as the clones opened fire, while the original remained immobile, her head still hooked to the central brain. The courier’s armor sent alarm signals, as it noticed streams of foreign data invading the weapon systems. 
 Damn, Asshole-Prime was trying to hack into his suit! 
 "So, you think you can improve the welfare of mankind by sacrificing the old one to make your new, improved version?" Ryan asked, attempting to destroy the clones only to realize his chest weapon had stopped working. She clearly cared more about the idea of humanity than its actual people, that was for certain. "Have you heard of human rights?" 
 "I have seen other worlds beyond this dimension," the Alchemist rasped haughtily. "In one of them, the nations of the world were laid low by a flu. No disease will ever ravage Genomes, nor will invaders from other worlds. You will not interfere with the march of progress." 
 "Who elected you?" Ryan replied, freezing time for a second to smash some clones, then backing away to avoid a punch from the original. "I was democratically chosen by the plushie majority, gave universal healthcare to my Psycho followers, and fought bravely against the red tide threatening our way of life! What did you do?" 
 "Governments are for those who cannot lead," the original Eva Fabre replied, summoning more reinforcements even while Len struggled to keep them at a manageable number. Half a dozen clones turned into twenty, and these started making copies too. "Most humans live a short-sighted existence, caring for nothing more than their own personal comfort. They do not have the courage to make the necessary decisions." 
 "And who do you lead, clones of yourself?" Ryan asked with a snort, rushing towards the biomechanical brain’s tank. "You’ve never led anyone in your life! You offered no guidance, raised no nation, inspired no follower! You wrecked the old world, and then you hid among the penguins instead of helping us get back on our feet! Hell, I’m sure you killed everyone at your old workplace when you couldn’t convince them to join you!" 
 It was an elaborate guess based on what he had learned from Bacchus, but the abomination’s eyes flared with annoyance. Ryan had struck a nerve. "You did," he said. 
 "They couldn’t understand," Asshole-Prime replied dismissively, while some of her clones nodded in agreement. 
 "Neither do you." Or else she wouldn’t be trying to kill him in the first place. Eva Fabre didn’t understand Ryan’s true ability, nor of all the possibilities where the likes of Bloodstream ravaged the Earth. Her supposed omniscience had holes. 
 Pushing past doubles, and ignoring his armor’s alarms as the firewalls collapsed one after the other, Ryan grabbed one of the neutral tendrils hanging from the glass tank. "Like for example, could you tell me what would happen if I tried to connect to that big brain of yours?" 
 "You cannot," Asshole-Prime replied, while raising a hand to grab him. "You are a Violet. Only Blues can pilot this ship. Even your friend is too weak. The overmind will overwhelm her." 
 "I wasn’t thinking of piloting this ship." 
 And with that, Ryan froze time, Black Flux flying out of his armor. 
 The Alchemist could only blink in horror, as black particles touched the alien tendril… and infected their way into the glass tank. 
 "You fool!" Her giant hand moved to swipe him aside, and when Ryan attempted to jump away, his armor refused to move; she had hacked the motors. 
 Time resumed just as her fist hit him. Ryan heard the armor’s plates crack under the strain of the blow, and flew across the room like a wingless bird. He hit the blue door in a catastrophic crash, before falling on his chest, unable to move an inch. 
 But it changed nothing. 
 The black taint spread through the biomechanical brain, rotting parts of its neurons. 
 "Stop this!" The Alchemist’s eyes shone with a blue hue, her biomechanical hand moving to the sides of her head, but she couldn’t halt the collapse. Her clones stopped attacking Len to rush at the brain, but the damage was already done. "Stop!" 
 "Say pretty please," Ryan replied, unable to move his armor. Shortie, who still could take a step, moved in front of her best friend to protect him. 
 "If you do not stop, you will destroy the Elixir factory, the labs, all our back-ups!" Eva Fabre screamed, her voice turning deeper like a broken machine. The clones echoed her screams, collapsing into nothingness. "This ship holds eons of accumulated knowledge, wisdom, and technology! I have barely explored half of it, and what I discovered… cloning, mind-transfer, unlimited energy sources… immortality! You will send mankind back by thousands of years!" 
 Ryan shrugged. "I couldn’t stop this, even if I wanted to." 
 "You must!" The Alchemist punched the glass tank with her giant hands, perhaps trying to manually remove the black infection. But even her phenomenal strength couldn’t bypass the overmind’s shield. Half the biomechanical brain had darkened, consumed by otherworldly darkness. "Or the glorious future I have seen for our race will never come to pass!" 
 "Perhaps," Ryan admitted. "But at least you won’t be in charge of it." 
 As the brain turned black, so did the room. The lights darkened, while rifts in the fabric of space spread. An army of black holes opened all across the ship’s chamber, consuming the metal doors, the glass tank, the floor... 
 "Riri, what did you do?" Len panicked, while the Alchemist hastily removed the cables linking her to the mainframe in a desperate attempt to escape the infection. 
 "This place is thin enough to create portals to other colored realms," the courier explained. 
 A black rift opened where the biomechanical brain used to be, tearing it apart. 
 "So I called for help." 
 And something peeked through the portal. 
 To Ryan, it seemed as if a black wave erupted from the rift to devour all of reality. The darkness consumed a screaming Eva Fabre, tearing through her energy shield and swallowing her whole. The walls turned to dust around the courier, the blackness spreading through the ship. Ryan caught a glimpse of an alien pointing its gun at an unconscious Panda’s face, only to freeze in horror as the black tidal wave approached. The light of Leo Hargraves shone briefly in the dark, only to disappear too. 
 Ryan lost sight of Shortie, as the darkness separated them. An alien cold entered his armor, yet it was neither chilling nor uncomfortable. 
 The courier floated alone in a lightless void, like a fish returning home. 
 "Darkling?" Ryan called out to the darkness. "Darkling? Anyone?" 
 The void answered. 
 "I am… here." 
 An alien shape floated to his side, it was geometric chaos that gave Ryan a headache simply to gaze at it. Triangles turning into cubes, feathers of steel, and bones dancing. 
 "I love your new look," the courier greeted his old friend. 
 "Thank… you." 
 "Are my friends—" 
 "Safe… outside." 
 A tunnel of light appeared not so far from the time-traveler’s location. The courier watched the frozen expanse of Antarctica beyond the portal, with Shortie, the Panda, all his companions lying unconscious on the ground; Stitch and Atom Kitten, who had waited outside the anomaly, immediately rushed to their help. Only Sunshine remained unaffected, standing still and watching back through the tunnel. 
 Could he see the Black World beyond? 
 Ryan also noticed colored sparks in the darkness. Blue puddles and red stars, orange slimes, and greenish goo swirling away into nothing. They swirled around a colossal black hole entity, like children led by a parent. 
 "Are these the ship’s Elixirs?" Ryan asked. 
 The strange entity changed its shape slightly, flattening. Ryan took it for a nod. "The Ultimate One will return the captives home… and this starship will disappear… from your timeline. When you turn back time… the rest of your dimension will not be impacted, but this place… it will be gone." 
 "And the Alchemist? The reptilians?" 
 The entity took a shape similar to a red line of jagged, inhuman teeth. 
 Ryan had never seen a smile more terrifying. 
 "I do not want to know?" The courier asked innocently. 
 "No… you do not," Darkling replied, before taking a less horrifying, but all too confusing shape. "But they will not trouble you… ever again." 
 The wording sent a chill down Ryan’s spine. 
 "This Alchemist was not wrong in one aspect," Darkling said. "Ascension is a right granted to all living things… but it cannot be forced. Wisdom comes with time… and you humans are so very young." 
 "Will you be there for my nine hundredth birthday?" Ryan joked. 
 "Maybe…" Darkling sounded vaguely amused. Aw, he could get Ryan’s jokes now! "One day your kind might stand at the side of the Ultimate Ones… until then, we Elixirs will remain among you, and your descendants. When you decide to aim for the stars, and venture forth into the unknown… we will walk with you. Always." 
 "You know, once I came to this place to die, but…" Ryan smiled behind his helmet. "Now I hope to live long enough to see mankind explore the universe." 
 Darkling’s shape changed into a sphere of light. "You have… something to live for now." 
 Yes. 
 Yes, he did. 
 "I should go back," Ryan said. If he trusted his experience, staying too long in the Black World might permanently change him. "But before I go, I have a question." 
 "Ask…" 
 "Is my Black power getting stronger?" 
 "Black consumes… A paradox is… self-reinforcing… each reality you consume… each color you devour... increases your power. You asked for an end to what cannot die… and the more you destroy what should never die… Black’s logic… becomes your reality’s logic." Darkling remained silent an instant, before offering a warning. "Beware… Black is anathema to the laws that bind you into a man’s shape… if you are not careful… it will consume you too." 
 Ryan’s thoughts turned to the Alchemist, and how the Black Flux had consumed her alien technology. Yes, he would rather avoid seeing his armor painted black. "I will keep it in mind." 
 "There are still obstacles for you to overcome, but… I think you are ready. The pieces are set…" Darkling floated away. "I will be watching you… my friend." 
 "You don’t wish me luck?" Ryan asked, as the portal grew closer to him. 
 "What use is there for luck… for a man like you?" 
 Somehow, even if it came from an alien creature… Darkling managed to make these words sound warm and encouraging. 
 Ryan floated through the portal, and an instant later crashed on icy ground. 
 "Finally," the courier heard Felix say, as his favorite kitty rushed to his side. "I thought you were a goner." 
 "I’m a tougher mouse than that, kitten." With the Alchemist gone, Ryan’s armor worked again, and he managed to move his head around. Stitch was already tending to the wounded, but everyone seemed to have made it to the other side. Sarin’s armor had cracked in some spots, and more tragically, Mr. Wave’s clothes had holes in them. 
 And Leo Hargraves floated above them all, thoughtfully looking at the horizon. 
 "You went there too once," Ryan guessed. 
 "Years ago," Sunshine replied, descending down to earth. "I was afraid of the dark back then. Of the unknown. I thought I almost died inside that place, but now… now I wonder." 
 Ryan would be happy to exchange tales around a coffee. Felix helped the courier back to his feet, the armored time-traveler glancing at the frozen rift where he last opened a portal to the Alchemist’s lair. His Resonator had become inactive, the rift closed. 
 Of the Alchemist’s lair and dream, nothing remained. 
 Nothing but memories. 



 25: Couple Therapy 
 Psychos had been a fact of life for fifteen years. 
 Ryan had visited hundreds, if not thousands of communities through his long existence, and almost all of them shared the same tales. Maddened monsters attacking them at night, mutants hiding in sewers, raiders attacking their Genome defenders, or fools trying to imitate Augustus only to come up short. 
 Psychos had collectively killed the courier many times, coming in as a close second behind traffic accidents. His adoptive father Bloodstream had caused his very first death, and it still gave Ryan headaches to remember it. 
 Nobody could imagine a world without Psychos... 
 Until today. 
 The refurbished laboratory of Station Orpheon was far lighter and warmer than the Alchemist’s, with white walls, glowing bars in the ceiling casting a pleasing light, and the sweet, sweet smell of morning coffee permeating the air. Ryan’s host of Geniuses, namely Shortie, Alchemo, and Stitch, had gathered behind control panels and thrumming computers. Meanwhile, the Panda happily cleaned up a large vat in the northern corner of the room with a sanitizer. 
 All were gearing up for an experiment that might change the world’s face forever, though their patient lacked their enthusiasm. 
 "I don’t want to go inside," sweet Sarin grumbled at Ryan’s side, arms crossed. "Find another way, nerd." 
 "There isn’t," Ryan replied. Truth be told, nothing guaranteed that the operation would work at all. Even though they had copied the Alchemist’s research data before destroying her base, the group didn’t have her wealth of alien technology. "Come on, you fought aliens and you’re afraid of a glass tube?" 
 Instead of blasting him where he stood, Sarin let out a grunt. "It’s not the vat," she said. "It’s…" 
 "Getting out of that suit?" Ryan guessed, avoiding any joke or jab. The woman had suffered for years from her condition, never feeling anything nor experiencing joy. Taunting her on that front, especially now, would feel like kicking a cancer patient. 
 Sarin shook her head. "Doesn’t matter." 
 "You wouldn’t bring this up if it didn’t," Ryan replied. "You know, I’m a certified therapist and I’ve seen everything. I’m here if you need an ear." 
 "I ain’t like your princess," Sarin scoffed. "I don’t need a white knight. You think I’m that weak?" 
 "I don’t think you’re weak, just alone." Though the Psycho didn’t answer, Ryan could tell from her posture that he had nailed it. "And even that is a thing of the past. I mean, we had a good time raiding drug churches, exploring new continents, freeing the government from both the reptilians and the Illuminati..." 
 "It was nice," the Psycho agreed, looking away at the Geniuses toiling away behind their computers. "And you’re following up with your promise, which is more I can say from Adam. You ain’t a fink." 
 "See?" Ryan decided to share some wisdom accumulated over centuries of time travel. "If you keep all your feelings for yourself, you’re never going to get over your fears and neuroses. Either you become more open with others, or you need to blow off steam. If you want to follow the latter path, I would suggest bullying Ghoul." 
 "I would rather hit Adam," Sarin replied, before raising her hands and moving her fingers. The movements were unnatural, gas pushing cloth from the inside. "Every time I get out of my suit, I fear getting scattered to the winds. Stretching for miles, feeling my mind slip away with the distance. You can’t imagine how it feels, nerd." 
 "No, I can’t," the courier admitted. "Though you already left your suit behind once, when we made an FBI raid on Ischia." 
 "I know that the experiment is as safe as it can be around you." Sarin sighed. "But I still feel weak, and I hate it." 
 Ryan crossed his arms, meditated on what to say next, and then uttered a single word. 
 "Bianca?" 
 Sarin bristled at her true name being spoken, as if she had forgotten it. 
 "Being vulnerable is... never easy," Ryan said, trying to find the right words. "Especially not with others. After building strong and thick walls around ourselves, it’s difficult to tear them down." 
 Sarin snickered. "Easy for you to say, Mr. Time-Traveler." 
 "It’s not as perfect a crutch as it seems." 
 At this point, Ryan had decided to fully come clean to everyone not in the know yet among his group. Sarin had been the first, but the courier hoped to have a discussion with Felix and especially Mr. Wave. The former already suspected something was up, and the latter… 
 Ryan owed him much more than his love of cashmere. 
 "You know, when Livia and I…" Ryan took a deep breath, before speaking his mind. "I was scared of her, at first. Very few things scared me since I got my power, but she topped all of them. She could remember." 
 "She could kill you for good," Sarin guessed. "Throw her daddy at you?" 
 "That and worse." Ryan shuddered at what Livia could have done, if she had taken more after her thunderous father. "For the first time in many, many years, I had to be honest with someone that wasn’t my best friend. Like a bear cornered in his cave. It was… it was difficult. I mean, yeah, now she’s my First Lady, but she could have easily been my Lee Harvey Oswald too." 
 "Who?" Sarin asked, showing an absolute lack of culture. 
 That inane question was proof that anyone could become Ryan’s vice-president these days, which he took as a badge of honor. The courier prided himself on his government’s inclusivity. 
 "All of this to say that it took me a while to trust Livia, and even longer to feel at ease around her," the courier explained his point. "We struggled to conquer our fear of the other, but in the end, it was worth it. All the pain and the fear led to something better. Do you see my point?" 
 "No." 
 "Oh well, then you’re on your own." 
 Sarin chuckled. "Seriously, I get it," she said. "That day is going to make all the efforts and struggle worth it. Maybe I’ll get diabetes with my new body." 
 "Genomes can’t develop diabetes," Ryan said absentmindedly. 
 "My life has been a long string of frustration and disappointments, smartass." He could almost taste the bitterness in his ally’s voice. "Even before Adam. Each time I hope it will change, and I’m always left disappointed." 
 "Not anymore. Taking that leap of faith might sound hard, but it will be rewarding." 
 "Really?" she asked. "You know, I agreed to follow you on this stupid mission because part of me hoped that the Alchemist had a plan for us. That what I went through had a purpose. Well, as it turned out, I was just experimental junk." 
 "That’s the thing with life, we have no purpose, and we are completely free," Ryan said. "Free to change, and live as we want." 
 "You know what’s the worst part, nerd?" Sarin asked with sorrow. "I’ve spent so much time looking for a cure, I’m not sure what I will do with my life if your idea works." 
 "You could start with community service. You worked with Adam for years, so you’ve got a lot to answer for." 
 "I’ll leave the Circus to the explosion brat." Sarin glanced at the vat, seeing her gas mask’s reflection in the glass. "What will you do after you’re done with all our messes?" 
 "I’m not sure yet." Like Sarin, Ryan hadn’t planned anything beyond completing his Perfect Run. "At first, I thought I would drive into the sunset towards new adventures, hopefully with Shortie in the backseat." 
 "If you leave New Rome, would there be room for one more? Your car ain’t that big." 
 "I always have room for more minions," Ryan replied. "But only if you call me Mr. President in public." 
 "Don’t push it," Sarin replied with amusement, while the Panda emerged from the cleaned vat. 
 "What’s up, Doc?" Ryan asked his pandawan. 
 "It’s all good, Sifu!" The Panda declared with a raised paw. "I removed all the germs from my fur too!" 
 Sarin hesitated for a few more minutes, before finally deciding to take the leap of faith. She opened her hazmat suit, and let her gaseous body leak out. A cloud of alien chemicals emerged from the suit, and moved into the vat. 
 "It’s going to be alright, Bianca," Ryan promised, as he and the Panda closed the glass door behind her. "This time, it will work. I swear." 
 The gaseous cloud briefly took a vaguely humanoid shape, before turning back into formless mist. 
 "Of course it will be alright," Alchemo grumbled, while Len typed on the computer panel. "You made us work day and night on this, you meatbag slavedriver." 
 "I would be willing to keep this up for weeks," Dr. Stitch replied. "This will change everything." 
 "We are ready to begin, Riri," Len said, barely staying in place. No doubt a part of her still hoped that if this experiment worked, it might help her father. 
 The courier nodded, giving his assent. Cables linking the computers to the vat activated, while a plastic lamp projected a blue light above Sarin’s gas form. 
 The Panda, thanks to his multiple fields of expertise, had managed to translate the Elixirs’ Flux language based on the Alchemist’s notes. The process would be simple, in theory. The group would use a system based on the Chronoradio to send signals to Sarin’s Elixirs, guiding them into rewriting her DNA based on a new paradigm. One that followed Livia’s ratio of Homo Sapiens and Neanderthal genes, cleanly separating the Psycho’s powers. 
 "I worry about her mind, however," Dr. Stitch said. "Modifying her body on such a deep level will give her a brand new brain." 
 "She will remember," Alchemo replied absentmindedly. 
 In fact, she would remember everything. 
 "When the Elixirs bond with us, they see our thoughts and wishes, and translate them into Flux," Ryan whispered, remembering what he had read from the Alchemist’s data. "True Genomes exist on two levels. The biological, and the immaterial." 
 Ryan should have realized it before. Of all people in the room, he alone existed in two places and eras at once. Two brains separated across the timestream, yet sharing a single consciousness. Henceforth, his neurons weren’t the full seat of his intellect. 
 If a host’s consciousness partly existed in Flux form, then it would also explain cases like Mr. Wave, Sunshine, Geist, and Sarin in particular. And in time, that ethereal consciousness grew in power, in wisdom, and strength, eventually becoming something too powerful for a body of flesh to contain. 
 It would ascend into a greater form of existence. 
 And since Ryan had safeguarded a copy of Bianca’s molecular structure from his Meta-Gang loop, then they could ask her Elixirs to reshape her current self while taking this information into account. Sarin would regain her lost memories as she underwent her transformation. Hopefully. 
 "We’re getting a signal," Len said, as the lamp changed color, from blue to red, from orange to yellow. "The Elixirs are communicating." 
 "Can you put on the loudspeaker?" Ryan asked, curious. 
 He wondered how Elixirs discussed inside their host. Perhaps they were trying and failing to repair the damage they had caused to their host, unable to understand what they were dealing with. Maybe they casually divulged ancient secrets of the universe, like one would discuss pop culture. 
 Len put on the loudspeakers, and an alien gargle quickly transformed into two digitized, and yet audible voices. 

"—and I say more hydrogen!" Ryan winced at the words, though the voice sounded inhuman, the tone reminded of a hyperactive child. 

"But that will make it more difficult to vibrate!" Another answered, and didn’t sound any more mature. "How can our Homo Sapien defend herself otherwise if she cannot project energy? She’s almost died too many times already!"


"You Reds, it’s all about energy with you! She wouldn’t need your shockwaves if you let me do my work!"


"If I let you act without supervision, you would have turned her into a cumulonimbus!"


"Look, our host wants to be free. Mastery of the gaseous state will fill her with happiness!"


"You don’t understand our host’s feelings! She wanted to be strong to defend herself, to shake down everyone who could threaten her! She doesn't want to be free, she wants to be powerful!"


"Power is all you care about! Never us! I’m the one trying to make this situation work!"

 A difficult, awkward silence settled among the researchers, as the Elixirs’ debate grew more heated and bitter. 

"You Oranges don’t get Homo Sapiens at all, and you are ruining our host’s ascension!"


"You take that back, you heartless battery! I was here first! We were happy before you came into her life!"


"Of course I came in, she’s my Homo Sapien, and you completely misunderstood her wish! She would never ascend under your care! Why can’t you let me fix this?"

 "The Panda…" The manbear coughed. "The Panda is having a tough family flashback." 
 "Me too," Len said, biting her lower lip. 
 Hanlon’s razor. 

Never attribute to malice, what can be explained by incompetence.

 "I think your Elixirs should get a divorce," Ryan told Sarin. The cloud inside the vat briefly took a humanoid shape, hand raised with the middle finger upward. 
 "I have heard enough," Alchemo said, connecting to the control panel with neural links embedded in his syringe-finger. The light show inside the vat intensified, causing the Elixirs to interrupt their debate. 

"Huh?" an Elixir said, the Red one from what Ryan had understood. "We’re receiving a transmission!"


"Is that Eva? I hope it’s Eva! Let me check…"


"It’s an instruction," the Red Elixir said, sounding astonished. "Oh, we… we made a mistake?"


"There are… two Homo Sapiens? Two Homo Sapiens in one flesh vessel? And we…" The Orange Elixir’s voice turned from confusion to horror. "And we ruined them?"

 The other, like any good partner, immediately blamed its fellow. "No way, you didn’t notice?"


"I didn’t notice because you distracted me!" The Orange Elixir fell silent an instant, before speaking up again. "Aww, we favored our main host so much, that we completely forgot about the other one. The Ultimate Ones won’t be happy."


"Eva said humans often divide into ‘twins’... but I never thought our host could too! Their flesh vessels are so weird!"

 Unlike Ryan’s own Elixir, these ones certainly couldn’t read their host’s thoughts very well, and their understanding of human biology left much to be desired. It said something that an anti-life entity from the void like Darkling had a better grasp of the human condition than these two. 

"So we each get custody of one Homo Sapiens?"


"I’m taking the younger one," the Red Elixir said, immediately chastising its kindred. "You neglected her!"


"If you hadn’t ruined our main host’s ascension, I would have noticed the twin earlier! I’m sure you will ruin her too!"


"I will show you! My Homo Sapiens will ascend before yours!"

 And so, the divorce was consummated, each Elixir taking custody of a share of Bianca’s DNA. The results immediately showed. 
 Ryan looked on with amazement, as Sarin’s gas cloud body started to condense. Her substance grew dense, orange chemicals were shaken by reddish vibrations. When her gaseous body had occupied the entire vat a few seconds before, it visibly shrank at a quick pace. 
 The cloud took a humanoid shape smaller than Ryan himself… 
 And then the bones appeared. 
 "It’s happening," Dr. Stitch muttered to himself, astonished. "It’s… it’s working." 
 The others watched the scene in mesmerized silence, Ryan included. No joke came to his mind, as layers of flesh built upon the marrow, followed by a mantle of skin. Nails, hair, and eyes followed, one by one. 
 When the process ended and the light died out, a man and a woman stared at each other, separated only by a door of glass. 
 Somehow, Ryan had imagined Bianca as Vulcan’s long-lost cousin, but he couldn’t have been farther from the truth. His former vice-president was thin and small, no taller than one meter fifty and no older than thirty. Her hair was short and messy, a dark shade of green with an orange shade at the tip; her teary eyes a deep shade of gray. She looked as if she hadn’t eaten in years either. 
 Bianca didn’t open the vat’s door from her side. She raised her hands and looked at them, as if they were foreign transplants. Her fingers then moved to her smooth white skin, brushing against her waist, her breasts, her neck, and shoulders… Bianca rediscovered her body, taking breath after breath like a newborn. 
 "Get that meatbag a dress," Alchemo all but ordered his colleagues. 
 "Y-yes!" The Panda immediately bolted out of the laboratory room to look for clothes. 
 Ryan softly opened the vat’s door, letting fresh, conditioned air in. "Do you feel alright?" the courier asked, half-expecting the woman to turn back into gas any moment. Considering the Elixirs’ behavior, they might realize their ‘mistake’ and undo the cure. 
 "What’s this thing?" Bianca asked, eyes closed as she hummed the air. Even her voice sounded different, deeper, and all so human. "That… that stuff." 
 "It’s called smell," Ryan replied, making use of his nose. "The Panda’s. He has quite the powerful presence." 
 "I had forgotten I had a nose," she replied, before kissing her own shoulder to taste the sweat. "I had forgotten so much." 
 Before Ryan knew what hit him, Bianca opened her arms and hugged him tightly. She buried her head on his shoulder, holding him close. 
 "Fuck," Bianca said, tears pouring down her cheeks. "Fuck… fuck…" 
 "It’s alright," Ryan said, letting her cry to her heart’s content and returning the hug. Many times he wished he had a friendly shoulder too. Len watched on from the control panel with a bright smile, Alchemo turned away from the scene, and Stitch examined the data while muttering to himself. 
 "You fulfilled your promise," Bianca whispered so low the others didn’t hear her, squeezing the courier tightly. "You remembered. You time-traveling asshole, you did it." 
 "If you remember too," Ryan said, stroking her hair kindly, "then you should know I always fulfill my campaign promises." 
 "How did you learn my name, jackass?" she asked upon breaking the hug, wiping away the tears. Her smile was awkward, but felt so raw and real. "I didn’t tell you before that tin can of a Genius took a sample." 
 Yeah, he could see it in her eyes. 
 This was the same Bianca who had sacrificed herself to delay Alphonse ‘Fallout’ Manada and give Ryan time. The transfer had worked, and another friend had followed the courier through time. 
 "Let’s say the Dynamis raid didn’t go as planned," Ryan replied, as the Panda returned with a basic shirt and pants. "But we can discuss that around a coffee cup." 
 "I won’t need clothes," Bianca replied, before glancing at the location of Ryan’s most powerful weapon. "Undress." 
 The courier blinked, while the Panda covered his mouth in shock. "What?" the courier asked. 
 "You’re deaf? I told you back then, the first thing I would do after getting my life back would be to jump someone." 
 "Hey, just because all my predecessors conquered the secretariat pool doesn't mean that I have to do the same!" 
 "This offer comes with a limited time, ‘Mr. President,’ so you better get decided within the next five minutes or reload." 
 Dr. Stitch’s head perked up when he heard the last part, but Ryan remained firm in his devotion to Livia. "I’m sorry, but I’m married," the courier replied. "I have a spare cashmere suit though, which is the next best thing in the world!" 
 Bianca shrugged, finally grabbing the clothes offered to her. "You’ve got cigarettes? Alcohol?" She asked, as she put pants on. "Because I’ve got a lot of catching up to do." 
 It had taken many loops and years of suffering, but the Psycho condition finally had a cure. 



 26: Making Waves 
 Bianca farted all the way back to the Mechron submarine. 
 Proverbially of course, but Ryan couldn’t help but laugh at the sound she made each time she switched between gaseous and human form. Now, she was doing a live demonstration to the courier and the Carnival members deep in the submarine’s mess. Most of the group sat around white tables, while Mr. Wave prepared cocktails behind a short counter. 
 Bianca’s body, clothes included, turned into an orange cloud with a snap of her fingers. Unlike her time as a Psycho, the substance reminded Ryan more of faint colored mist than thick, toxic chemicals. When she touched the thrumming metal walls of the submarine, they didn’t corrode into dust. 
 Ryan looked at his traveling circus. Leo Hargraves had taken back his sexy, handsome human form, and didn’t hide his joy. Stitch scribbled notes on a journal. Matty kept his arms crossed with skepticism, and their new recruit, the Panda, acclaimed Bianca with his paws. 
 "So?" Bianca asked as she returned to her human form, her cloud coalescing into flesh, hair, and clothes. Terrible clothes, by the way. How could she live with herself wearing only shaggy jeans and a tank top the courier would never understand. 
 "So I will introduce you to your lord and savior, Wardrobe," Ryan replied. "I can’t, in good conscience, let you run around dressed like that." 
 "Still better than a hazmat suit," the young woman snickered, searching her pockets for a cigarette and a lighter. 
 "The corrosive aspect of the gas was probably the result of synergy," Dr. Stitch said. "Now your powers act independently. You can switch back and forth between solid and gaseous, yes, and your chemical compound no longer degrades metallic material." 
 "I ain’t going to rust any metal tool I get my hands on?" Bianca asked with a scoff, causing her cigarette to vibrate. Unlike her Orange power, the Red one worked shockingly the same. "Yeah, I won’t miss that part. Might need to change my name though." 
 "May I suggest Lady Flatulence?" Ryan asked mirthfully. 
 Instead of pinching him, his former Vice-President answered with a joke of her own. "Only if you change your name to Butthole," she said. "Wouldn’t we make quite the pair then?" 
 "How about Ass and Fart? You intoxicate them, I smother them. We will call our new superhero team ‘The Cheeks.’" 
 "Better than ‘The Buttkissers.’" 
 "Sifu, could I join?" the Panda asked enthusiastically. 
 "Of course," Ryan replied. "I shall grant you the honorable name of Ass-Kicker!" 
 Shroudy Matty kept his arms crossed. Though he had championed the treatment for the Psycho condition, seeing it in action filled him with doubt now. "I hope you all understand what this discovery means," he said. "While it is preferable to having a psychopath with two powers, this means anyone can technically receive two powers now. The number of would-be Augustus wannabes will increase." 
 "I doubt so," Sunshine replied with optimism. "With Eva Fabre dead and her facility destroyed, nobody can make true Elixirs. Once the Mechron bases are destroyed and Dynamis is dealt with, Knockoffs will become a thing of the past." 
 "Never say never, Sunshine," Ryan replied, knowing that someone could always develop the right power to make more of them. "But I agree. The Elixir well will eventually dry up, and the problem with Lightning Butt isn’t the fact he has two powers. It’s what those two powers can do combined." 
 Sunshine nodded in agreement. "Invulnerability and his destructive lightning make Augustus a danger to human civilization, but among the thousands of Psychos we encountered, only Bloodstream possesses a truly cataclysmic power combination. There will always be the likes of Mechron and Adam the Ogre, Psycho condition or not." 
 "Point taken," Shroud conceded. 
 "Considering the data we gathered and the projections on the Elixir distribution," Stitch said, "Elixirs will more or less vanish from circulation within ten years. New Genomes afterward will be born, rather than made." 
 The Elixirs that remained would be like buried treasures lost to time. The Alchemist had planned for Genomes to overcome Homo Sapiens, and they would do so. With a stable genetic code, former Psychos will also be able to reproduce, bolstering the new breed’s numbers further. 
 "I won’t speak for all Psychos out there." Bianca lit her cigarette and enjoyed the taste of incoming lung cancer. "But I ain’t starting any more trouble, unless the nerd asks me too." 
 "Moi?" Ryan asked, switching between his native tongue and French. 
 "You gave me my life back, jackass," she replied. "I owe you a debt I can’t ever repay. Whatever you want from me, you’ll get it. But I’ll still punch you in the arm if you push your luck." 
 "Would you submit to a trial?" Leo Hargraves asked. 
 "Yeah... yeah, I guess I would." Bianca let out a cloud of smoke from her nostrils. "Will I be convicted?" 
 "Your crimes are nowhere near as severe as Adam or Psyshock, and you helped us a great deal," Sunshine replied with wisdom. "I believe in second chances. Your captured teammates will be treated the same." 
 "Only Geniuses with our resources and combined expertise can make this cure work though, sir," Stitch pointed out. "We will need support to expand it across Europe." 
 "Nidhogg’s?" Shroud asked. 
 "Dynamis’?" Ryan replied jokingly. "Get the best privatized healthcare in the world? Which isn’t saying much." 
 His transparent teammate grumbled, as if a pigeon had assaulted his windshield. "They already have the infrastructure, Ryan, but none of the ethics required." 
 "We could work with Enrique Manada, but not the rest of his family," Leo Hargraves replied. "There is still time to think about the future. Let us first cure the Meta-Gang members in captivity, and see if the treatment sticks." 
 Ryan left his allies to debate how to mass-produce the cure to sit behind the mess’ bar counter. Mr. Wave gave him a purple cocktail, with a tasteful blue drinking straw. "What is this?" the courier asked. 
 "This is the Virgin Wavemojito," Mr. Wave pitched the cocktail. "Mr. Wave can make people drunk on non-alcoholic beverages." 
 Ryan took a sip, closing his eyes in pleasure as the taste washed over his mouth. Such a perfect mix of grape juice, honey, and so many secret things! His idol’s exquisite tastes didn’t stop at fashion. "Delicious." 
 "Mr. Wave only accepts the best," the Genome replied, a hand on the counter. "The Sun told Mr. Wave that you wanted to talk to him?" 
 "Yes, I did." The noise of their allies’ debate drowned Ryan’s voice, as he dropped the bomb without warning. "I’m a time-traveler." 
 The courier expected questions, but Mr. Wave was too good for that. "One cannot travel through time. Time waits for Mr. Wave, but only after he counts to infinity. And when Mr. Wave kills time, it stays dead." 
 "Obviously," Ryan replied. "Do you remember the day we met? You saved me from an explosion." 
 The superhero joined his hands. "Mr. Wave has had that pleasure, yes." 
 "You saved my life more than twenty times," Ryan said, as he sipped the cocktail. "I lost count afterward. Sometimes I tripped, sometimes I dived down. You couldn’t save me all the time, but you always at least tried. When I die, I often remember the feeling of your cashmere suit pressing against my face to shield me from the flames." 
 Mr. Wave listened in respectful silence, his wavelength head lacking anything like facial expressions. 
 "You were always present when I woke up," Ryan continued his tale. "Sitting at my bedside, as if you had a responsibility towards me." 
 "Mr. Wave had one," the man replied. "If Mr. Wave had seen you earlier, you wouldn’t have ended up in the hospital in the first place." 
 "If you had, you would all be dead." And Ryan himself too. "Whenever I woke up, you always tried to help me in any way you could. At one point, you even toured all of Italy’s coastline at lightspeed to try and find Len." 
 "There is no lightspeed. Light travels at Mr. Wave’s pace." The colorful Genome’s voice turned from amused to serious. "Why did you run away, Ryan?" 
 "I wasn’t in the right state of mind," the courier admitted. "You know the five stages of grief? I think I was stuck at the depression part for… thirty years? At least twenty. Took me a stay in Monaco to reach acceptance and enjoy the ride." 
 "Mr. Wave has discussed this with Simon. You saved a great many souls from a terrible place, Ryan." 
 "Yes, but it took a while. These guys needed a hero to get them out of hell, and… well, when I tried to think of one, you were the first that came to mind. My parents died when I was young, and Bloodstream was no one’s idea of a parental model." 
 "Mr. Wave can imagine." 
 "So I guess I tried to become a little more like you," the time-traveler said, letting the truth off his chest. "I want to say thank you. You inspired me in my darkest moments, and I owe you my life more than ten times over." 
 "You owe me nothing, Ryan," Mr. Wave replied, his tone almost paternal. "I am proud of you. I’ve been keeping up with your adventures when I could, and you have saved more lives than you think." 
 This made the courier’s head perk up. "You did?" 
 "Yes, though I wonder why you crashed a plane while making a delivery," Mr. Wave replied with a shrug. "Even I didn’t go that far." 
 "I swear, the alternative was worse!" Or at least Ryan hoped so, as he played with his drinking straw. He didn't fully remember that particular run, truth be told. "I thought the first person couldn’t contain your almighty power?" 
 "I was a comedian before I became a living spotlight," Mr. Wave replied, breaking character. "Life on the road is hard. Out of our group’s newbies, one out of four usually dies before the mission is done. Leo still feels guilty about not being there to save the Costa family from Augustus, Mathias watched his mother become a vegetable, Ace has her own demons, and even the good doctor feels down sometimes. It’s depressing when you think about how fragile life is… so I make sure that my teammates never do it." 
 Ryan sighed. "When everything goes to shit, the only way to go on is to laugh off the pain and power through." 
 "Exactly. Someone has to carry on the show when everyone else feels down." The living wavelength glanced at the Carnival, and most specifically at Bianca. "The challenges are different when you move from one-man shows to a troupe, but I think you’re doing very well for yourself." 
 "I had my fill of one-man shows. I love the spotlight—" 
 "But you hate solitude more?" Mr. Wave guessed. 
 Ryan nodded. "You knew about the time-travel part." 
 This made him laugh. "Only half of my boasts are exaggerations, Ryan," he said. "I keep the real stuff secret, because nobody would believe them. I’ve seen way crazier things than time travel. Have you been to Quebec?" 
 "No, but I’ll probably invade Canada when I get elected president of the free world again." 
 "Whatever you do, Ryan, don’t go to Quebec." 
 Shortie’s voice echoed through the mess’ loudspeaker. "We’re approaching Italy’s coasts," she said. 
 "Ooh, I will have phone coverage again!" Ryan said happily, leaping from his seat and leaving an empty glass behind. "Sorry, I need to call my girlfriend." 
 "Mr. Wave understands. He has his fangirls too." Mr. Wave raised an index at Ryan, like one of those ‘Uncle Sam wants you’ posters. "Don’t let her go, Ryan." 
 He wouldn’t. 
 Ryan walked out of the mess and through the submarine’s metal corridors, making its way to the exit. No sooner did he open his phone, than he received a message from Livia. 
 
	    LiviaLove: Ryan? Ryan, are you alright? 


 
  
 They must have reached the Mediterranean Sea. 
 
	  
PlushieTamer: Hi princess. I’m fine. 
   

LiviaLove: Hearing from you is a relief, my knight. Is everything going well? 
   

PlushieTamer: My mission was a total success. 
   

LiviaLove: That makes one of us :( 
   

PlushieTamer: What happened? 
   

LiviaLove: You will understand when you see New Rome’s coast. 
   
  LiviaLove: I… I tried to stop it, Ryan. I tried, but I couldn’t. He won’t change. He won’t ever change. 


   
 A chill went down Ryan’s spine, as he realized what had happened. 
 
	  
PlushieTamer: Where are you? 

LiviaLove: I’m in Sorrentos with Narcinia and Fortuna. Come back soon. 

LiviaLove: I miss you :( 

PlushieTamer: I miss you so much too :( I’ll be there soon. 

LiviaLove: I can’t wait. I want you, Ryan. I need you. 
  PlushieTamer: I’m coming. 


 
  
 Ryan closed his phone, before crossing paths with Alchemo in the corridor. "Sending nudes again, meatbag?" he asked. 
 "How did you—" 
 "Because I understand your vile thought process, you hormonal hominid," the Genius replied with annoyance. "I have a breakthrough to report." 
 "Go ahead, Father Brain." 
 "We now know that a Genome’s consciousness exists in an intangible Flux state. Your gaseous groupie confirmed it. Now, with this information in mind, I believe I can refine the Chronoradio mechanism which the Underdiver developed to send minds through time. Make the signal more efficient." 
 Ryan immediately caught on. "You could send more than one mindmap back." 
 "Yes." 
 The courier couldn’t keep his excitement in check. "How many?" 
 "I would say… five? Maybe six, but I don’t guarantee it." Ryan didn’t hide his disappointment at the answer, causing Alchemo to shrug. "The more mindmaps are sent back, the harder the computations. Even my boundless intellect can only do so much on that front." 
 Ryan would have hoped for more, but this still changed everything. 
 The original plan relied on transferring Livia’s mind back in time, recreating the brain-scanning machine, and then using her stored brainmaps to help their allies remember. This, however, significantly delayed the assault on Mechron’s bunker. Big Fat Adam sent captured denizens of Rust Town to their demise in his attempt to unlock Mechron’s bunker, and a day lost meant dozens of innocent casualties. 
 But if Ryan could bring more people, then a team could confront the Meta-Gang as soon as he reloaded. 
 Who could he bring though? Sunshine? Even if he received his future self’s memories, the Living Sun would be hours away from New Rome, and each minute lost increased the Meta-Gang’s death toll. 
 Shroud was already active though, and a safer bet. It would also end his assassination campaign before it began. 
 Livia and Shortie would get a time-travel ticket, which left two to three spots available. Having Bianca onboard would make taking down the bunker easier, but if Ryan could secure someone in Dynamis too... 
 "I need to think about this," the time-traveler said. "Can you send anyone?" 
 "Of course I can," Alchemo replied arrogantly. "Brain matter is no longer mandatory, though I would suggest bringing a few Geniuses." 
 "Do geniuses with a small ‘g’ count?" 
 "Your funeral." 
 Ryan climbed out of the submarine’s tower, taking a breath of fresh air. The Milky Way’s stars shone brightly in the skies above the courier’s head, while the moon made him hungry for a French croissant pastry. 
 Felix already beat him to the observatory spot, sitting at the tower’s edge. He glanced in the coast’s direction, noticing the lights of New Rome in the distance. 
 "I thought cats were afraid of water, Atom Kitten?" Ryan said, sitting next to Felix. 
 "I never crossed the ocean before," he admitted. "I never even left Italy, and now I moved halfway through the world and back." 
 "Next episode, we will go to Australia. Then you can call yourself Atom Kangaroo." 
 "You can’t fathom how much I regret choosing that nickname," the young man replied, his beautiful blue eyes examining Ryan carefully. "Who are you, really?" 
 "A time-traveler from the future. Or the past, if you look sideways." 
 Felix squinted, considered his fellow Genomes’ words, and then reacted with denial. "I don’t believe you," he said. 
 Unsurprising, but disappointing. Atom Cat had accepted the truth pretty quickly in a previous loop, but this current iteration hadn’t bonded much with Ryan. "Then how else do you explain, well, everything?" the courier asked. 
 "Livia. You’re clearly working with her, dating her, and it wouldn’t be the first time she makes one of these circuitous plots work. Though I can’t explain the endgame you’re aiming for." 
 "Saving the city, and overthrowing my future father-in-law." Ryan made a note to officially duel Lightning Butt for his daughter’s hand in marriage, if appropriate. 
 "Livia would never do that," Felix replied with scorn. "She’s her father’s daughter, trying to mitigate Augustus’ damage rather than stop him." 
 "And yet, she helped me save your skin from your parents, and form an alliance with the Carnival," Ryan shrugged. "Things aren’t black and white." 
 "Doesn’t change the fact that you can’t be a time-traveler." 
 "I can literally stop time for the entire universe, and you think turning it back is implausible?" 
 "Then prove it," Felix said. "Take me back, if you can." 
 "That’s a bit harder than you think, so let me suggest something else." Ryan looked at the crescent moon. "Once, while you and Jamie were still friends, intelligent rats stole Bliss batches from Mercury’s division. You tracked the animals to their mistress and… it was a horrible sight." 
 Felix looked at the courier as if horns had sprouted from his skull, which only encouraged him to carry on. "Ki-jung was squatting in an abandoned apartment infested with rodents, suffering from an overdose of Bliss. Blood poured out from her nose and eyes, and mold grew on her skin." 
 Felix’s hands clenched into fists. "Who told you that?" 
 "You did," Ryan replied. Even now, he could remember that conversation word for word, like so many lost to time. "You rushed to the hospital, and the first thing Ki-jung did upon waking up was to ask for more Bliss. It was, in your own words, a wake-up call. You tried to get Narcinia out of the business, but her parents always pulled her back in." 
 "What did they say?" Felix asked, his voice turning distant. 

"It’s for the greater good of the family, honey,’" Ryan quoted. "‘Addicts kill themselves because they can’t help themselves.’"

 Atom Kitten spent the next few minutes considering the courier’s words in grim silence. Many emotions flashed on his face, from anger and doubt, to grief. Taking a page from Mr. Wave’s book, Ryan let his friend process his feelings in respectful silence. 
 "It’s too vivid," Felix said. "Livia would have gotten the details wrong, and I never told the full story to anyone. Either you can read my mind in addition to stopping time, or you’re really a goddamn time-traveler. I don’t see what a mind-reader would have to gain from telling such a nonsensical story." 
 "Hey, my life makes sense in its context!" Ryan protested. 
 "I have doubts," Felix replied dryly, a sad smile forming at the edge of his lips. "How does your power work?" 
 "I create a save point, and when I die, I live again," Ryan replied. "I believe it is my sixteenth time reloading in New Rome." 
 Felix scoffed. "That’s messed up." 
 "By my standards, it’s quite the safe zone." 
 Felix squinted at Ryan, as if suddenly figuring out the implications of the courier’s words. "We were close," he realized. "I wouldn’t have told you so much if I didn’t trust you with my life." 
 "We formed a team called Quicksave the Pandas, as formidable as it was stylish." Ryan closed his eyes in mourning. "I miss Yuki so much." 
 "I can imagine the two of you getting along," Felix mused, before frowning. "Wait, did she force me to wear a new costume?" 
 "Unfortunately, you remained a fashion disaster to the end." Ryan looked at his former sidekick in the eyes. "Your sister died to save your life during that loop." 
 Felix’s hands clenched. "Father?" 
 "Pluto. Or Cruella, if you prefer." 
 The superhero looked down at the dark sea. "Augustus is always going to send someone after me," he said. "And people will die in the crossfire." 
 "Not if I have my way." 
 "I… I never made up with Jamie and Ki-jung," Felix said, his voice breaking. "I slammed the door behind when… when they chose to support the Bliss business. I still think I was right to do so, but… but they still died trying to protect me. The last thing I did was to condemn them, and now that they’re dead, I can’t take my words back. They died thinking I hated them." 
 Tears formed in the young hero’s eyes. "Hey, kitten, it’s alright," Ryan said, putting a hand around his friend’s shoulder. "You couldn’t know." 
 "No, I…" Atom Cat closed his eyelids and wiped away the tears. "I loved them, man. They were my friends. Jamie was my best friend, and Ki-jung, she was such a caring woman. I wanted them to do the right thing, take a stand against that soul-destroying drug, but I… I never wanted them to die." 
 Ryan hugged his friend, consoling him. "It’s not too late," the courier said. "I will give you another chance to make this right." 
 "Why are you telling me this now?" Felix asked, before pushing the time-traveler’s arm away. "If I don’t remember any of it, then it means you didn’t bring me back with you the first time." 
 "I couldn’t bring back your memories through time in that old loop," Ryan replied. "But I might do so now. It took a few tries, but we have the technology for it." 
 Felix didn’t answer immediately, instead glancing at dancing lights on the horizon. "Do you think it’s too late for me to make up to them?" he asked Ryan. 
 "I think they can turn away from the Augusti with the proper nudge." Jamie and Ki-jung reminded Ryan of Bianca, who had followed Big Fat Adam partly out of fear, and partly out of denial about her boss’ true motivations. Zanbato and Chitter had taken a stand to protect Atom Cat, unlike his own parents, showing their loyalty to the Augusti wasn’t unshakeable. "But they will need your help, kitten." 
 "I…. If I have any chance to make this right… if I have any chance, I must take it." Felix’s eyes turned determined. "That’s why you and Livia are working together. This kind of mess happened before, and you’re trying to avert it." 
 "Livia is a better person than you think, kitten," Ryan replied with fondness. "It took a while, but all the pieces are in place. Our happy ending is finally within reach." 
 "Can I help?" 
 "Yes, but I won’t lie, we’re probably going to fight your parents, your godfather, and dozens of villains before we can call it a day. This is going to be a boss rush, and half of them will be people you know. You better sharpen your claws." 
 "The good thing is, I hate almost everyone I know." Felix’s gaze turned determined. "Where do I sign up?" 
 The submarine approached closer to the coast, the light getting brighter, the smell of smoke filling the air. 
 "Wait," Felix said with a frown. "Something is wrong." 
 Ryan had noticed it too. The bright colors, the hue reflecting in clouds above the coast. He had seen this picture two times before, as events repeated again and again. 
 These weren’t the lights of glamorous casinos, but the brightness of flames. 
 New Rome was on fire, and Ryan only had one word to say in response. 
 "Again?!" 





 27: The Last Quest 
 This loop would end like the previous one, in Sorrentos. 
 At least a horde of bloody mutants didn’t pursue Ryan this time around, but the realization left him bitter. He knew that causality had a tendency to reassert itself, and though the courier would break that chain of destruction, he had spent weeks, if not months in New Rome. He had befriended dozens of locals, heroes, and villains. Watching the city on fire again filled him with anger. 
 The courier hadn’t felt so determined to save these people since his first Perfect Run in Monaco. 
 Only Shroud, Felix, and Sunshine had been allowed to follow him to the meeting point: the exact same building where Ryan reloaded after the last loop’s disastrous end. The group bypassed a defensive perimeter of hundreds of Vulcan-made turrets without any problem. 
 Only Atom Kitten and See-Through came in full costume; Leo Hargraves panted as he walked in human form, while Ryan came with a dashing suit granted by Mr. Wave. 
 "Have you forgotten how to walk?" Ryan asked Sunshine, who lacked endurance. "I’m sorry, but I only carry damsels in distress in my arms, or lost kittens." 
 "How about Atomic Hound?" Felix asked. "How does that sound, as a new name?" 
 "It sounds like Atom Puppy to me," Ryan replied. Felix let out a sigh, realizing that there would be no escape from mockery. 
 Hargraves smiled, though there was little joy in it. "The longer I use my power, the less I want to become a man again," he confessed. "Sometimes I spend weeks without returning to normal, and often forget that I can." 
 "Your power impacts your mental health?" Felix asked, as they reached grey, reinforced doors. A camera observed them. 
 "In a way," Sunshine admitted. "A part of me wants to shed my humanity, and become a radiant sun full-time. I didn’t understand why, but meeting the Alchemist quelled my doubts." 
 "It’s not a bug," Ryan said. "It’s a feature." 
 Sunshine shared an extremely strong connection with his Elixir, perhaps as much as the courier himself. Both were closer to this ‘ascension’ than most. Ryan still didn’t fully understand what the process would imply, but transforming into a denizen of the colored realms was a part of the package. 
 Hargraves might end up becoming a true sun one day, leaving Earth to illuminate some dark corner of the universe. Ryan considered it a better alternative than him burning their planet’s atmosphere, or worse. 
 "Yes. That’s why I try to stay a human when my power isn’t needed. If you spend all your time in the air, you stop relating to the people on the ground." Sunshine narrowed his eyebrows, as a thought crossed his mind. "I wonder if Augustus is in the same situation. Unlike me, he cannot revert back to his human state." 
 "If half the tales we learned about him are true, he was a nasty piece of work from the start," Shroud replied. 
 "I know," Hargraves said with a sigh. "But a part of me hoped that human nature wouldn’t be capable of such cruelty without outside factors." 
 Ryan remembered his first date with Livia, and how he had found Discount Zeus posing as a statue in his own kitchen. The courier had blamed senility back then, but in hindsight Lightning Butt probably suffered from a similar syndrome as his nemesis. The power slumbering inside him wanted to become a statue of indestructible, inviolable metal, and it became harder to resist the urge with age. 
 The building’s doors swiftly opened, a golden retriever in human form immediately latched onto Felix. The poor kitten let out a gasp as the vile creature squeezed him like a fruit, while Ryan’s judgmental gaze appraised her white ensemble. Six out of ten, maybe seven. 
 "You fool, you idiot, you moron!" Fortuna said so many flowery insults in such a short amount of time, that Ryan’s mind automatically censored half of them. "You heartless little..." 
 "Hi, sis—" Felix didn’t finish his sentence, as Fortuna slapped him on the cheek with enough strength to crack his mask. "Hey!" 
 "You deserve worse!" she replied, before hugging him again with tears in her eyes. "You idiot… you almost died… if you had died, I..." 
 Atom Cat said nothing for a moment, before hugging his crying sister back. "I’m sorry I worried you," he said, and he meant it. 
 Two other girls emerged from the building, a teenage spitfire and an elegant lady. "Felix!" Little Narcinia immediately joined the group hug, overjoyed to see her adoptive sibling again. "Thank God you’re alive!" 
 "I’m here, Narci," Felix whispered. "I’m here." 
 Though Leo observed Narcinia with a sad frown, Ryan didn’t pay much attention to her. He only had eyes for his own lady. 
 Livia walked out of the doors’ threshold, wearing the black coat and dark ensemble that she loved so much. The dress highlighted her pale skin and hair, and the red around her eyes. 

She cried, Ryan realized. She cried for New Rome.

 Neither said a word. They didn’t need to. The couple simply hugged tightly, and let their hands do the talking. 
 Meanwhile, the Veran siblings had separated, and Fortuna finally noticed her boyfriend’s presence. "Mathias." 
 "Fortuna," he replied, removing his glass helmet with his power. "I’m glad you’re—" 
 She kissed him on the mouth before he could finish. At first surprised, Shroud put his arms around his girlfriend and shyly embraced her back. 
 While Leo, Livia, and Ryan smiled at the sight, Fortuna’s siblings reacted with distress. "Ew," Narcinia complained, while Felix looked weirded out. 
 "Don’t ‘ew’ my future husband!" Fortuna said upon breaking the kiss. 
 "Husband?" Mathias asked, horrified. 
 "You’re marrying me," his girlfriend answered, as if it were obvious. "I had some doubts left about our relationship, but watching you help save my brother dispelled them. We are meant to be together, and this time, I’m not letting you leave. Ever." 
 "Wow, you’re skipping a lot of steps," Mathias replied, though he didn’t protest as much as Ryan had expected. 
 "But you already have the ring!" Fortuna protested. "You only have to make your proposal!" 
 "I don’t have a…" The squeegee man magnet froze in place, examined his glass armor, and noticed a golden ring accidentally stuck in it around his waist. He let out a loud sigh. "So that’s how it is." 
 "No way out, Invisiboy," Ryan warned him. 
 Mathias rolled his eyes, before pushing his girlfriend back kindly. "Let’s do it properly, alright?" he asked her. "Take it slow, see if we can make it last a few years?" 
 "Oh, sure," she replied with confidence. "I know it will work out." 
 Ryan chuckled, before glancing at his own girlfriend. "You’re under house arrest, milady?" 
 "They are," Livia said upon breaking the embrace. "But I am not friendless. Uncle Silvio sent the guards away for today." 
 "Neptune?" Shroud asked, his girlfriend putting her arms around his left one. "Why would he let us have this meeting?" 
 "Because I told him this was the only path to peace that I could see," she replied with a sigh. "He is the only sensible head among my father’s close collaborators." 
 "What happened in our absence?" the glass man asked. 
 Livia looked down on the ground, her hands reaching for Ryan’s. Her boyfriend held her fingers into his own, and she squeezed them. 
 "After you fled, Father reached the conclusion that you and Dynamis were allied, and so…" The Augusti princess looked in New Rome’s direction. Even kilometers away from the metropolis, one could still see smoke in the skies. "And so he decided to launch an offensive. I did everything I could to stop an escalation or delay it, but…" 
 "Augustus had made up his mind long ago," Shroud guessed. His mother’s prophecy stated that Lightning Butt would go ballistic at one point, and causality would not be denied. 
 "Yes," Livia said sadly. "My father always intended to strike at Dynamis. When the Bliss Factory fell and Felix attempted to take Narcinia away, the conflict became inevitable. Hector recalled Fallout before granting him command over his corporate army, and now the war will engulf Europe." 
 Ryan could almost taste the guilt in her voice. Since she had helped her boyfriend destroy the Bliss Factory, she blamed herself for the war that resulted. "It’s not your fault, Livia," the courier reassured. "You did all you could." 
 "I didn’t," she replied with remorse, while Felix observed her with a strange gaze. "I had years, Ryan. I had years to take more drastic measures to prevent this disaster. I thought… I thought that if outside circumstances changed, my father wouldn’t unleash such destruction. Because he treated me with kindness, I excused his cruelty towards others.
I looked the other way, and I was wrong. It’s him, Ryan. It’s all him, and he will never change." 
 Narcinia noticed Sunshine gazing at her, making her anxious. "I’m Leo Hargraves," the shiny paladin introduced himself, his voice kind and warm. "Some people call me Leo the Living Sun." 
 "I know," Narcinia said, a bit intimidated. "My parents hate you." 
 While Shroud winced, Leo shook his head. "No, they didn’t," he said, his voice heavy. "Your parents were my friends." 
 He searched into his clothes and brought out an old picture, showing it to Narcinia. Ryan glanced at the photo, which represented a couple and their baby child. The man, built like a woodsman, had black hair and familiar blue eyes, but the woman… the brown in her hair, the freckles on her cheeks, the smiling face... 
 Though she had only inherited her father’s eyes, the resemblance between Narcinia and her mother was uncanny. 
 "This is your father Bruno Costa, and his wife Julie. Some of the nicest people I ever met. And this baby…" Leo put a finger on the child. "This baby is you, Giulia." 
 Narcinia took the photo without a word, while her siblings looked on. Felix could barely suppress his anger, while Fortuna clearly didn’t know what to say. 
 "You were born long before I met your parents, but I held you in my arms when you were only a few years old," Leo continued. "Your parents… your parents were heroes. Your father was a Yellow who could cut through anything, and your mother was a Green with the power to alter life. Together, they were trying to make this scorched planet green again, until Augustus slew them and took you away." 
 "No." Narcinia refused to accept it. "No. It can’t be. My parents, my true parents, were raiders. They deserved to die." 
 "He speaks the truth, Narcinia," Livia said, looking at the photo with regrets and remorse, as if she had done the grim deed herself. "These are your true parents. Mars and Venus lied about everything." 
 "It can’t be!" Narcinia protested, looking at her elder sister for support. "Fortuna, say something!" 
 "Narci, Livy is never wrong, and our parents… our parents tried to murder Felix, because Godfather Janus asked them to." Lucky Girl tightened her hold on her boyfriend’s arm, while her brother looked away in silent rage. "If they can do that, they’re capable of anything." 
 "Augustus murdered your parents," Leo continued, the pain raw in his tone. "He… he killed them while I was away, and took you with him. Afterward, he had Bacchus shatter your mind, so you would forget your family, and give you to Mars and Venus when they struggled to conceive a third child." 
 "Augustus also slew the fifty people who lived at your mother’s farm," Shroud added with disgust. "He burnt the crops she had made with her power, plants that could have helped erase famine and clean up radioactive areas of the globe." 
 "Why?" Livia asked, while Narcinia covered her mouth with one hand in horror. 
 "Because your father is not an emperor, but a deranged warlord. He offers no future, believes in nothing but strength. This." Shroud pointed a finger at the smoke clouds in the skies. "This is his ideal world. Fire and ash." 
 "I know," Livia replied, her tone icy. "I know." 
 Leo Hargraves locked eyes with the Augusti princess, and the empathetic sun understood what made her feel ill-at-ease. 
 "What happened to Juno was a mistake," Leo Hargraves said. "I will not apologize for it, because nothing will ever excuse an innocent dying. The ends never justify the means employed. On that front, you are right to despise me." 
 "I don’t have the strength in me to forgive you for killing my mother, Mr. Hargraves, even accidentally," Livia said with a long and heavy sigh. "But my father has to be stopped. What he has done today is monstrous, and cannot be justified… however a part of me wants to. I will not make excuses for him. Not anymore. You are right, nothing can excuse slaying the innocents, and my father killed countless more than you ever will." 
 "So you will help us take him down?" Shroud asked, causing Livia to nod firmly. 
 "You have my word that once your father has been stopped and his organization dismantled, I will submit to whatever trial you see fit for your mother’s death," Hargraves promised to the Augusti princess. 
 "If we can stop him," Shroud replied, before glancing at Ryan. 
 "Leave this to me," the courier replied. "Jupiter won the first round, but Saturn is back in the game." 
 Livia didn’t answer, causing Narcinia to look up at Hargraves. "Tell me more. About my…" The young girl coughed. "About my parents." 
 "I will," Sunshine promised. He had waited years for this. 
 Leo Hargraves started regaling Narcinia with tales about how he met her true parents, while Mathias took Fortuna aside, holding her hands. Ryan guessed that his translucent friend needed to come clean about how he saw their relationship. 
 Which left only Felix, who exchanged an awkward glance with his ex. "Livia?" 
 "Felix," Livia replied, half-icy, half-embarrassed. 
 "I’m sorry I dumped you," he declared bluntly, before thinking it over. "Well, no, not quite. Let me reword that." 
 Damn, he made Len look like a smooth-talker. 
 "I still think that quitting the Augusti was the right decision, and I stand by it," Atom Cat continued. "But I could have done it less harshly. I knew you were under a lot of pressure to smooth things out with the organization, and when I saw New Rome burning… I realized that you were trying to prevent this disaster." 
 "No, Felix." Livia shook her head, her voice breaking. "You were right to leave this rotten empire. I know how you felt about me. It’s… I understand why it could never work between us. Our parents pushed us into something we weren’t ready for." 
 "But it wasn’t right to condemn you for being in an impossible situation. If you had left, Augustus would have lost all fetters. I can blame Jamie and Ki-jung for looking the other way, but I see that you were trying to stop your father from the inside." Felix awkwardly scratched the back of his head. "All of this to say that… I hope we can stay friends, even after all of this." 
 "We can," Livia replied with a small smile. "But now is not the time to discuss rebuilding burnt bridges." 
 "No, no of course not." Felix glanced at Ryan with embarrassment. "Sorry, Quicksave, I realize this discussion must feel awkward, considering the two of you are dating now…" 
 "Heh, jealousy is for those who don’t trust their partners," Ryan replied, making Livia blush briefly. "It’s alright, kitty." 
 Felix sheepishly looked away, before straightening up. "Good luck." 
 Atom Kitten hastily left the couple alone to join Leo and Narcinia, while Matt and Fortuna had a heart-to-heart talk a few feet away. Ryan was glad that Felix made an effort to reconnect with the people he left behind; the courier still thought that the kitten had a right to leave a toxic family environment behind, but he had thrown the good aside along with the bad. 
 "You know," Ryan whispered to his girlfriend, "when we met, I never thought you and Sunshine would end up on the same side." 
 "I don’t like him," she replied while leading him inside the building. "But I trust you." 
 He followed her through the corridors and into a private bedroom with painful yellow walls, and a painting facing the bed. Though unfinished, Ryan recognized his own torso, holding Livia in his arms bridal-style. His girlfriend must have started it a few days before the courier returned from Antarctica. 
 "I missed you, Ryan," Livia said as she closed the door behind them. "It was hard without you." 
 "I told you," he replied warmly. "I will always come back." 
 "How were your winter vacations?" 
 "Didn’t you receive my messages, princess?" 
 "I did, but I want to hear it from your sweet, sweet lips." 
 "The trip was pretty good," he answered while stroking her hair. "I destroyed the Illuminati, the Reptilians, and raided Area 51." 
 "You destroyed our government's secret masters without taking me with you?" She pouted. "Though I guess you left us the CIA." 
 "Would the Dynamis military-industrial complex count?" He moved his forehead against her own, until he could smell her warm breath. "You wanted to tell me something when I came back." 
 She blushed, before averting his gaze. "It’s going to sound cliche." 
 "Can’t you subvert my expectations?" Ryan asked, causing Livia to chuckle. "Nah, I’m kidding. There’s no such a thing as a bad cliché, just a bad execution. It’s all about saying it with the heart." 
 Livia moved in front of him, put her arms around his neck, and locked eyes with her boyfriend. Ryan held her by the waist, and studied her expression. Her cheeks turned bright pink and she bit her lower lip, trying to muster the courage to speak. Eventually, the Augusti princess took a long deep breath, and said four words. 
 "I love you, Ryan." 
 And her boyfriend didn’t know how to answer. 
 "Oh my, you are actually speechless," Livia said with a sheepish grin. "You didn’t expect it?" 
 "No, I didn’t," Ryan admitted, his heart having skipped a beat. He… he hadn’t heard those words in a very long time. "I expected the worst, like ‘I don’t like your car,’ or ‘I’m pregnant.’ We didn’t take any precautions on that front." 
 "Ryan, I have been on the pill since our first date." 
 "Wait, you knew we would end up playing Bill and Monica in the oval office?" 
 "I…" His princess looked so cute when she was embarrassed. "I didn’t know, but I… I kinda hoped that we would from the start." 
 "And you never said ‘I love you’ to anyone else?" 
 "I said ‘I love you, Dad,’ ‘I love you, Mom,’ ‘I love you, Felix’... but never ‘I love you, Ryan.’" Livia’s cheeks somehow reddened further, and her expression turned into a sheepish smile. "I’m so sorry, it sounded a lot better in my hea—" 
 Her boyfriend kissed her on the mouth before she could finish. Ryan embraced her ferociously, making up for the weeks they spent apart, and she matched his own desire. When at long last their lips parted, the courier whispered words of his own into her ear. 
 "I love you too, princess." 
 Ryan lost himself in her blue eyes. He loved the sight of her hair, so blonde-platinum that they might as well be silver; he loved the taste of her lips, her sweet voice, her kindness, and the adorable faces she made; he loved that she laughed at his jokes, making him feel less like a lone island of culture in a sea of ignorance. 
 "Perfect delivery," Livia said, her fingers moving to his hair. "Maybe we should do a double-take?" 
 They did, and then made a third take just to be sure. Then he lifted her on the bed, to film the uncensored director’s cut. 
 "I know it hasn’t been long since we met, but…" Livia’s hands trailed against his shoulders. "I haven't felt that way for a boy in a very long time." 
 "I have loved too," Ryan replied, holding her gently. "But this is the first time I get the feeling it will last." 
 "I want it to last," she said, in-between kissing his neck. "I want us to go through the next loop and prevent that horrible tragedy. I want us to share an apartment, and make breakfast together. I want to go skiing with you, and to the beach too. I want to be with you." 
 "I missed you," he answered. For a blissful moment, Ryan completely forgot about the Carnival, Bloodstream, Dynamis, Augustus, and everything else. 
 He could only think of her. 
   
 Like all good things, it was over too soon. 
 "We have to go," Livia said, as she finished putting her black coat back on. "They will wonder what we’re doing." 
 "We’ll tell them it was a private projection," Ryan said with a shrug, before charmingly helping her comb her hair. "I think we’re ready for the grand opening." 
 "You said you could bring six people with you now?" Livia chuckled. "One for each color? Should we call ourselves the Rainbow Warriors?" 
 "The Colorful Eight?" Ryan replied. 
 "You’re pretty bad at math, aren’t you?" 
 "It’s a cunning strategy. That way our foes will always wonder who is the missing member. It will inspire fear. For all they know, our eighth Genome could be Mechron." 
 When she had finished dressing up, Livia sat on his lap while he rested on the bed. "So?" His girlfriend asked. "Who will be on the winning team?" 
 "I’m open to suggestions. Maybe Narcinia? We’re missing a tagalong kid." 
 "My plan was to make a mind-map of her now, but not to transfer her mind," Livia said. "If Felix and I ask her to, she will submit to the memory upload in the next loop willingly." 
 "Livia, we can’t leave a priest, drugs, and a preteen on an island without supervision," Ryan joked. "It’s a recipe for an FBI raid and a True Crime video. And that’s not mentioning the people in the basement..." 
 "To save the Bliss test subjects, we will have to strike the factory early with Narcinia and Bacchus inside. I can inform Narcinia of that secret room, and she will give the victims medical assistance, but Bacchus will ground her in response. We will have to extract her from the island by force." 
 Ryan considered it a plus. He had sworn to bury Bacchus beneath his facility, and intended to deliver. 
 "So, here is the timeline so far." The courier tried to put everything in order. "I call Braindead as soon as I reload, so he arrives in New Rome as soon as possible. I give Ghoul the grave robber treatment, finish my delivery—" 
 "Is that part necessary?" Livia asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 "Quicksave always delivers, no matter how many tries!" Ryan was proud of reforming the postal service, one explosion at a time. 
 "Do you have a twenty-four hour delivery offer?" Livia asked with a sly smirk. "I could take you up on it." 
 "I have one," he said, putting his hand on her chin, "but only for the right person." 
 She exploded into laughter, the most wonderful sound Ryan had heard so far in his long, long life. "Alright, Ryan," his princess said with amusement. "So afterward we meet at the bunker with anyone you could send back, and we deliver a one-sided trashing to Adam the Ogre." 
 "I love it when you speak my language." 
 "Since we attack the Meta-Gang within mere hours of your reload, we should be able to save every Rust Town denizen that they captured," Livia added. 
 "I’m hesitating about the planning afterward though," Ryan admitted. "Should we strike the Bliss Factory and then Dynamis?" 
 "I suggest taking one organization at once," Livia said. "If neither the Meta-Gang nor Felix make waves, my family will stay more or less dormant until the Olympian meeting. So I propose that we take over the bunker, build that dashing armor of yours, cure the Psychos—" 
 "And break the Dynamis monopoly?" 
 Livia nodded. "If their Knockoffs’ true nature is exposed and the supply destroyed, the organization will collapse. We can ensure both Hector Manada and Fallout are removed from power, and leave Enrique in charge of reforming what remains. Alphonse Manada will fight to the bitter end though, and there is the question of your adoptive father." 
 "In the end, Len will choose what we do with Bloodstream," Ryan replied. "I want her father dead for the good of everyone else, but I owe her that much. A choice." 
 Livia nodded. "There is also another reason to target Dynamis first. Their Gravity Gun." 
 "Their anti-Zeus weapon?" Ryan suspected it used the same technology as Mechron’s variant. "You said it wouldn’t work in your visions." 
 "It won’t work with Dynamis, but you have a way of making my visions lie," Livia replied. "With Dynamis out of the picture… we can focus on my family. We will need to act quickly, as Dynamis’ collapse will embolden Dad. We will have to strike before he can mobilize his organization to take over the city, and for that, we need to decapitate its leadership." 
 They would have to take down the Olympians, and then top the rampage by bringing down Mob Zeus. 
 "Are you sure you want to be involved in the demolition?" Ryan asked. "You can leave this mess to me." 
 Livia silently looked at him, her eyes heavy with concern. 
 "What bothers you?" the courier asked. 
 "What if he kills you?" His girlfriend asked with concern. "What if my father kills you? Or Aunt Pluto, or Cancel? Or Adam and Fallout?" 
 "They won’t." Though deep down, Ryan remembered that all his encounters with Augustus had ended with a thrashing so far. The courier had yet to defeat Fallout in a fight either. 
 "They can," she replied, unconvinced. "And if you perish without sending my mind back, I may not trust my notes and submit to the memory transfer." 
 Ryan tried not to think of that possibility. "If I die, and if I reload, I will come to you, and we will find a way." 
 "How?" 
 "I don’t know," her boyfriend admitted, "but I will find a way. There is no such a thing as a plan guaranteed to work, and I…" 
 "You what?" Livia asked with a frown. 
 "I watched you die before," Ryan replied, remembering the time Big Fat Adam blew up the Bliss Factory alongside Len and Livia. "I watched almost everyone outside die at least once. I can’t let that happen again. Even for the sake of memories." 
 "That’s why I can’t let you fight my family alone, Ryan. The risk for us to lose everything is too great." Livia gathered her breath, trying to process her feelings. "I can’t continue making excuses either. Not after watching this pointless bloodbath unfold. I… I love my father, and my aunt, but they are so few, and they will kill so many. I can’t close my eyes on this truth, even if it hurts." 
 Instead of speaking a word, Ryan moved his arms around his girlfriend’s hips and hugged her. Livia rested her head against his shoulder, eyes closed. 
 "Thanks for being there, Ryan," she said softly. "I… you can’t imagine how good it feels. To have someone there to support you, no matter how harsh the circumstances." 
 "I return you the sentiment," he replied, kissing her on the cheek. "Thanks for helping make this right, partner." 
 She looked at him, and smiled. 
 Ryan prayed he would see that face again, for many years to come. 
 "So," Livia said. "Knowing this plan, who will you take with you?" 
 "You and Len, obviously," Ryan replied. "Bianca, because it will make the ogre hunt easier. Atom Kitten, because he will do something stupid otherwise, and Shroud, because I need a new windshield." 
 "This leaves one spot open," Livia said. "I can bring Fortuna as reinforcements, even if her mind isn’t sent back in time, so we need to pick the right ally." 
 "Wardrobe," Ryan said immediately. 
 Livia looked a tiny bit jealous, to his amusement. "Seriously, Ryan." 
 "The Panda." 
 "You’re sure?" 
 "Certain." After all his achievements, Ryan’s Pandawan deserved a spot on the team. Besides, he could help strike the bunker early, unlike Leo Hargraves or even Mr. Wave. "Although..." 
 "Although?" 
 "I usually have ‘joyride runs’ before wrapping things up," Ryan said. "To try all the things I won’t be able to do after my Perfect Run. Like, you know, prank your dad, send Luigi to space… we could do that together." 
 Livia shook her head. "No, Ryan. It’s kind of you to propose that, but no." 
 "You’re sure? It would have been amazing." 
 "I know, Ryan, but you need to die with each reload. And even if we find a way to make the memory transfer painless, each new loop increases the chance that you perish early and that I… that we have to begin again." She took his hands into her own. "I care more about us than having fun." 
 So did he. 
 "Or..." Livia smirked. "Or you could save right after we send everyone's memories back in time. That way, everyone will keep their memories, even if you die and reload forcefully." 
 Ryan frowned, and gave the idea some thought. "The problem is, if I save and I missed something-" 
 "You will save within ten seconds of the reload," Livia interrupted him with a chuckle. "What difference could ten seconds make?" 
 Good point. It wasn't something Ryan usually did, but well... he was open to new experiences, and it cost nothing to try. 
 It was time to begin his Perfect Run.



 28: The Last Save 
 Next loop would be the one. 
 Ryan could feel it deep within his bones. Even though the Saturn Armor and its additional harness weighed down on him, a sentiment of profound liberation spread through his muscles. 
 Alchemo had fashioned the courier a throne of metal and cables within the depths of Mechron’s submarine, linked to six helmets and special chairs for the would-be time-travelers. Everyone was busy preparing the procedure. Felix bade goodbye to his sisters, all of them crying; Livia memorized everyone’s freshly recorded brain-maps, from Sunshine’s to Narcinia’s; Mr. Wave and his sidekick the Living Sun prepped up Shroud for the trip; Len and the other Geniuses oversaw the computations on complex computers, while Bianca complained as her own preparations took longer than usual; and a lone panda felt post-heroic blues. 
 “This is my first time-travel,” the Panda said, anxiously biting his fingernails in his human form. He had strapped his helmet first among all the would-be travelers, and as usual, immediately believed all of Ryan’s tales. “What if it goes wrong?” 
 “It won’t,” the courier replied calmly. “Besides, you’re a panda, nothing can harm you.” 
 “But Sifu, when I come back, I won’t…” the poor manbear narrowed his head in shame. “I won’t learn...“ 
 “You have learned enough, and since you’ve won the cosmic lottery once, you can drink the Elixir again. Only you can make Elixir bigamy work!” Well, technically, anyone could with their cure. Early tests on the captive Meta-Gang had proved the method’s effectiveness. 
 Though in Secret Agent Frank’s case, Ryan kinda preferred him as a Psycho. 
 “But what if the Panda gets a crappy superpower this time around?” his pandawan asked. “The Panda… the Panda doesn’t want to be useless.” 
 “You were never useless,” Ryan replied firmly, causing the poor manbear to look up at him with hope. “Never.” 
 “N-never?” 
 “Never,” Ryan confirmed. “And Elixirs grant wishes, though not always well. If you want to learn, there’s no reason why the Blue Elixir won’t listen.” 
 The courier suddenly wondered what kind of wish Mosquito had made though. It must have been poorly worded. 
 “I… the Panda wanted to be loved when he drank his Elixir,” the manbear admitted sheepishly. “To have everyone look up to him.” 
 “And it worked, but not thanks to your power.” Ryan managed to raise an armored hand, putting his index finger on the Panda’s chest. “Thanks to this.” 
 “The… the heart?” 
 “You know, what I admire the most about you is that in spite of all the difficulties, you remain as optimistic and determined as the first day.” In a way, Ryan saw himself in his young pandawan. “I mean, your tragic backstory was one of the darkest things I have ever heard. Very few people would have stayed innocent after that, and it takes strength.” 
 His words seemed to have reached his disciple’s heart, for he stopped biting his nails and nodded to himself. “Thanks, Sifu,” he said with deference. 
 Ryan raised a thumbs up, while Len and Bianca each took their place around the machine throne. 
 “It better be fucking worth it,” the latter complained, as Alchemo put a helmet on her face. “I didn’t work years as a living cloud to get a few days of vacation as a human. This ain’t an eight-to-five job.” 
 “Your case is the most uncertain,” Alchemo warned. “Your unique chemistry makes the transfer a coin toss.” 
 “It will work,” Len said, closing her eyes while the helmet hung heavily on her head. With two reloads under her belt, she had grown almost comfortable with the procedure. “It must.” 
 Felix and Shroud followed suit, though the latter’s girlfriend hugged him one last time before he could put on his own helmet. “How do the priests say it?” Ryan mused, as the vigilante’s teammates helped him put on his harness. “Until time does us part?” 
 “I promised that, whatever happens next time around…” Shroudy Matty cleared his throat. “That I would do it right.” 
 “Do what right?” 
 “Date her. No more vigilante work behind her back, no more lies. I will be honest from the start.” Shroud sighed, though Ryan noticed a thin smile at his lips’ edge. “Wherever it leads us.” 
 “We will come to New Rome as swiftly as possible, if Shroud asks,” Leo informed Ryan after helping his teammate get comfortable with his seat. “But not before a few days.” 
 “Mr. Wave was busy killing Nazis on May 8th,” Mr. Wave explained rationally. “Undead Nazis. Exorcising the Third Reich takes time, even at lightspeed.” 
 So they wouldn’t help with the bunker raid. Ryan had expected as much. Though Mr. Wave helped Alchemo attach Felix’s helmet, Sunshine quizzed the courier. “The ace in the hole that could give you an edge over Augustus, and allow you to defeat Geist…” he whispered. “It comes from this Black World, isn’t it?” 
 “I wield the majority’s power in one hand, and the minority in the other,” Ryan replied. 
 “I do not understand that joke,” Sunshine replied, his expression serious. “When we fought Mechron for the final time, he opened a portal to the Blue World in a failed attempt to enhance his power… or so he tried. Instead, he contacted a darker place.” 
 “The Black World?” 
 “The creature beyond his portal destroyed Mechron. Annihilated him, and nearly did the same with all of Sarajevo. There had been no malice in that entity’s action, only careless curiosity.” Sunshine let out a sigh. “What I’m saying is, if these entities can casually violate causality and destroy our reality by inattention, then your ability could have unforeseen side-effects or consequences. You should use it sparingly.” 
 “Everything else failed to harm Augustus,” Ryan replied. And if he could trust his girlfriend, everything else would fail. “And you’ve seen what happens if nobody catches the lightning in a bottle.” 
 “Augustus’ death is not worth destroying our world, however much he may deserve it,” Leo warned, arms crossed. “But I suppose the choice is up to you in that case.” 
 “I’ll keep it in mind, I promise,” the courier said, joining his hands. “You know, I’m glad you aren’t pushy about this. I thought you would try really hard to make me join your circus and use my power to assist you.” 
 “I don’t believe in forcing people to join us,” Sunshine replied with a kind gaze. “True dedication only comes when freely given.” 
 Damn knight in shining armor... looking at him made Ryan teary inside. 
 “We are ready to begin, meatbags,” Alchemo said, typing on his computer. 
 Last but not least, Livia took her place right next to her boyfriend’s left. Her hand reached out for his own, and he swore he could sense her fingers’ warmth beneath the Saturn Armor’s steel. 
 “Anxious?” Livia asked Ryan. 
 “No,” her boyfriend replied, squeezing her fingers. “I waited seventeen loops for this.” 
 Time froze as he activated his power, and the procedure began. Violet particles appeared around him alongside many black ones, duplicating at an accelerated rate. Ryan briefly noticed a white rabbit’s ears rise behind Alchemo’s shoulder, before the particles swallowed the cranky Genius too. 
 Ryan expected an immediate return to the past, but to his surprise, the phenomenon carried on. More and more Violet Flux blinded him to the reality around him, overwhelming even the Black spots among them. 
 Then the purple veil split in half, a window through time and space. Through this door, Ryan distinguished hints of a pure violet place, and a triangular shadow moving closer to him. The shape became clearer, revealing strange eyes filled with burning stars. 
 The Illuminati pyramid looked down at the courier with its alien gaze, and all wen— 
   

   
 It was May 8th again, hopefully for the final time. 
 Ryan immediately drove through the streets of New Rome, aiming straight for Renesco’s bar. By now, he knew the way like the back of his hand. 
 Though he wouldn’t advise anyone else to do it, the courier kept control of the wheel with one hand and seized his cell phone with the other. He quickly received confirmation text messages from multiple people before he was even halfway through his destination. 

Unknown Caller: I’m back, Sifu, I’m back!




Unknown Caller: Already on my way to the Junkyard, Quicksave.




Unknown Caller: I can’t believe you were telling the truth. I’ll catch up to you ASAP.




Unknown Caller: I’m here, my knight.



 Timmy, Mathias, Felix, and Livia. 
 Len quickly made her presence known by hijacking the Chronoradio the moment Ryan put it on. “Riri, I made it. A bit groggy, but… but I’m here.”

 “So did the others,” Ryan said with joy. “Success!” 
 It had taken centuries, but the courier had finally expanded his time-traveling postal service! 
 Only Bianca hadn’t sent a message, and considering her current location, she couldn’t do so even if she wanted to. Ryan hoped that the transfer had worked out for her. 
 “I’ll take care of Ghoul, meet up with the others, and hit the bunker through the front door,” the courier informed his best friend. “Wait near the backdoor, and take the water gun. It’s time to get Psypsy wet again.” 

“With pleasure,” she said with a hint of enthusiasm. She hadn’t forgotten the Meta-Gang’s repeated assaults on her orphanage. “Take care, Riri… and good luck.”

 “You too, Shortie,” Ryan said before his adoptive sister went silent. 
 Since multiple people had successfully traveled back in time, it was time to test Livia’s theory. If Ryan saved now, he could safeguard his allies’ memories of the previous loops, even if this one ended prematurely. Though it was usually a big no-no in his book, the courier had already broken all his usual rules so far. 
 What was one more? 
 Ryan froze time, letting the universe turn purple. His car froze in the middle of the road, alongside all others. 
 One second passed, and then another. Ryan held his breath as he counted them, waiting for the final countdown. 
 Then he sensed an opposing force pushing back against his power, and time resumed before the fateful tenth second. 
 Ryan almost veered off the road in surprise, though skills honed through countless iterations allowed him to quickly regain control of his vehicle. 
 The courier attempted to save again, but events repeated themselves. His power refused to go past ten seconds, letting time resume before the past could be set in stone. A shiver went down Ryan’s spine, as a horrible realization dawned on him. 
 He couldn’t save. 
 Why? Why?! Did his Black power interfere with his Violet one? Did the Alchemist tamper with it before her demise? 
 Fear overtook Ryan’s heart. If he couldn’t save… if he couldn’t save, would he be trapped in this city, always brought back to the past? Unable to die, unable to move on? 
 A voice came out of the Chronoradio, but it didn’t belong to Shortie. 
 It was Livia’s. 

"What difference could ten seconds make?" Ryan’s girlfriend asked, an echo of the past timeline. 

“Which is surprisingly a lot,” Geist’s voice answered, as bored as a tombstone. 
 Then came Felix’s mocking words, from a distant loop long gone. “So you don’t know everything.”

 Ryan’s fingers tightened around the driver’s wheel. He had already been in a similar situation, when he tried to make first contact with the Violet Ultimate One. Echoes of the past had guided him and Shortie on the path to find the mind-transfer technology. 
 Though it couldn’t force a reload, Ryan’s Elixir could prevent him from saving, as it did in Monaco. Back then, it had done so to prevent the courier from getting locked in a place with no way out and ruining all future runs. 
 Was this a similar situation? Had Ryan overlooked a detail that would make saving now dangerous, causing his guardian angel to intervene? Was this Perfect Run ruined from the start? 
 It was Ryan’s own voice that answered his silent questions. “Some say I should persevere,” his words echoed through the Chronoradio, before twisting into Fortuna’s. “My power will guide us to victory!”

 Ryan scoffed. “I hate railroading.” 

“Don’t break your back climbing the hill,” Simon’s voice encouraged him, and the Chronoradio fell silent. 
 Alright. 
 He had to see this run through, and see what awaited him at the end. 
 Ryan finally reached his destination, and parked his car near Renesco’s bar. As he waited for his favorite Bone Daddy’s arrival, the courier noticed his phone beeping. Ryan picked up the call, upon identifying the number as Livia’s. “Love?” 

“My knight, where are you?”

 “I’m on my way to the bar,” Ryan replied. “Is everything alright?” 

“No,” she answered with panic, to his astonishment. “Something is wrong.”

 The courier immediately worried. Did Psypsy hijack Len’s brain again? Or did one of the transfers go wrong? “What’s happening?” 

“I can’t see Geist anymore.”

 Ryan blinked behind his mask, while he noticed the hooded Ghoul approaching the bar from a street corner. 

“I don’t know, he was fine a few minutes ago and then vanished without a trace. Bacchus has tried to contact him again, to no avail. It’s as if...”

 “As if he had passed on,” Ryan finished. 
 Darkling had warned him. His Black power fed on deleted realities and paradoxes, each use of it strengthening its influence over reality. 
 Two loops. 
 Two loops had made Ryan’s Black power so strong that it could act retroactively. 
 Which meant that if he accidentally slew anyone with it, even Augustus… 

“Ryan, what did you do?” Livia asked, half scared and half astonished. “I can’t even see him with my power.”

 “I’m not sure, princess,” Ryan admitted. Were the effects permanent, or would they fade out with another loop? Was that why he couldn’t save? Did his Black power interfere with his other ability? Or did it risk permanently damaging the timeline? 
 Sunshine had been correct, he didn’t understand his own ability enough. 
 “We must proceed as planned for now,” the courier said. “Each second counts. We’ll see what’s up with Casper afterward.” 

“I… yes, you’re right.” Livia cleared out her throat. “I will be rushing to the Junkyard with Fortuna. See you soon.”

 “See you soon,” Ryan replied warmly, before ending the call right as Ghoul walked into the bar. 
 Damn it, this run had barely begun and already he would have to adjust his timing! 
 Putting his phone back in his pocket and smashing the accelerator, Ryan opened his Perfect Run by ramming his car into Ghoul’s back. 
 Somehow, that never got old. 
 The bar’s entrance wall crumbled behind the Plymouth Fury, and Ghoul crashed into the ground head-first. The barman retreated behind the counter, while the clients screamed and ran away. 
 Ryan calmly stepped out of his car, moved to the trunk, and grabbed the briefcase he had been hired to deliver. Then he waltzed through the bar like a child through a candy store. 
 “I’m calling the Private Security!” Renesco complained behind the bar counter. 
 “It’s okay, it’s the postal service!” Ryan replied, before smashing Ghoul’s skull with the briefcase while he was still dizzy. “I’ve come to deliver the mail!” 
 “Get the fuck out of my ba—” Renesco didn’t finish his sentence, as Ryan all but tossed the briefcase and a colossal Euro bribe on the counter. 
 “Quicksave always delivers, no matter how many tries,” Ryan said, as Renesco quickly counted the money and barely paid attention to the briefcase. “We offer top-notch insurance services against property damage.” 
 “It’s enough to pay for the repairs,” Renesco said, before peeking over the counter to look at the dizzied Ghoul. “What about him?” 
 “Don’t worry about this bag of bones,” the courier said, as he glanced at his favorite undead. Ghoul struggled to rise back up, trying to use a chair as a foothold to do so. Ryan kindly kicked it out of his reach. “He’s what we call a freebie.” 
 “Who are you?” Ghoul rasped, as he managed to get halfway back on his feet on his own. 
 It was perhaps the last run where the courier could mess with his favorite undead chew toy, and now was the perfect moment to blow off steam. Since his girlfriend had forbidden him his usual joyride suicide runs, the courier decided to have some fun while he could. 
 He would release all the accumulated tension, before starting his Perfect Run rested, calm, and well-adjusted. 
 “You know, Ghoul, this might be the last time we can have a heart-to-heart conversation, so I thought I should tell you how I feel.” 
 The courier took a long, deep breath. 
 “You were almost like a Luigi to me.” 
 Ryan grabbed the undead’s skull by surprise. 
 “That’s why I’m going to send you to space!” The courier announced with a maddened light in his eyes. “You’re going to board a rocket, Ghoul! I’ll put you into a rocket, and we’ll call it Jeff! You’re going to space, Ghoul, space! The final frontier for bones and men!” 
 “What the hell are you—” Ryan kicked his skeletal chew toy in the leg and released his hold over the head, making him collapse. 
 “I’m going to send you to Mars, or maybe Pluto because I don’t care what others say, it’s still a planet!” Ryan continued his rant, and fear started to overtake the Psycho’s heart. This only encouraged the courier to further feed on his victim’s misery. “It’s round and orbits around the sun, and there’s an alien base on it! They pay you with seashells, and they drive their UFOs like drunk lemmings! They’re daltonians, Ghoul, daltonians!” 
 Ghoul attempted to escape by crawling away, but Ryan grabbed him by the leg and pulled him in his direction. Then he moved on all four and invaded the undead’s personal space. 
 “You’re going to be the first corpse in space, Ghoul! The first undead astronaut in the entire universe!” By now, Ryan was shouting so loud that he made his Luigi substitute wince with every word. “But first you will train for the mission with Henriette! She’s going to chew you, and baptize your skull as her litter box! But it will make you strong, strong like a Russian cosmonaut! And Len will like it because it means we’ll be exporting communism beyond our solar system!” 
 Ghoul cowered, as he realized the nightmare had only begun. 
 “You will bone the martians, Ghoul!”



 29: Speedrunners 
 Ryan picked up two ladies in Rust Town, with a skeletal zombie chained to his car hood. 
 “Seriously?” Ryan asked his girlfriend with skeptical eyes. While Fortuna came to the mission with her sensual, white-latex catsuit, Livia brought a pair of jeans and a blue hoodie. “I’m not letting you in.” 
 “I’m sorry, it’s the only practical clothing I could grab in an hour,” Livia apologized. Ryan’s loops began while she was having a girl’s day out with Fortuna, and although it allowed the two to slip away from the Augusti undetected in spite of Geist’s sudden disappearance, it didn’t give them enough time to find the perfect outfit. “But it’s cotton!” 
 “Passable,” Ryan replied with a shrug, before reluctantly letting them in. The courier had come fully prepared, with the Fisty Brothers gauntlets and two submachine guns waiting on the front seat. He had even gotten the bowler hat out of storage, ready for war, and convinced Paulie to hand over his secret weapon. 
 It was amazing how much one could achieve in an hour with the perfect timing and little traffic. 
 Ryan would rather have more time to prepare, but they couldn’t wait any longer. Big Fat Adam was about to throw his captives into the meat-grinder any second now. 
 “Livy, you should have told me,” Fortuna said as she and Livia climbed at the back. “I had a back-up suit!” 
 “I know, but…”  Her best friend responded with an awkward smile. “I find it a little indecent...” 
 “I-it’s not indecent, it’s gawking!” Fortuna complained with a blush, as Ryan drove through the district’s desolate streets. “And is that a real skeleton on the car hood?” 
 “Help!” Ghoul suddenly screamed at the car’s front, startling Fortuna. The Psycho had lost both his legs and hands, leaving only the head and rib cage chained below the windshield. “Help me, he’s mad! He’s mad!” 
 “Shush, my little astronaut,” Ryan said with a soft, gentle tone. It made the undead Psycho cower in fear. “Living people are talking.” 
 “Don’t worry, he deserves it,” Livia explained to Fortuna, before glancing at her boyfriend. “Felix and the others will arrive a few minutes after us.” 
 “Good, I can make a great first impression then.” Ryan smashed the accelerator, and aimed straight for the Junkyard. Ghoul screamed, as the district’s toxic wind battered his naked eyes. 
 “Felix is coming too?” Fortuna asked at the back, eminently curious. Since she acted as Livia’s bodyguard and trusted her best friend absolutely, she must have come without asking many questions. “He’s coming back to us?” 
 “No,” Livia replied, “but Ryan convinced him to make an effort and keep in touch.” 
 “You did?” Lucky Girl glanced at the handsome driver with renewed respect. “You know, I was about to say Livia was too good for you, but I take it back!” 
 “Thank you, thank you,” Ryan said, as he noticed the trash walls of the Junkyard appearing in the distance. “Where is my payment?” 
 “The ammo?” Fortuna gave Ryan a handful of pointed, arrow-shaped bullets. Ryan grabbed a gun while the Plymouth Fury drove by itself. “You’re in luck, the gunshop had some in stock! What did you need these bullets for?” 
 “Whale hunting,” Ryan replied, as he loaded the ammo in his gun and showcased it to his girlfriend. “Sixteen rounds, 9mm. It can quickly fire round after round without pause.” 
 “Hard question.” Livia gave him a playful
look. “Does it ever jam?” 
 “Never, nor does it overheat. It can keep pumping out rounds all night long.” Ryan gently caressed the tip of the barrel. “Though I often need help with the safety catch.” 
 “Good, I have a firm but gentle handle on these things,” his girlfriend said with a coy voice, as she grabbed the Fisty Brothers and put them on. “I could help with the... fingerwork.” 
 “Be gentle though,” Ryan warned, as he put his weapon inside his trench coat, right between the sleeping Plushie and the Bliss inhaler. “The barrel is one of a kind and the trigger is very sensitive. One wrong move, and it’ll fire too soon.” 
 “Are you talking about weapons or something else?” Fortuna asked, as red as a tomato. 
 “I have Paulie’s rocket launcher below your seat, if you want to try a heavier caliber,” Ryan said innocently. “I hope you’re open to new experiences, because your target is a she.” 
 Before Fortuna could protest, Len’s voice came out of the Chronoradio. “I’m in position, Riri.”

 “What about Henriette and Eugène-Henry?” Ryan asked back, as they came into view of the Junkyard. Hills of trash and stacks of cars overshadowed a fence, shielded by the Reptilian and Gemini. Both observed the car approaching in confusion, while Ghoul screamed in terror. 

“At the orphanage with Sarah.”

 Perfect. 
 “Ghoul?!” The Reptilian shouted upon recognizing his teammate, his reptilian eyes widening in terror. 
 In response, Ryan opened his window and pointed a finger at the US government’s secret lizardman master. “Witness me!” 
 Gemini’s light body instantly vanished in a flash of light, while the Reptilian narrowly managed to leap out of the way before the crazed driver could hit him. Ryan’s car smashed through the fence at full speed. 
 Ryan drove through the Junkyard’s labyrinth of trash walls like a conquered realm, ignoring the Psychos scavenging in the area. Mongrel glanced at the intruders from atop a rusted car, his teeth sinking into a living rat’s back. 
 Having grown to know the guy in previous loops, the sight filled Ryan with compassion. Mongrel truly didn’t deserve being turned into an animal, and the courier would make sure to help him take his life back. 
 Instead of attacking, Ryan tossed grenades behind him to collapse some of the trash walls and disrupt ground-based reinforcements. His own would come from above anyway. 
 By the time someone sounded the alarm and the sound of bells echoed in the Junkyard, Ryan’s group was almost in view of the bunker’s entrance. The driver sensed the heavy gaze of the Land on him, and a quake sent debris falling on his car. Having lived through this situation multiple times, the time traveler easily zigzagged around the improvised projectiles. 
 When Ryan reached the Junkyard’s landmark trash tower and the tunnel leading to the bunker, he noticed two shadows flying in the skies above. Two would-be heroes, floating on glass surfboards. 
 Unfortunately, toxic clouds already formed above the Junkyard, as Acid Rain and Mosquito moved to protect the tunnel’s entrance. “Thieves!” the former snarled as she drew knives. Much like Mongrel before her, the sight of her maddened expression made Ryan pity her. “Thie—” 
 “Blondie, shoot!” The courier shouted, as he veered his car to the left. “Shoot the other blonde! Double blondie!” 
 “Alright!” Fortuna opened the car’s door mid-motion and leaped out of it, Paulie’s rocket launcher in hand. She pressed the trigger before she even landed on her feet, aiming for Acid Rain. 
 The surprised Psycho took a step back as a rocket with a smiley face painted on the tip flew straight at her. She immediately teleported above a trash wall as an acid drizzle started raining down from the toxic clouds above. It helped little, for the Genius-tech missile followed and forced her to retreat; it would take minutes for the projectile to run out of fuel, keeping Acid Rain occupied. 
 Mosquito, meanwhile, extended his wings and rushed at the Plymouth Fury with a fist raised. He only noticed the shadow above him all too late, a black and white angel of death and destruction. 
 Timmy had leaped from his glass surfboard, and transformed mid-flight. 
 “FLYING PANDA PRESS!” 
 The Panda gracefully landed on Mosquito like a fly swatter, and buried him alive beneath pounds of fur and fat. 
 Felix’s landing was far more gracious, as his glass surfboard landed in the middle of the courtyard. Ryan parked his Plymouth Fury right next to it, stepping out of the car alongside Livia with grace and dignity. 
 “Felix!” Fortuna rejoiced at her brother’s presence, tossing the empty rocket launcher away. Livia handed her best friend a submachine gun as a replacement, while Ryan claimed the other for himself. 
 “You know, sis, I always wondered how a team-up would go,” Atom Cat replied, before noticing Mongrel leaping into view atop a trash wall. The maddened Psycho summoned a fireball into his hand. 
 “Remember, kitten, no lethal force,” Ryan said. “Stick to pebbles!” 
 “Yeah, yeah, I’ve got this,” he replied before grabbing empty tin cans from the trash walls, turning them into bombs, and tossing them at Mongrel. His projectiles and the Psycho’s hit each other in the air, sparking a devastating blast. 
 Unfortunately, the explosion caused a weakened trash wall to collapse on itself and cast a rain of debris on Fortuna, the Panda, and Mosquito. Felix’s eyes immediately widened in panic, as he realized his screw-up. “Sis!” he shouted as loudly as he could. “Sis!” 
 While Timmy managed to drag his unconscious enemy out of danger, Lucky Girl was too close to dodge. She looked at the collapsing debris with shock, as her power somehow failed to deflect them. 
 Ryan almost froze time and rushed to her rescue, before noticing Livia smiling. 
 A second later, an invisible force grabbed the living lottery ticket, carrying her above the ground and to safety. 
 By now, Ryan should have known better. 
 “We’ll take it from here, Quicksave,” Shroud declared as he became visible, holding a blushing Fortuna in his arms bridal style. And her power didn’t even need to force his hand this time around! “Clean-up the nest.” 
 Felix didn’t hide his relief. “Thanks,” he said to Mathias, before focusing back on Mongrel. 
 His sister’s reaction was far less refined. “Felix, you screw-up, you almost dirtied my clothes!” she complained, shouting so loudly that Shroud winced. “I will strangle you if the mutants don’t kill you first!” 
 “I would suggest drowning him, he doesn’t like being wet,” Ryan replied, as he and Livia moved into the shaking tunnel. Before he abandoned the surface, the courier gave the situation a cursory glance. 
 These events were so familiar, yet different. A scenario honed through multiple repetitions, built upon information he had collected over many loops, executed by allies he had gathered on his journey. After so long, it was all coming together. 
 And yet he immediately noticed something utterly new. Something he never imagined would happen, except in his wildest dreams. 
 His Plymouth Fury… 
 His Plymouth Fury hadn’t taken any damage! 
 “It’s a holy sign,” Ryan muttered to himself with religious awe. 
 “And if we do our part right, it will make it through the day intact,” Livia said with a grin. 
 Perfect Run confirmed! 
 The couple rushed into the tunnel while its walls trembled, the Land attempting to collapse them. The duo quickly reached the bunker’s black door entrance and faced a pack of four Dynamis drones. 
 “I take the left, you take the righ—” Ryan asked his girlfriend, before sensing a chill down his sp— 
   

   
 When Ryan regained consciousness, the couple was walking through the blast doors while leaving four wrecked bots in their wake. 
 “You were saying?” Livia asked, teasing him by caressing the Fisty Brothers. 
 “You’re greedy, Miss Augusti,” Ryan complained, as the tunnel collapsed behind them. 
 “Greedy, me?” She replied with a smirk, as they entered the metal corridor leading to the bunker’s main hall. “You are the one keeping the best stuff for yourself!” 
 “And here I was preparing you a big surprise…” Ryan glanced through the reinforced windows to the hangars beyond, and at Psyshock’s thralls toiling on Mechron’s mech and submarine. He noticed Len’s armored head peeking over the waters linking the underground complex to the sea outside, and waved at her through the reinforced glass. 
 “A surprise, Mr. Romano?” Livia asked, suddenly interested. “I love surprises.” 
 “For the Dynamis date, princess,” Ryan said, as Len suddenly emerged from the waters and attacked the thralls with her bubble rifle. “The Dynamis date.” 
 “I can’t wait,” she said, as they entered the bunker’s recreational area. Much like in Ryan’s suicide run, six Psychos occupied the room. Sarin, the liquid Ink Machine, and the faceless Incognito played pool alongside the sickly white, bald Pale Guy. Rakshasa played Street Fighter on the room’s arcade, while a disembodied Asian woman’s head floated behind the bar counter. Ryan remembered her name as the dreaded Fuckface. 
 Sarin hit a ball with a cue stick, before looking up at the newcomers. She didn’t say a word, and for a brief instant, the courier worried that the transfer hadn’t worked. 
 Thankfully, they had agreed on a secret code to test that out. 
 “The fart is in the toilet,” Ryan said, before clocking his submachine gun. “I repeat, the fart is in the toile—” 
 “I heard you for the first time, jackass.” Bianca let out a sigh as she put her cue stick aside. “Took you long enough.” 
 “You know these guys, Sarin?” Ink Machine asked, falsely reassured by her teammate’s casualness. “They’re new recruits?” 
 “The new management,” Bianca replied, before suddenly pointing her vibrating gauntlets at both Ink Machine and Rakshasa. She blasted them both by surprise, turning the former into a puddle and blasting the latter headfirst into the arcade. 
 “Bianca, you heartless monster!” Ryan mourned the arcade game, before opening fire at the other Psychos. Though he was careful not to kill any of them, he didn’t even manage to wound them. Incognito dived behind the pool table for protection, while Fuckface materialized crimson arms of energy to deflect the bullets. Pale Guy simply dodged, but Livia quickly moved to engage him in melee. 
 “Sarin, you traitor!” Fuckface snarled from behind the counter. “Incognito, call Frank!” 
 Incognito hastily rushed towards the elevator, but Ryan quickly shot him in the knees with his submachine gun. The Meta-Gang member collapsed on the ground with bloodied legs, writhing in pain. 
 “Sorry, you’ll live,” Ryan apologized to the faceless Psycho, before turning his submachine gun at the bar counter. “We meet again, Fuckface! Won’t say I missed you though.” 
 “That’s not my name!” the floating head complained, before spitting a stream of acid at the time-traveler. 
 Ryan frowned behind his mask as he froze time and dodged. Her name was… it was... 
 Wait, she was right! The courier had nicknamed her Fuckface on his first suicide run and never bothered to look deeper afterward. Pale Guy too, now that he thought of it. They hadn’t survived their group’s civil war either during his Meta-Gang run, so he never got to know them in-depth either. 
 “No way, I never learned these two mooks’ names!” Ryan complained as time resumed. By then, he had closed the gap with Fuckface, tossed his submachine gun aside, and grabbed her by the hair. Before the Psycho could retaliate with her energy arms, the courier violently smashed her head against the bar counter with enough force to splinter it, knocking her unconscious. Her energy tentacles vanished into Red Flux particles. “Bianca, what are these redshirts called?” 
 “Does it matter, nerd?” Bianca asked, as she started targeting Pale Guy. The Psycho dodged her blast, but Livia exploited the opportunity to flank him from another direction. Repeated attacks from multiple fronts quickly pushed him back against a corner. 
 “Yes it does,” Ryan said, as he stepped over a bloodied Incognito and an unconscious Rakshasa. “I’m a completionist.” 
 "Catcher and Penanggalan," Livia replied as she finally managed to hit Pale Guy in the chest with Fisty. The blow sent the Psycho hitting the nearest wall, knocking him out of the fight. 
 Pfft, Fuckface sounded better. Ryan would make changing her name a top priority, when he took back his office of the Meta-Gang’s president for life. Still, the courier could now carry on his Perfect Run with a clear conscience and moved towards the elevator. 
 “Alright, can you drag these guys to Shortie for safekeeping?” Ryan asked his teammates, with the same tone as someone running through a shopping list. “And help her with the thralls outside? There’s a lot of them.” 
 “Sure, but don’t take too long downstairs,” Livia said while dragging the dizzied Fuckface away. Bianca, meanwhile, kept Ink Machine trapped in puddle form with weak vibrations. “I want to invite everyone afterward to celebrate, and the restaurant closes early. Also, Dad will start worrying now that Geist is gone.” 
 “Thai, or French?” Ryan asked before pushing the lift’s button, knowing that she disliked Japanese food. 
 “Russian, to try something new!” His girlfriend replied right as the elevator’s doors closed. 
 Oh well, at least Shortie would like it. 
 The lift reached its destination, and Ryan quickly made his way through the bunker’s hub room and metal corridor. He hastily reached the infirmary, and found Psyshock brainwashing two Rust Town addicts strapped to operation tables. He raised his head at Ryan, while the courier’s hand reached out for the Bliss inhaler hidden beneath his trench coat. 
 “Little Cesare.” Pyshock didn’t show any fear at the sudden intrusion, overconfident in his immortality. “How strange to—” 
 Ryan froze time and applied the inhaler to his hated foe’s face right before the clock resumed. 
 “Don’t worry, Psypsy,” Ryan taunted Psyshock, before activating the inhaler. “This… is not meth.” 
 The surprised Psycho’s tentacles trashed around as Bliss spread through his nervous system, but Ryan held strong. Psyshock’s energy quickly left him as the overdose paralyzed his brain, and the psychotic metal squid collapsed on the ground. The courier gave him a quick kick, before hiding the Bliss inhaler in a pocket. 
 “Agent Frank!” Ryan called out, knowing the metal giant was waiting a few rooms away. That was how Psyshock had sicced him on the courier halfway through the first suicide run. “Agent Frank, hurry! Russian agents poisoned the VP with Soviet caviar!” 
 The colossal giant of steel came rushing inside the infirmary, to find a maskless Ryan holding the drugged Psyshock in his arms, crocodile tears running down his cheeks. 
 “Agent Frank, US secret service!” The giant threatened Ryan with a raised fist. “Identify yourself!” 
 “Ryan Romano, CIA!” Ryan sobbed. “We survived Pearl Harbor together! Us and Sergeant Arch Dornan! Don’t you remember the boat, Agent Frank? The boat?” 
 A confused Frank the Mad waved an index finger at Ryan, as he remembered a day that never happened. “You were the Private! The Private on the boat!” 
 Thank God Livia predicted how to get inside his head. “You saved my life, Agent Frank, and today, I pay my debt.” Ryan wiped away his false tears. “I did all I could to save him, but the air… the communists poisoned even the air, Agent Frank!” 
 “I knew they put something in the airplanes!” Frank immediately looked at the drooling Psyshock with a worried gaze. “What can we do?” 
 “I did all I could to save him, but this is a communist coup, Agent Frank. They’re trying to destroy the government!” 
 Only now did Agent Frank understand the true threat their democracy faced. “The President is down there!” The giant panicked. “We must secure his safety!” 
 “No, Agent Frank, not we. It’s a suicide mission.” Ryan delicately gave the drooling Psyshock to Frank, who held him in his arms like a secret treasure. “I will do it. You stay here and protect the Vice-President from a Russian counterattack, until Agent Sarin comes back with medical help.” 
 “The US Secret Service does not—” 
 “Democracy can only survive if…” Ryan cleared his throat, his voice as heavy as a soldier marching to certain death. “If you live, Agent Frank. If the President dies, the Vice-President… the Vice-Presidency must endure. Do you understand this, Agent Frank?” 
 Ryan let out a long, long sigh, as he put his mask and bowler hat on. “Let me die for my country,” he pleaded, before adjusting his hat, “as a hero.” 
 “I understand,” Frank the Mad Lad replied, before offering Ryan a military salute with one hand while holding Psyshock in the other. “Semper Fi.” 
 “Semper Fi.” Ryan returned the salute, before walking out of the infirmary with a heavy heart. 
 There. According to Livia, if dealt in that way, Frank would follow orders and remain in the infirmary until the group could secure the rest of the bunker. 
 So far the Meta-Gang’s rout was total, but the main course waited a few rooms ahead. 
 Leaving the neutralized Frank and Psyshock behind, Ryan continued deeper into the complex and reached a familiar underground chamber. Seven knockoff Elixir vats were lined up on a nearby wall, half of them occupied by mutated test subjects. One of the chamber’s two blast doors was opened, and the courier heard footsteps echo from this direction. 
 “You know, since I’ve been in New Rome, I’ve fought aliens, Psychos, and power-mad Genomes, and few left a big impression.” Ryan grabbed his Beretta, as his foe stepped out of the darkness. “But you, fatass? Your shadow cast a heavy presence.” 
 Augustus was stronger and Fallout more determined, but the Meta-Gang’s leader was shrewder, crueler, and in the end, more dangerous. 
 That was why he had to die first. 
 “What can I say, mate? I’ve hurt lots of people, and today will be an all-you-can-eat-buffet.” Adam the Ogre emerged from the shadow with a hand behind his back, his carbon skin as black as his soul, the grin on his face vicious and cruel. “But gotta say… I’ve never tasted a fellow Violet before.” 
 “Make that last loop count, Bibendum,” Ryan said, as he raised his gun. “You won’t get another.”



 30: Presidential Debate 
 Two presidents had walked into a room, and only one would escape it alive. 
 “How about we start this debate with gun politics?” Ryan said, as he clocked his Beretta. “Then we can move on to the War on Terror. Spoiler warning: you’re going to lose it hard.” 
 “I was about to suggest dietary policies, Laddie,” the living Michelin ad replied with pitch-black humor, as he kept his left hand hidden behind his back. Having lived through this situation before, Ryan had a pretty good idea of what, or rather who, he kept in reserve. “You’ll be the second person most concerned.” 
 He revealed his left hand, and Ryan didn’t flinch. 
 Big Fat Adam had brought a hostage, as he did during the courier’s suicide run. An Arab boy no older than fourteen, with tears of terror raining down his cheeks. A Rust Town denizen kidnapped to serve as cannon-fodder against the bunker’s defenses. 
 “And though I prefer to eat French,” Adam said with a vicious smirk, moving his right hand to hold his prisoner like a sandwich, “I can settle for a keb—” 
 Ryan swiftly shot him thrice, once in the face, and twice in the left hand. 
 Big Fat Adam closed his eyelids on reflex, but the first bullet impacted on the giant’s left eye and bypassed the carbon skin. The ocular organ exploded into a rain of shrapnel and blood, while the other bullets blew off the Psycho’s thumb. 
 The surprised Adam let out a roar of pain and agony, and his victim slipped through his bloodied fingers. 
 “Sorry, fatass, you made that joke before,” Ryan said as he rushed toward the falling victim and activated his power. “And it wasn’t funny the first time either!” 
 Adam’s right hand lunged to grab his hostage, but stopped inches away from his neck as the world turned purple. Ryan caught his ‘damsel-in-distress’ in his arms, and immediately moonwalked in the opposite direction. 
 No sooner did time resume than Adam’s carbon fist hit the metal ground, bending the steel. 
 “Run!” Ryan said, as he helped the hostage stand on his feet. 
 “But—” he started to speak in a Turkish dialect, too shocked to react. 
 “Escape through the corridor to the nearest voting booth, and stuff these ballots!” Ryan shouted in the same tongue, while Adam rushed at them with murderous fury. “Vote for me!” 
 The hostage was too shaken to do his patriotic duty, so Ryan decided to narrow his voting options. He began to freeze time, right as Adam the Ogre protected his face with his right hand. 
 Huh? Odd timing. 
 But still, Ryan loved immobile targets, and shot the hardened Psycho in the left leg thrice. One bullet bounced off his knee, but the others blasted holes in the calf. 
 “Let me introduce you to my friend, Depleted.” Ryan said as time resumed. Adam stumbled on the cold hard ground, and the courier was still out of his hand’s reach. “Family name Uranium.” 
 President Romano did not believe in gun control. 
 Where Ryan’s presidential charisma failed, the fear of the opposition worked like a charm. The hostage ran as fast as he could through the entrance corridor, leaving the two POTUS candidates to fight for the White House. 
 “I remember that voice…” Adam rasped as he rose back to his feet. In spite of the calf wounds, his enhanced Genome metabolism allowed him to carry on. “You’re Bloodstream’s kid. You’re here to settle Daddy’s score with us?” 
 “Actually, I’m here to take your presidential office for myself,” Ryan said, as he circled the giant from the left and waited for his time-stop’s cooldown to end. “Even people in your campaign staff voted for me!” 
 “The dead don’t get to vote,” Adam replied, although without any false joviality. His jaw extended as he put his unharmed hand through, and he brought out a grenade with Mechron’s symbol on it. “And you’re forgetting abstention.” 
 He activated the bomb and tossed it at Ryan. 
 The courier froze time and dashed to the left side to dodge, while Adam lowered himself as if to sprint. 
 Ryan couldn’t afford to waste his precious special ammo, as he had only a limited amount. Worse, although the bullets were top-notch quality, the caliber couldn’t piece the colossus’ carbon shield in all places. The bones below the knee were probably as hard as the skin protecting them, and unlike Lightning Butt, bullets didn’t have enough strength to break them. 
 The courier would write down ‘adamantine bullets’ on his Christmas list, but in the meantime, he needed to target Adam’s throat and stomach. Ryan wondered how the Psycho’s second power would react to intestinal wounds though. 
 Well, time to find out. 
 The courier shot the Psycho in his belly, which was so big that he barely bothered to aim. The bullet tore a hole through the carbon skin as time resumed, but no blood flowed out of the wound. If anything, Ryan noticed air getting sucked into the opening. 
 The live grenade exploded in a fiery blast of red particles without harming anyone, while Big Fat Adam sprinted at his rival. Ryan had to roll to the side to avoid a punch, then lower himself to avoid a second. The ogre moved with greater speed and agility than his size would suggest, giving his foe no breathing room. 
 Worse, Ryan quickly realized that the Psycho’s attacks weren’t random at all. Though the courier survived the volley of blows by retreating, he did so by getting closer to the colored vats in the chamber. 
 Some contained knockoff Elixirs, or substances just as dangerous. 
 “Say no to drugs, kids,” Ryan replied while raising his gun to counterattack, freezing time to get a better line of fire. But Big Fat Adam quickly covered his head, once again shielding his lone remaining eye. 
 A doubt crossed Ryan’s mind. 
 The courier fired another bullet in the frozen Adam’s gullet, before diving down between the giant’s legs. The shot opened a hole in the Psycho’s throat, but once again no blood flowed out. Big Fat Adam held a pocket dimension in his innards, but it seemed to spread all the way through the gullet. 
 When time resumed, Ryan had ran away as far from the Knockoff vats as possible, while Adam the Ogre quickly pivoted. 
 “Eight seconds, mate,” the Meta-Gang’s leader said, as glanced at the distance between Ryan’s current spot and his previous one. His voice had turned raspy from the throat wound, but he could still speak. “Ten if you push it. That’s your limit.” 
 “How did you know I was a Violet?” Ryan asked, holding the Beretta with one hand and grabbing throwing knives from below his trench coat with the other. “You hadn’t recognized me then.” 
 “Call it a gut feeling, boyo,” Adam replied, before grabbing the blue liquid vat with both hands, and ripping it off the ground. Cables dangled from the device, spraying the carbon-skinned man with azure, shining liquid. “Takes one to know one.” 
 Acid Rain. 
 Adam was like Acid Rain. He could sense Ryan’s power, at least instinctively. 
 The courier had never dueled the Meta-Gang’s leader for an extended period in the past. Each of them usually fought with back-up, so Ryan never paid his movements full attention. But the way the Psycho covered his vitals whenever the courier attempted to freeze time, or the quickness of his reactions whenever time resumed… 
 Ryan remembered his first encounter with the big fat president, which ended with the courier backhanded all the way across this very room. He thought the fatass had simply been fast enough to hit him right after his time-stop ended, but now, the courier wondered if Adam actually sensed him. 
 That bastard! Even after so many loops, he still kept tricks up his sleeve! 
 Thankfully, unlike Acid Rain, the Fatass didn’t have the reflexes nor teleportation ability to fully exploit that knowledge. Ryan still had the edge, and most importantly, experience. 
 The Psycho threw the vat at the courier, right as Ryan tossed a knife at his right eye. Adam closed his eyelid and the blade bounced off it, but this gave the courier time to adjust his aim. 
 His bullet crossed the gap between the two fighters faster than the glass vat did, blowing off Adam’s other eye. Ryan froze time before the vat could hit him and quickly dashed to safety, counting back his ammo. 
 He still had half left, but he was burning through his reserve faster than the national defense budget. 
 The vat exploded on the ground on impact, spraying blue liquid and glass shards in all directions. Ryan had escaped to safety by then, but a puddle of liquid spread on the steel ground. 
 If the drops made it past his clothes and reached the skin beneath… 
 “You know me, mate,” Adam rasped angrily, before grabbing another liquid vat, red this time. His face had turned red from the blood flowing from his eyes. If anything, the outside now matched the inside in its horror. “You know how I fight. You move like a dancer rehearsing a tune. This isn’t our first rodeo.” 
 “But it’s gonna be the last,” Ryan replied, before realizing his mistake as the blind Psycho tossed the vat in his direction. He might have been blinded, but he could still hear his foe. 
 The courier dodged another projectile, but another red puddle joined the blue one, both covering half the chamber’s ground. Adam dragged a heavy flail from his gullet, and swiftly swung it with his right hand. 
 Realizing he couldn’t keep fighting in this arena without risking getting exposed to the Knockoffs, Ryan dashed towards the chamber’s exit. His boots made a sound while he walked on a drop of liquid, alerting Adam to his position. 
 The Ogre’s flail lunged for Ryan’s head so fast that the courier had to stop time to avoid becoming a Picasso picture, rushing into the corridor without looking back. The time-traveler heard the flail’s spiked head hit a wall with a devastating impact, but he had safely made it out of the chamber. 
 Or so he thought. 
 A sharp pain raced across his waist, making him stumble inside the corridor. 
 The panicked Ryan glanced at his belly, seeing the tip of an arrow sticking out from his trenchcoat. Crossbow, the courier realized, as he heard footsteps behind him. A crossbow bolt.

 “Not so easy without space to run around, huh?” Adam said as he dropped the flail and entered the steel corridor, his head reaching the ceiling. “You’ve been here before.” 
 His smirk widened, a crossbow bolt sticking out from between his teeth. 
 “Lived through this before.” 
 Shit. 
 Struggling against the pain, Ryan opened fire with the Beretta. He blew holes in the blind Adam’s throat and chest, while the Psycho responded by spitting out a volley of crossbow bolts. First one, then two, then ten. 
 Ryan exploited his time-stop to dodge the first volley and back away, but the bolt embedded in his body slowed him down. When time resumed, one of his foe’s projectiles hit him in the right leg below the knee. The courier collapsed on the cold hard ground, the ogre’s footsteps growing ever closer. 
 “I can smell your fear,” Adam said as he gained ground on the courier. The wounds didn’t slow him down at all. “I knew something was up when I watched you on the cams. Your timing was too perfect, your team too well-prepared. And then I wondered… if you can control time enough to stop it, maybe you could turn it back too?” 
 Ryan attempted to shoot his foe again, before realizing he had exhausted all his ammo. With one last card up his sleeve, the courier put a hand in his trench coat and grabbed his secret weapon. 

Time to see how far your pocket dimension extends, Bibendum, Ryan thought. 
 “But well, if you could do it all the time, you would have turned the clock by now. And if you fear the substitute so much, then the real deal will hurt even worse.” Adam opened his mouth, the tip of a Blue Elixir’s syringe sticking out from the gullet. “Time to take your medici—” 
 “Filibuster!” Ryan replied before throwing the triggered A-bomb down Adam’s throat midspeech. 
 The surprised Adam gulped on instinct, swallowing both the explosive device and his own Blue Elixir. The Psycho covered his mouth with his hands, perhaps trying to vomit out the bomb, but he was too late to make a difference. 
 Ryan immediately crawled as far away as he could, while the bullet wounds on his foe’s chest and throat started to light up. “Bon appétit,” he said, taking the time to taunt his foe one last time. 
 “Urgh…” Adam hiccuped, and then breathed atomic fire. 
 As it turned out, his pocket dimension was large, but not infinite. 
 The courier barely had the time to dive down as streams of flames erupted from the Psycho’s mouth, nose, and his bullet wounds. They hit the corridor’s ceiling and walls in straight lines, melting the bunker’s steel. Ryan himself used quick bursts of time-stop to position himself out of the fires’ paths. 
 Like a balloon deflating as air escaped him, the flames’ power tossed Adam the Ogre backward, his body rebounding off the walls. His empty eye sockets unleashed a stream of light, the blood drying up. The air in the corridor heated up by twenty degrees, enough to make Ryan sweat beneath his coat. 
 And then, the flames died out as quickly as they had spread. Bibendum ended his flight at the corridor’s threshold, right before the vat chamber. When Ryan finally dared to look up at him, the Psycho’s face had turned into a volcanic landscape, his metal skin melting off the charred hole that used to be his skull. 
 Adam’s pocket dimension had contained most of the explosion, but flames from the blast had traveled up through his gullet, nostrils, and the openings the depleted uranium bullets had created in his belly… cooking his organs from within. 
 “Spicy dessert, whalie,” Ryan said to Adam’s corpse, as he heard his allies’ footsteps. His vision blurred from the blood loss and the pain, but he couldn’t help but chuckle to himself. “Served with Karmic Sauce.” 
 Adam the Ogre didn’t answer. 
 The Meta-Gang’s presidential debate had ended in a K.O. 
   

   
 Like any good administration, Ryan’s first act in office was to clean up the house. 
 Though he had to give orders from the infirmary, after expelling the former vice-president. Thankfully, Livia knew exactly what to say to Agent Frank to lead him around, even managing to get the overdosed Psyshock out of his care. She had pretended that she would send him to a special doctor’s care. 
 A doctor called Cancel. 
 “Thank God you have a doctorate in medicine,” Ryan said to the Panda as he lay on the operation table, his sidekick surgically extracting the crossbow bolt and quickly patched up the courier’s wounds. Livia sat at her boyfriend’s side all the way through the procedure, holding his hand. “Alongside physics, philosophy, and pretty much everything else.” 
 “I don’t learn quickly anymore, Sifu, but I remember everything!” the Panda replied while applying bandages. “Does it hurt?“ 
 “I’m a Vietnam vet,” Ryan replied, “I can endure anything.” 
 “Be careful, phony veterans don’t last long in office,” Livia mused. 
 “I’ve lived through more wars than chest colds!” Ryan protested, before apologizing to his sidekick for the loss of his Elixir. “I’m sorry that you won’t get two powers this time around. Do you want a cushy job as an apology? Maybe Air Force One?” 
 He owed the Panda for his victory. The manbear’s fight with Adam in the previous loop had taught Ryan that the Psychos’ leader was vulnerable to internal damage, and thus gave him the idea of using his A-bomb as a deadly main course. 
 “He might still get a second wish,” Livia said with a wistful smile. “Elixirs are extra-dimensional entities and can resist a great deal of damage. I’ve seen possibilities where we extract it from Adam’s pocket dimension.” 
 Ryan hoped so. He couldn’t consider this loop a Perfect Run with casualties, and Elixirs were sentient beings too. “How is the situation in the field?” the president asked. “Are the troops behaving?” 
 “The others are helping Len transport the captive Psychos to underwater habitats,” his First Lady explained. “We’re also giving first aid to the hostages.” 
 “Any casualties?” 
 “None,” she said before lightly kissing him on the cheek. “Thanks to you.” 
 The news came as a relief. Ryan had worked over more than ten loops to save Rust Town from the Meta-Gang, and he had finally succeeded. 
 Having been warned, both Alchemo and the Carnival would make their way to New Rome. They would conquer the bunker, exploit its resources, and lay the groundwork for its final destruction. At long last, Mechron’s ghost would be put back six feet under and never threaten the world again. 
 Ryan couldn’t rest on his laurels though. After recovering, he would bring the hammer down on Dynamis, and bury his own past. As for the Augusti… 
 “What about Geist—” Ryan asked, but an amused Livia pushed her index finger against his lips. “Mmm!” 
 “Shush, we’ll see that later,” she said with a tone that broke no disobedience. “Let’s celebrate today’s victory before moving on to tomorrow’s challenge, Ryan. We’ve earned it.” 
 He couldn’t argue with that. 





 31: Second Chances 
 Ryan never thought he would bring a communist to Dynamis’ doorstep. 
 Enrique Manada’s waiting room was nearly silent, with only the sound of a secretary typing on her computer to break the monotony. Felix looked through the window, impatient to be done with the meeting, while Len’s fingers fidgeted uncontrollably. She had been in a sour mood since they arrived. 
 Ryan didn’t fare much better. His wounds still ached, and even his dazzling clothes couldn’t hide all the bandages beneath them. Even with a Genome’s metabolism, it would take him a few days to be back in top shape. 
 The courier’s eyes wandered to his adoptive sister. She had made an effort to dress well for the occasion, trading her jumpsuit for a white blouse tucked by the waist into a blue skirt. A discreet red ribbon completed the set. Though Ryan’s feelings for her had moved from romantic to brotherly over the last loops, he still found her lovely. 
 “Mr. Manada will receive you now,” the secretary said, causing Len’s scowl to deepen. 
 “You’re sure you want to come?” Ryan asked her. “I can take down the bourgeoisie on your behalf.” 
 “Yes,” Shortie said with a firm nod. “I need it, Riri.” 
 At least she had taken Alchemo’s meds before the meeting. As expected, the brain Genius had arrived yesterday with his own team, quickly confirmed Ryan’s time-travel story after analyzing his mind-map, and immediately moved on to secure the bunker. The courier trusted his allies to manage that part without him, especially with Livia at their back. 
 Ryan had convinced his girlfriend to delay the celebrations until they could cure Bianca though. Celebrating the Meta-Gang’s demise without her felt wrong. 
 The trio walked into Blackthorn’s lair, the secretary closing the doors behind them. Len paid more attention to the Japanese pond than the flowers decorating the office, while Felix glanced at the people behind the mahogany desk. Though Enrique Manada welcomed them sitting in a chair costlier than most houses, Wyvern sat right behind him in her human form, arms crossed. 
 “Felix,” she greeted her teammate politely. 
 “Wyvern,” Atom Kitten said while returning the nod, before doing the same with his other superior. “Blackthorn.” 
 “Atom Cat.” The superpowered gardener moved on to greet the others. “I am Enrique Manada, the Chief Brand Officer at Dynamis and Head Manager of the Il Migliore program.” 
 The man shook Ryan’s hand, but when he offered Shortie his own, she only responded with an icy glare. 
 “She respects your private property,” Ryan informed Blackthorn. “To each their own hand.” 
 “I see.” Enrique understood the message and moved on, the trio sitting in comfy leather chairs facing the desk. “I admit I am curious. Atom Cat told me you wanted to discuss a possible partnership with our organization.” 
 “I don’t see why you asked me to come as well,” Wyvern said, arms crossed. She alone refused to sit down, perhaps because she worried that the meeting might end in a fistfight. 
 “We wanted to have a meeting to discuss the collectivization of our economy,” Ryan declared. “The more, the merrier.” 
 “Uh-huh,” Enrique replied without emotion. “And the real reason?” 
 Len looked at the superhero manager. “Why?” 
 “Why what, Miss Sabino?” 
 “Why did you do this to my father?” Len asked harshly, venom dripping with every word. “For money? For power? Was it worth it?” 
 Enrique didn’t respond, his fingers interlocked into a diabolical mastermind pose. His expression remained hidden behind his mask, though the flowers around the office seemed to bristle. 
 Ryan searched for something under his trench coat, causing Wyvern to tense. Instead of a gun, the courier grabbed a folder and tossed it on the desk. Blackthorn made no move to read the documents inside it. 
 “Enrique?” Dragon Mom asked her superior, confused. 
 “I know what it holds,” Enrique replied calmly, though Ryan noticed an undercurrent of shame behind the stoic facade. 
 Wyvern frowned before glancing at Felix, who stared at Enrique with cold anger. She grabbed the folder and began to read the documents within, her skin turning as pale as chalk with the first lines. “That’s impossible,” she said as she turned the pages. “It’s fake.” 
 “It’s not,” Len insisted. 
 “You think I can believe half of what’s inside? That Dynamis turned a Psycho into a drink, or cloned me?” The superheroine shook her head. “False information spreads abound on Lab Sixty-Six and the Knockoff production process. I’ve heard all the conspiracy theories. Aliens, children’s bodily fluids...” 
 “Well, they’re half right,” Ryan replied. 
 “You can take my blood if you want,” Shortie added, while Enrique remained as silent as a tombstone. “See for yourself.” 
 “Underdiver, I know you attacked Dynamis installations in the past, but spreading these lies are a new low and will not help anyone.” Wyvern put the file on the desk, a picture of a Knockoff transforming into Bloodstream slime slipping out of it. “Felix, don’t tell me you believe them?” 
 “I do,” Felix replied grimly. “I took this picture.” 
 Dragon Mom remained in denial. “You were deceived. And that part about Dynamis funding the Meta-Gang is the most ridiculous thing I’ve heard yet.” 
 This time, Enrique wordlessly glanced at the documents and examined them. He quickly reached the part about the Knockoff Elixirs deliveries to Adam, transcripts of Psyshock’s meetings with Hector Manada, and most importantly, the schematics of Dynamis brain-mapping machine. 
 “Where did you get these documents?” the corpo asked, doubt gnawing at him. 
 Len brought out a phone, activating it. The video showcased Agent Frank dutifully keeping watch over a pile of dangerous Marxist literature, trapped in an underwater prison. Wyvern immediately recognized this proud defender of democratic values. “Is that Frank the Mad?” 
 “This is a live feed,” Len explained, while Enrique watched on with sharp attention. 
 “We neutralized the Meta-Gang’s leadership, and currently hold most of their members in underwater cells,” Felix said. The video switched to Dynamis thralls being treated in an infirmary and to the Knockoff crates. “We have dozens of witnesses currently receiving medical attention. You can visit them yourself.” 
 Wyvern scoffed. “Felix, are you saying that you defeated the Meta-Gang by yourselves?” 
 “You can come to Rust Town, and check,” Len replied frostily. Her anger at Dynamis gave her confidence. “If you are willing to get down to earth and sully your clothes.” 
 The superheroine flinched, but quickly regained her composure. “I raided the Meta-Gang half a dozen times since they arrived in New Rome.” 
 “It changed nothing,” Len rasped. “Hundreds would have died if… if we hadn’t been here. Old people, children… they hoped you would come rescue them, but you never came.” 
 Tellingly, Dragon Mom didn’t attempt to say she did all she could. She had advocated Il Migliore attack the Meta-Gang in the past, and still wished her superiors took her suggestion to heart. 
 Speaking of her superiors, Enrique grabbed his own phone and started making calls. “I have been informed that some of our drones have gone missing lately, probably repurposed by the Meta-Gang,” he said, the picture of the shattered machines on the desk. “Do you confirm? Uh-huh, uh-huh… why wasn’t I informed?” 
 Wyvern glanced at her manager with worry. “Enrique?” 
 “Pack your things, you’re fired.” Enrique ended the call, and made another. “Yes, it’s me. I have been informed that Elixirs from the April production were lost, do you confirm? Uh-huh… what about the technicians from the robotic division, Team 7? Are they missing?” 
 “Enrique?” Wyvern asked again, more and more concerned. 
 Instead of answering, Dynamis’ CBO made a dozen phone calls in fifteen minutes, fact-checking every piece of information, following every lead. Ryan noticed that the flowers in the room grew more and more agitated as time went on, their petals dancing, their roots emerging from the earth. Wyvern noticed it too, and her doubt turned to horror. 
 In the end, Enrique put his phone on the desk, turned his chair around, and looked through the window. He couldn’t deny the truth before the overwhelming amount of evidence. 
 “Enrique, say something,” Wyvern demanded. “Please.” 
 Instead of answering her, the manager glanced at an empty spot to his left, near the window. “You can come out, Martel. I know you are here.” 
 Shroud became visible without warning, causing Wyvern’s eyes to shine with a green glow. Enrique stopped his ally with a nod before she could transform. 
 “You know me?” Shroud asked, surprised. 
 Blackthorn shrugged. “We have a file on you, and everyone in the Carnival.” 
 “Did you steal his private data?” Ryan asked mirthfully. “Dynamis should update its privacy policy charter.” 
 “I knew this day would come, Quicksave,” Enrique replied, while Shroud formed a seat of glass from his own armor. Blackthorn turned his seat to face the whole group. “I suppose that’s how you took down the Meta-Gang, with the Carnival’s help? Did Hargraves send you to arrest me? Or kill me?” 
 “No,” Len replied, though her tone didn’t soften at all. “I want answers.” 
 Wyvern slammed the mahogany desk so hard that its surface cracked. 
 Her violent reaction made everyone flinch, except Ryan and Enrique. The former, because he saw it coming; the latter, because he had expected it. 
 “Enrique, what’s happening?” The superheroine’s fist clenched, some of the documents falling off the desk. “Is any of this true?” 
 “All of it, as far as I can tell.” His voice was heavy with guilt and remorse. “All their evidence points to my father conspiring with Adam the Ogre to weaken the Augusti. As for our Elixir production process… I saw it for myself.” 
 By now, Il Migliore’s shining dragon was positively trembling. “Tell me this is a sick joke of some kind.” 
 “I wish it were.” Her manager let out a sad sigh. “The Knockoffs react violently to Miss Sabino’s blood samples. Her father put an unknown agent in her hemoglobin which removes the safeguards on our Elixirs. My brother Alphonse wanted her turned into a guinea pig so that we might remove that flaw, and perfect the production process. I put my veto on that, but—” 
 This time, Wyvern punched the desk and snapped it in half. Ryan quickly stopped time to save the folder and gather all the documents. 
 “You let Tyrano clone me? Turn me into a poison?” Wyvern asked, struggling to hold back tears. “Enrique, after all… after everything that happened between us… how could you do this?” 
 “Laura—” 
 “Your company infected this city’s population with a Psycho, Enrique!” 
 “When I learned the truth about how our artificial Elixirs were made, it was too late to pull the plug,” the CBO replied with remorse. “The Knockoffs had been distributed to the population. I was put before the Fait Accompli.” 
 “Better late than never,” Len replied angrily. “Why didn’t you just stop?” 
 Instead of answering immediately, Enrique slowly removed his mask and put it on his desk’s left corner. 
 He looked rather handsome, with perfectly groomed hair and a sexy Spanish mustache. He took a lot from his sire Hector, though with a leaner face and more skeletal features. While the father reminded Ryan of Pablo Escobar, the son looked more like a lanky Antonio Banderas. 
 Enrique glanced at Ryan and Len, before locking eyes with the latter. “For as little as it is worth, I want to apologize to you both,” he declared. “What my family did to yours is unforgivable, and you are within your right to hate us. I have a responsibility in hiding the truth from the population, but I never wanted any of this. This was done behind my back.” 
 “But you covered it up,” Felix accused him, while Wyvern wiped away tears of rage and betrayal. 
 “If I had revealed the scandal, Atom Cat, then Dynamis would have certainly collapsed alongside any hope of rebuilding Europe into something halfway decent,” Enrique defended himself. “Do you want Augustus to become the face of our future? We are not perfect, but at least we try to recreate society based on the rule of law. I cannot say the same for our opposition. Dynamis is the only remaining check on Augustus’ authority; the last barrier between Europe’s population and a deranged Genome suprematist.” 
 Enrique glanced at the window, and at Mount Augustus sticking out of the horizon. “That is why my brother lied to me and created the Knockoffs, Sabino. To try and knock these so-called gods off their thrones.” 
 “Yet your solution presents as great a danger to the world as Augustus,” Felix said accusingly. “Maybe even greater.” 
 “The Carnival didn’t give you the full reasons why we wanted Bloodstream gone to avoid a panic, and maybe we should have said the truth from the start. Our previous seer…” Shroud cleared his throat. “My mother predicted that Bloodstream would cause a worldwide disaster, if left alive. Our data proves that the risk remains even now.” 
 “My father…” Len’s hands fidgeted on her lap. “My father could go mad and… everyone who drank the Knockoffs…” 
 Ryan put a hand on her arm, and he could tell she was thankful for the emotional support. Enrique absorbed the news with gloom, while Wyvern looked fit to gag. 
 “Dr. Tyrano insisted that his vaccine worked,” Blackthorn said, though doubt had crept in his voice already. “That it would neutralize Bloodstream in case of a containment breach.” 
 “Don’t trust a reptilian to do a mammal’s job,” Ryan replied as he broke hand contact with his adoptive sister and extracted a beautiful sheet full of graphs from the folder. Blackthorn quickly grabbed it. 
 “Here is our plague doctor’s analysis report,” Shroud explained. “If put in contact with the blood agent in his daughter’s hemoglobin, the core of Bloodstream will regain its full power and automatically transform anyone who consumed a Knockoff into a clone of itself. And according to our simulations, it might gain the ability to do so on its own as it mutates further.” 
 Blackthorn sank deeper in his chair as he read. “Thousands…” 
 “Millions would die in the best-case scenario,” Shroud replied. 
 “You’ve got to stop this,” Felix insisted. 
 Blackthorn returned the document to Ryan. “You came to destroy Lab Sixty-Six.” 
 “They wanted to come in guns blazing,” the courier admitted, “but I convinced them to try finding a compromise.” 
 “Why?” Enrique asked dryly. “Out of all the people in this room, you should hate us the most.” 
 “Because although you look like a Saturday Morning Cartoon villain, I know you are anything but.” If anything, Ryan had come to see Blackthorn as the other side’s Livia, an internal reformer doomed to fail without outside help. “You’re the only hope Dynamis has of reforming into something actually good for the world.” 
 “We have found a treatment not only for the Bloodstream infection, but for the Psycho condition,” Shroud explained. 
 Though skeptical, Enrique looked willing to entertain the possibility of a cure. “Do you have proof of what you say?” 
 “Of course.” Ryan put a hand on his chest. “Thanks to our Psychocare policy, my administration is currently curing the Meta-Gang’s members. You can come see it for yourself.” 
 “But we will need resources to cure Psychos across Europe,” Shroud said. “Resources that your company can provide.” 
 “I… I want to try the treatment on my father. To try and heal him… and if it doesn’t work…” Len cleared her throat. “If it doesn’t work… I want to end his suffering. This is all I ask. I… I don’t even want revenge. I just want him to find peace.” 
 Enrique tensed up. “My father and brother will never agree—” 
 “They won’t,” Ryan agreed. “Which is why we’re asking you to do the right thing, Jiminy.” 
 Though he remained as stoic as ever, the courier’s words affected Blackthorn. Ryan could see it in his body language, how the plants in his office shifted. A part of him truly believed in the superhero propaganda he pitched to his customers. 
 Deep down, Enrique Manada desperately wanted to make the world a better place. 
 “I’m resigning,” Wyvern declared with a hardened voice. “I can’t stand by this. And neither should you, Enrique.” 
 “No, I should not,” the manager conceded. “But if we reveal the truth and arrest my father, then my brother Alphonse is in charge. He won’t let his life’s work vanish without a fight. He has gambled too much on this project to stop now.” 
 “Even knowing the risks?” Felix asked, aghast. 
 “Even so. My brother dreams of a world where everyone is a Genome, and thus equal. He would rather die than abandon it.” 
 “Then we’ll stop him too,” Atom Cat locked eyes with his manager. “You remember the day I first came to this office, Blackthorn? What did you say to me back then?” 
 Blackthorn let out a heavy sigh. “That even if your family was in the wrong, you were right to take a stand for what you believe in.” 
 “Start practicing what you preach. Or was that just a slogan?” 
 Wyvern put a hand on Enrique’s shoulder, making him freeze. The superhero and the corpo exchanged a glance, full of conflicted emotions. Past intimacy, pain over past lies, regrets… a tiny bit of hope. They had been so close that they could probably understand the other’s thoughts without saying a word. 
 “Even if it’s all for naught, Laura?” Enrique asked Wyvern. 
 “Even if it is all for naught… Someone has to try, Enrique. Or nothing will change.” She gathered her breath. “Please.” 
 Enrique’s hand rose to touch Wyvern’s, but she backed away from his shoulder before he could make contact. For the first time since Ryan had met him, the courier could see the pain and loneliness behind the Manada’s stoic facade. 
 “Suppose I help you.” Il Migliore’s manager faced his guests. “Even if by some miracle Dynamis survives the destruction of our main lab, our loss of credibility, and my brother’s inevitable retaliation, the company will be a shadow of its former self. Easy prey for Augustus. Unless you intend to take him down after cleaning up our house?” 
 “You have a secret weapon against Augustus,” Shroud pointed out. “The Gravity Gun.” 
 “An untested weapon,” Enrique pointed out. “You of all people should understand why we’re unwilling to take a gamble, Martel. Your organization’s last encounter with Augustus ended with half of your members dead, Martel; ours, with Malta sinking beneath the waves. When humans dare the lightning to fall, they die.” 
 Ryan felt a sharp pain in his chest, right where Lightning Butt struck him in the past loop. “We have another option,” he said. “Mechron tech. Its efficiency has been proven.” 
 Technically true, though he left out the gory details. 
 “Nothing is ever certain with Augustus, but I suppose this is true for all things in life.” Enrique seized Ryan’s folder. “I will analyze these documents in detail. If you are correct about the potential for an Elixir epidemic… if you are correct, then I will contact you again.” 
 “And the Gravity Gun?” Shroud asked. 
 “I will send you the data.” Enrique looked away, avoiding Wyvern’s gaze. “Go now.” 
 Not yet. While Shroud vanished and his other allies moved to the door, Ryan turned to Wyvern and spoke one word. 
 “Jasmine.” 
 Wyvern flinched. “What, Jasmine?” 
 “It’s not too late for you and her,” Ryan said. “All she wants is an apology and recognition.” 
 “Apology for what?” Dragon Mom asked with a confused frown. “I never did her harm.” 
 “She wants you to apologize for never paying much attention to her, and letting her live in your shadow,” Ryan said. “That’s all she wants in the end. Recognition for her achievements, and being treated as an equal. It’s really that simple.” 
 Wyvern’s eyes widened, and the courier could see the gears turning in her head. “Is that another prophecy?” she asked, Enrique squinting at the courier with suspicion. “Are you a precognitive Genome too?” 
 “Sort of.” Ryan shrugged. “It’s not too late to help her turn her life around. But it won’t be possible without you.” 
 “I… I see.” 
 Hoping that she would take his words to heart, Ryan walked out of the office and left the two corpos alone. They were locking eyes as the courier closed the office’s door behind him. 
 Though Ryan could tell that not all hope of patching things up was lost, flower and dragon had many couple counseling sessions ahead of them. 
 “What was that for?” Len asked on their way out of the building. 
 “I made a promise to a girl once,” Ryan said, remembering his Jasmine lost to time. “I owed her that much.” 
   

   
 Ryan drove the Plymouth Fury on the way back home, but the group didn’t move to the Junkyard immediately. “Here,” Atom Kitten said at a key crossroad. “To the southeast.” 
 The courier immediately recognized the way. “Family, or friends?” 
 “Friends,” Felix said. 
 After half an hour of travel and avoiding two traffic accidents, Ryan parked his car in front of Jamie’s house. 
 The occupants were already waiting outside, even before the courier and Felix even stepped out of the car. Ryan noticed Ki-jung’s rats in the grass around the house, and tossed a swiss cheese piece at them. “Why do you carry cheese on yourself?” Felix asked in confusion. 
 “Why wouldn’t I carry cheese?” Ryan answered, while Len remained in the car. Though she was improving, she didn’t do well with new people. Baby steps. “I have milk too, if you’re thirsty.” 
 “Only if we drink from the same cup,” his sidekick replied, before facing his old friends. Jamie looked as tense as a bear caught in an ambush, while Ki-jung appeared torn between joy at seeing Felix again, and worry. 
 As for Lanka... 
 “Look at that, a suicide bomber,” Lanka said while opening a beer can. She glanced at Ryan and Len, her eyes hidden behind her sunglasses. “Are they your new team? Come to blow yourselves up together?” 
 “Sort of,” Felix replied. 
 Ryan put a hand on his sidekick’s shoulder. “We found your cat erring on the road, and adopted him.” 
 “Ain’t our cat anymore,” Lanka replied before sipping her beer. “He ran away, so you can keep it.” 
 “Felix, why are you here?” Though he asked the question with calmness, Jamie couldn’t suppress the worry in his voice. “Are you returning back into the fold?” 
 “I’m not coming back,” Felix replied, before choosing his next words carefully. “But… I realized I might have treated you a bit too harshly. I hoped we could stay friends.” 
 “Funny, I remember you saying we were done,” Lanka replied, unimpressed. “Among other colorful things.” 
 “I still believe them,” Felix replied bluntly, causing Ryan to sigh. Atom Kitten was about as diplomatic as a prison door. Still, the courier hung back, as it was a private matter between former friends. “Staying with the Augusti is wrong, especially after you saw the damage they caused first hand.” 
 “Felix, you will always remain our friend,” Ki-jung said softly. “I remember all you did for me, and Jamie too. You will always be welcome among us.” 
 “But by coming here, you’re putting everyone in danger,” Jamie declared. “If Pluto learns you came…” 
 “You’ll die.” Felix sighed. “Guys, you’re going to die if you stick with them. Even if you don’t do anything wrong, Augustus will be the death of you. You will retire in coffins.” 

They know, Ryan thought, as he observed their reactions. Lanka and Jamie seemed to have accepted it as inevitable, while Ki-jung stared down at her own feet. 
 Felix waited for them to answer, before clenching his fists at their silence. “Guys…” 
 “We can’t leave,” Jamie said, while his girlfriend looked away. 
 “After dragging Ki-jung into this mess, you’ll keep her in it?” Atom Cat accused him. 
 Jamie’s expression turned into one of disgust, his voice brimming with cold rage. “Drag her into this?” 
 “Jamie was against me joining the Augusti,” his girlfriend said while observing her rats in the grass. A dozen of them stopped fighting over the cheese to go back to their mistress, surrounding her like an elite rodent guard. “But we had little choice. I stole from the organization, Felix. They wouldn’t have let me leave New Rome alive.” 
 “Pluto wanted her dead, to make an example for those who would dare to steal Bliss shipments,” Jamie explained grimly. “There was no other way to mollify the leadership. What else could we do?” 
 “Run away together,” Felix said, unimpressed. “Flee to another country, or join Dynamis. They could have protected you.” 
 Something in his voice made Jamie’s expression turn into one of suppressed anger. 
 “Felix, if we had abandoned the family as you did, Ki-jung would be dead.” The mobster crossed his arms, his face grim and sullen. “I would be dead, Lanka would be dead, and everyone we ever cared about would be dead. The only reason you’re still alive is that your parents and ex-girlfriend have Augustus’ ear. Without them?” 
 Jamie locked eyes with his old friend. 
 “You would be buried in an unmarked grave in Rust Town.” 
 Felix flinched, as the words hit close to home. Ryan didn’t blame him. He had seen firsthand how far Lightning Butt would go in the past loop, and how so few could hope to escape his grip alive. 
 “Alright, I see I was a special case,” the young superhero confessed, less sure of himself. “But let’s assume that the Augusti leadership collapses.” 
 “They won’t,” Jamie replied with cynicism. “They can’t. Nobody can defeat the Olympians, let alone Augustus.” 
 Ryan shrugged. “We can, and we will.” 
 “I don’t believe you,” Jamie said with defeatism. 
 “But if we succeed?” Felix asked. “Just imagine that we succeed, that Augustus and his cronies are gone. Would you leave? I’m not asking you to join us, Jamie. Only whether you will simply step aside.” 
 “Leave the family?” Jamie was aghast. “I… that would be betrayal. I owe them everything. If it were not for Mercury, I would be a nob—” 
 “Yes.” 
 Everyone glanced at Ki-jung. 
 “Yes,” the vermin controller repeated, first hesitantly and then more firmly. “Yes, I would leave. I would leave and I wouldn’t turn back.” 
 “You’re sure?” Jamie asked with a worried frown. 
 “I… you saved me, Jamie. But each time I look at Bliss…”  Ki-jung’s arms trembled, her gaze haunted by the memories of darker times. “Each time, I feel the urge to fall back into it. As long as this drug exists, I will never be free of it. You saved me, but… how many others suffer, with no one to help them? If we can escape that poison… if we have a chance, we should take it.” 
 Her boyfriend considered her words, doubt gnawing at his heart. He might owe the Augusti everything and felt he belonged nowhere else…. but Ryan knew that he intended to marry Ki-jung and start a family with her. 
 A real family forged in blood and hardship, rather than a false one built on drug money. 
 “Jamie?” Felix asked, a hint of hope in his voice. “What would you choose? I have to know.” 
 The mobster put a hand around his girlfriend’s waist, pulling her closer. “I would choose her,” he said, Ki-jung resting her head against his shoulder. “Wherever that leads.” 
 Felix let out a breath of relief, before glancing at Lanka. “And you?” 
 “Sorry, Bomberman, you won’t get a diabetes feast from me.” She shrugged her shoulders, tossing her empty beer can away. “I won’t say a word about this meeting, but I just can’t imagine a world where Augustus ain’t killing you one day.” 
 Ryan put his hands behind his head. “Lightning won’t strike him this time.” 
 “And how would you do that?” Lanka snickered. “There aren’t any lightning rods big enough for the marble guy upstairs.” 
 “We’ll put Lightning Butt in a bottle and toss him where he belongs,” Ryan promised. “With the clowns.” 
   



 32: The Last Break 
 Enrique Manada had been true to his word. 
 Sitting around a garish pink table at the Dostoïevski restaurant, Ryan, Len, and the Panda examined the plans of Dynamis’ Gravity Gun; though the Gravity Rifle would have been a better name for it. The device was long and impractical, though the courier was certain they could miniaturize it. 
 As Livia had promised, the Dostoïevski was a Russian all-you-can-eat buffet located at New Rome’s periphery and catering almost exclusively to families. The restaurant could have easily accommodated hundreds of patrons, though Ryan’s girlfriend had rented the entire restaurant for a private gathering. The floor was carpeted with industrial, blue flooring, with the food steam trays decorated with fish imagery; staff members were dressed in sailor’s attire, and the tables smelled of ice cream. Somehow, the comforting atmosphere put even the usually shy Len at ease. 
 Everyone had come dressed casually for the occasion, even Ryan. The other guests hadn’t arrived yet, though the courier didn’t doubt they would. Nobody in their right mind would miss the garish neon lights advertising the restaurant on the roof. 
 “A few seconds after being fired, the projectile creates a gravitational anomaly,” Timmy explained, after reviewing the schematics. It was so odd to see him without his costume on in human form. He looked so scrawny and ordinary, with a shy, gentle smile. “Everything in its vicinity is pulled towards the sphere, while it counteracts the Earth’s pull.” 
 “So, if I understand correctly, and I almost always do,” Ryan said, “the sphere will pull Lightning Butt towards itself, and then fly up?” 
 His pandawan nodded. “According to Dynamis’ calculations, the Gravity Gun will expel him from the upper atmosphere. After that, the sphere will wander through the solar system without ever returning home.” 
 Ryan immediately saw where Dynamis found the inspiration for that plan. “They wanted to Kars Augustus.” 
 “Kars?” Len asked with a frown. Ryan silently vowed to remedy her complete absence of pop culture knowledge. 
 “I understood that reference!” The Panda said happily. 
 “Every time you open your mouth, my young pandawan, my faith in humanity is renewed,” his mentor congratulated him. 
 “But will it work?” Len asked with skepticism. “Augustus can fly.” 
 “By manipulating electric charges to ionize air,” Ryan pointed out. “He shouldn’t be able to fly outside the atmosphere. However, if he breaks the sphere before reaching space...” 
 Len frowned. “Do you think it could work, Riri?” 
 “Livia doesn’t believe so.” At least not without support. “Well, it’s not like I’m going to rely on only one secret weapon.” His main plan was to lure Lightning Butt to Monaco and trap him there permanently, while beating him up into submission with his Black Flux power remained a secondary option. 
 “We could make copies and distribute them to our group,” Len suggested. “I could replace my water rifle with it.” 
 “No, too dangerous,” Ryan said. “For it to work, I will need to fire it in close combat. Better to use our limited time on miniaturizing this Gravity Gun and install it in my armor.” 
 “Only your armor?” Shortie’s eyes widened. “Riri, you can’t mean…” 
 “Dynamis’ gardener in chief had a point. When people dare the lightning to strike them, they die.” Ryan had seen Augustus tear apart Big Adam’s jaw with a backhand, shatter Sunshine’s core, and survive the following supernova. New Rome’s tyrant was, by far, the most powerful foe the courier had ever faced. There was no room for error with him. “I’ll take Mob Zeus on alone.” 
 “Sifu, no!” The Panda protested in panic. “That’s suicide!” 
 “He’s right, Riri,” Len added while folding the schematics. “I’m coming with you.” 
 “I’m the only one who can even harm him,” Ryan replied. “And his immunity to my time-stop means I’ll have a hard time saving anyone caught in the crossfire. If he kills me, I can come back from it.” 
 Hopefully. 
 Len looked ready to protest, when the restaurant’s door slammed open and a green-haired spitfire walked into the place. “Holà!” the young woman said in mangled Spanish, before switching back to Italian. She dressed so trashily that Ryan almost missed the hazmat suit. “What’s up, boys and girls?” 
 “Hey, Bianca!” Ryan welcomed her with a raised hand. “What will you start with? Caviar? Blinis? Borscht?” 
 “I’ll try everything, El Presidente,” the former Sarin snickered, as a blonde, shy woman and a scrawny man followed her. A giant more than two meters tall closed the march, though he struggled to fit through the restaurant’s doors. “I’ve got years of sensory deprivation to make up for.” 
 “Hello…” The former Acid Rain smiled shyly at Ryan’s group. The contrast with her deranged former self couldn’t be starker. 
 “Oh, hi Helen!” The Panda waved a hand at them. “Hi, Mongrel!” 
 “Not Mongrel,” the latter replied. With his Knockoff Elixirs out of his system, the former Psycho looked healthy and most importantly, sane again. “It’s Jerome now. I don’t wanna have a supervillain nickname ever again.” 
 “You should still pick one,” Ryan said. “We’ll need you to improve our cure, and maybe even help us with weapons in hand.” 
 The former Mongrel shrugged. “Look, I owe you guys a life debt, and I’ll pay it back. But once it’s done, I never want to have anything to do with Elixirs or fight for the rest of my life. Years as a savage animal make you appreciate a normal nine-to-five existence like nothing else.” 
 “You… you freed me from a long nightmare. Cured me, and gave me my life back.” Helen bowed to Ryan deeply. “If I can do anything to help… I will do it. Even if it means picking up arms again.” 
 “Yeah, none of us are finks here,” Bianca said. “Even Frank feels he owes you one… that, and he’s eager to burn down the establishment.” 
 Ryan glanced at the last member of the group as he walked inside the restaurant. Though he was no longer the colossus he had once been, the man was still over two meters tall, and slightly balding. His middle-aged face reminded Ryan of Marshal Zhukov, tough and blunt, but also someone you could have a good time fishing with. His grey parka and heavy boots made him look for a soldier ready to go to war. 
 “My name is not Frank,” the giant replied with a heavy Russian accent. “My name is Vladimir. Or Vlad, like the impaler.” 
 “Whatever you say,” Bianca replied, before moving on to the buffet. Helen hurriedly followed after her, while Jerome asked the waiters about the nearest toilets. “I never knew I would say that, but I liked you more as an American.” 
 Ryan agreed. Frank had been a true patriot, enthusiastic, loyal, amusing… while his real self... 
 “It was capitalist brainwashing,” Vlad the Mad replied. “They know they cannot stop the revolution, so they infect the workers’ minds with microchips and polluted ideas.” 
 His real self was a total killjoy. 
 Worse, Len immediately recognized a kindred spirit. “Are you a Marxist-Leninist?” she asked hopefully. 
 Vlad the Mad’s eyes lit up in enthusiasm, and he immediately sat right next to Shortie. Thankfully, the tables were meant for six and could accommodate the giant just fine. “I am a Trotskyist,” he said with pride. “Only through permanent revolution can the workers of the world achieve equality for all!” 
 “I thought the communists were almost extinct?” Timmy asked naively. 
 “No, you would fit right in,” Ryan said. “But only in Panda form.” 
 “You think equality is something to joke about?” Vlad squinted at Ryan. “You think neoliberal oppression is funny?” 
 Ryan sighed. That one took everything seriously, and didn’t have a humorous bone in his body. “No, no, I’m all for protecting endangered species, even Marxists.” 
 “Comrade Lenin may be dead, but his ideas live on,” Vlad the Mad replied with passion. 
 Ryan would rather like it the other way around, but Len was so overjoyed to meet another commie that she started grilling him about political theory. “Do you think universal equality can still be achieved in a neo-capitalist world like this one?” 
 “Of course!” Vlad replied, while Helen teleported his empty plate and replaced it with one full of beef. With the Psycho treatment having separated her two powers, the former Acid Rain could switch the position of items of near-equivalent mass, including herself. “The workers of the world have never been more oppressed! The only thing they lack to take back the means of production, is awareness of their own strength!” 
 As he watched Len grin, Ryan had the feeling that these two would become BFFs in no time. He wondered if he had created a monster. “I prefer social democracy,” the Panda tried to meekly participate in the debate. 
 Vlad the Mad’s answer was the acme of subtlety. “And that is why this country is BLEEPed!” 
 The next batch of newcomers arrived. “This is a waste of my valuable time!” Alchemo complained crankily as he stepped into the restaurant, his daughter and a toaster on wheels following. “I do not need solid food!” 
 “Dad, it’s not the food that matters, but the company,” the Doll insisted, before greeting everyone. “Hi!” 
 Meanwhile, Toasty wasted no time bothering Helen and Bianca. The toaster on wheels rolled all the way to the buffet, to Acid Rain’s confusion. “Hey, beauties, do you want your blinis toasted…” it asked. “Or raw?” 
 “Is… is that toaster talking?” Helen asked Bianca, who shrugged before buttering a blini with low-quality caviar. 
 The last group arrived afterward, keeping the best for last. Mathias walked into the restaurant with his dazzlingly golden girlfriend holding his arm, while Livia and Felix exchanged words behind them. Ryan observed his girlfriend from head to toe, recognizing her clothes as the black coat she loved so much. Discreet, yet elegant. 
 “Lovely,” he said when Livia returned his gaze. 
 “You’re not so unfortunate yourself,” she replied with a wink, before glancing at Fortuna. “Do you mind if I take my knight aside for a moment?” 
 “It’s fine, Livy,” her best friend replied, before putting one arm around her boyfriend’s, and another around her brother’s. “These gentlemen will keep me company.” 
 “The things I do for family,” Felix grumbled, though his heart wasn’t in it. 
 “You’re anticipating a bit too much on that front,” Mathias said. 
 “No, he isn’t,” Fortuna insisted with a blissful gaze, before dragging them aside to their own table. 
 Ryan abandoned his own group to settle with Livia near a window. Their table was meant for two and isolated from the rest, and provided a cozy kind of intimacy. Livia nodded at a waiter, and a familiar tune started playing in the restaurant. 
 “Why are they playing the Rains of Castamere?” Ryan asked, upon recognizing the music. 
 “Because Mathias still half suspects me of treachery, and will recognize the reference,” Livia said, glancing at the vigilante. Though Mathias sat with his girlfriend and Felix, he often glanced at Ryan’s table. Jerome’s return from the toilets quickly distracted him though, as an unusually kind Fortuna invited him to join their group. “I like to make him squirm.” 
 “You are a cruel, wicked woman,” the courier accused his girlfriend. 
 “Would you rather that I disguise myself as a hockey killer and ambush him?” She asked, as a waiter gave them a glass of vodka each. “I’m surprised you didn’t assault Luigi yet.” 
 “I made him pay for his slight against me tenfold already,” Ryan replied while sipping his glass. “I’m not that vengeful, especially on a potential Perfect Run.” 
 “Good.” Livia glanced through the window, and at the parked cars outside. Ryan’s was the most dashing of the lot, though his girlfriend’s Ferrari gave the Plymouth Fury a run for its money. “Is everyone else here?” 
 “Only Dr. Stitch, and he chose to work on the Bloodstream vaccine plague rather than join us,” Ryan said. “Sunshine and co are destroying Mechron’s remaining bases as we speak. They’ll sit this one out, at least for now.” 
 “Good. If my father catches wind of their presence in the city, it will mean war.” 
 Ryan frowned. “How are things going on that front?” 
 “Geist’s demise woke my father up from his inaction.” Livia played with her glass, her expression darkening. “He suspects the Meta-Gang. From his point of view, he hasn’t heard of their activities in a few days, right as Geist mysteriously vanishes. Obviously, he suspects a connection. He has heavily reinforced security around Ischia Island, and authorized Vulcan’s plans to take back Rust Town… at least so far.” 
 “So far?” 
 “Wyvern made a surprise visit to Vulcan early tonight, and she left the foundry both alive and unharmed. My father hasn’t been informed yet, but once he is, he will grow suspicious of Vulcan’s allegiances.” Livia glanced at her boyfriend with a quizzical eyebrow. “What did you say to Wyvern?” 
 “How to patch up with an old friend,” Ryan replied with a sigh. “I owed that to Jasmine.” 
 Livia smiled, and for once the courier didn’t detect any hint of jealousy in his girlfriend’s expression. “I understand.” 
 “Do you think it will work?” the courier asked. He was glad that Dragon Mom listened to his advice, but it took New Rome’s destruction by an orbital satellite for Jasmine and her to reconcile. 
 “I give Vulcan a fifty-fifty percent chance to take Wyvern on her olive branch, and I will make sure to warn her if my father issues a kill order. She will make it out alive, whatever the case.” 
 “Thanks,” Ryan said. His fingers brushed softly against Livia’s, to her joy. “Is it alright to come here though? Your daddy is in a paranoid phase.” 
 “He is, but I mollified him somewhat when I brought Psyshock to Cancel. Officially, I’m meeting with Genome mercenaries to help us take down the Meta-Gang.” She winked at him. “Dad is too happy that I am taking my future role of leader seriously to look too much into my activities.” 
 “Damn it, I should have asked to be paid in advance,” Ryan said. “That was a missed opportunity.” 
 “Whatever happens to Vulcan, my family will occupy Rust Town again soon, and this time they will examine the area thoroughly.” Livia sighed. “There’s a strong possibility they might discover the bunker, even if we condemn the entrances.” 
 “So we’ll have to destroy it.” Ryan had expected as much. “Take what we can, and blow up the rest.” 
 “It’s better that way,” his girlfriend replied. “Things like the Bahamut orbital laser and robot armies will only lead to disaster.” 
 “Truth be told, I’m not sure what to do about Mechron’s Knockoff production process,” Ryan confessed. “I considered offering Dynamis the necessary technology, but not until after Greenhand is fully in charge. Unless...” 
 “Unless?” 
 “Unless you’re putting your veto?” 
 “I might.” She joined her hands and looked at the night sky beyond the window. “If all goes well for us, my father will be ousted from power, as will Hector and Alphonse Manada. At which point, both my family’s empire and Dynamis will be weakened. After reforming both, I intend to propose a merger to Enrique Manada.” 
 Ryan raised an eyebrow. “You want to form a new government?” 
 “The New European Republic,” Livia said with a foxy grin. “How does that sound?” 
 “The fearsome NER?” The time-traveler chuckled. “I think it’s already taken.” 
 “In the old world, not the new,” Livia defended her choice. “And you’re going to be part of it.” 
 “Moi?” 
 “What?” She laughed at his confusion. “You always joked about becoming a president. Don’t you want to become the Albert to my Victoria?” 
 Ryan chuckled while finishing his Vodka. “When did you upgrade from princess to queen?” 
 “When you called me Queen Crimson,” she said before giving him a dirty gaze. “You’ll look good with a tie on.” 
 “Only if you wear a matching suit.” 
 “Red and black,” she replied, before finishing her own vodka. “Mechron’s Knockoff technology could help this newborn nation, or it might create more tensions in Europe. I’ll need to examine the future in-depth after we prevail, to see how it will go.” 
 Ryan’s expression deflated. “If we prevail.” 
 “Even if we don’t, now that you have saved, we will remember everything. We can try again.” She expected to say something, but grew suspicious when he remained silent. “Ryan, what are you hiding from me?” 
 The courier sighed. “I’m having performance issues.” 
 “With your power?” Livia’s eyes widened. “You couldn’t save.” 
 “No. My Elixir, or maybe the Violet Ultimate One itself, won’t let me. I don't know why.” 
 “Is it about your other power? The one you used to kill Geist across multiple timelines?” Livia took his hands into her own, her steely gaze demanding answers. “Ryan, don’t you think it’s about time you tell me?” 
 Ryan sighed, and told her everything. He gave her the details of his expedition in the Black World, about how his power’s inner workings, and how it interfered with the space-time continuum. The more he spoke, the more she scowled… Although to his surprise, Livia didn’t appear worried. 
 “The Elixirs and Ultimate Ones grant us our wishes,” she said with a sad frown. “What did you ask for to get a power like this?” 
 Ryan answered bluntly, “I wanted to die.” 
 His girlfriend bristled, but her sorrow quickly turned into hope. “You wanted to die, past tense,” she said. “Now you want to live.” 
 Sharp. 
 “I had lost too much, with little to fight for anymore.” Ryan glanced at the people around him. By now, Len was smiling while the Panda and Vlad the Mad exchanged pleasantries, all red on vodka. The Doll managed to make Alchemo relax a bit, while Helen grew more at ease as Toasty’s terrible flirting attempts alleviated her mood. Bianca soon joined their table with a plate full of food, while Jerome toasted glasses with Mathias, Fortuna, and Felix. “That’s not the case anymore.” 
 Livia beamed with happiness. “You gathered all these people, Ryan,” she said, her gaze lingering on the former Psychos among them. “In some cases, you saved their lives, in more ways than one. They’re here for you… with you.” 
 “You most of all,” Ryan said. 
 She blushed and beamed with joy like a sunflower, warming the time traveler’s heart. “This is why I’m not so worried about the Ultimate One’s plans for you,” Livia declared. “If it weren’t for its influence, we wouldn’t have met each other. If it encourages you to see this loop through to the end, even without saving, then it means it has something in store for you.” 
 Unfortunately, a doubt quickly gnawed at her heart. “But if everything you destroy with that power stays destroyed…” she trailed off. “If you kill Father…” 
 “I won’t,” Ryan said. “I swear. I might imprison him, but I won’t slay him.” 
 Livia examined him carefully, before nodding to herself. “Alright.” 
 “That’s all?” 
 “I trust you, my prince. It’s as simple as that. You always fulfilled your promises, and I know you will follow through with that one.” Her expression twisted into a frown. “Could your power cut out the tumor?” 
 “Maybe,” Ryan said, though he had no intention of saving Lightning Butt from himself. “Or I might accidentally give him a wound he will never recover from. I’m sorry..” 
 Livia nodded to herself, but didn’t insist. She had already made peace with the fact her father's days were numbered, largely by his own fault. 
 “I’m already asking a lot from everyone to spare my father, especially after all he has done,” she admitted. “Ordering his victims to help cure him would be greedy. Bruno Costa could have saved him, and he blew that chance anyway. Now, he won’t even let his daughter Narcinia out of that cursed island.” 
 “What additional defenders can we expect?” 
 “Mars and Vulcan, for a start,” Livia answered. “Aunt Pluto and the Killer Seven have orders to reinforce the factory at the first sound of an alarm.” 
 Ryan crossed his arms. Almost all of these people needed to go for the Augusti to reform, Bacchus included. “This could actually work in our favor.” 
 “I thought the same,” his girlfriend replied. “I could pull strings to have Mercury added to the security detail while sending Uncle Neptune away. With so many Olympians gathered in one area, we could cut the rot from the family. Venus, we can capture easily.” 
 “The old Mercury?” Ryan asked in confusion. “Isn’t he retiring?” 
 “He will only do so if he feels the organization’s power is secure,” Livia explained. “That man was in the Camorra even before my father took it over and transformed it into the Augusti. He dedicated his life to this organization, and he won’t let it fall without a fight.” 
 In that case, the purge would leave only people like Neptune, who wanted to go legit, and Augustus himself. Still, Ryan could tell that his girlfriend worried that the raid might go wrong. Ending the battle with little to no casualties would be a trial. 
 “I have a surprise for you,” the courier said. “Something that will cheer you up.” 
 “Truly?” She squinted at him. “I haven’t been able to guess what.” 
 “Because I built it in a thin place, so you wouldn’t notice.” 
 “Built it?” 
 Ryan magically pulled blueprints from under his shirt, and showed them to his girlfriend. 
 The plan detailed a power armor, based on the Saturn model. That suit was leaner though, and adapted to a female wielder. Its plates were red as blood, its visor black as night, and a white spider symbol was painted on the chest. Most important of all, this model had traded the ear-like antennae for eight telescopic tentacles of reinforced steel. 
 “Queen Crimson, I present to you the Opis armor.” Ryan smiled as Livia gasped in shock. “Tailor-made for you.” 
 “Ryan, I can’t wear this,” she said, while covering her mouth with her hands. “If the others identify my powers on the Bliss Raid—” 
 “I wasn’t thinking about Bliss Island,” Ryan said softly. “How about we fight nuclear-proliferation together?” 
 Livia’s eyes widened, as her fingers moved to seize the schematics and examine them closely. She gawked at the smooth helmet, at the elegant metal tentacles that would make any Japanese schoolgirl squeal, at the dashing spider symbol on the chest... 
 “I love it,” Livia said, blushing. “Why a spider theme though?” 
 “It uses an extra-arm and drone system too difficult for most pilots to master… unless they can see the future. Besides, you’re scheming and sensible like a spider.” 
 His lovely princess pouted. “You make me sound like an evil mastermind.” 
 “Evil…” He approached his head closer to her own to whisper in her ear. “Or misunderstood?” 
 She giggled. “You’re an angel, Ryan,” his girlfriend said before kissing him on the cheek. “Which is why I brought a surprise for you too.” 
 “You did?” Ryan asked, suddenly excited. “It’s not even my eighth-hundred and eighty-sixth birthday yet.” 
 “It’s on the roof. You’ll love it.” 
 He did. 
 His girlfriend dragged him to the restaurant’s roof, where she had had a fascinating device installed behind the neon lights: a three-meters tall rocket, orange like an apple and rugged like a tank. A skeletal Psycho could be seen screaming behind the porthole, his voice muffled by the steel, his powers suppressed by a powerful heater. 
 Ghoul had been a sociopathic killer before becoming a Psycho according to Ryan’s research, and Livia predicted that he would keep murdering people even if cured. Though several other captive members of the Meta-Gang were monsters even with a cure and would need to be imprisoned for the good of everyone else, the bag of bones was by far the worst of them. The others might be cured, tried, and maybe even rehabilitated after a lengthy period of imprisonment; but Ghoul would never change. 
 The courier had jokingly suggested exiling his undead chew toy to space as an alternative to destroying him with his Black Power, but he would never have imagined that Livia would take him seriously. 
 “According to Vulcan, this rocket can go all the way to Pluto,” Livia explained. 
 “The planet, or the Genome?” Ryan asked innocently, marveling at this gift like a child before a new Playstation. 
 “Whichever you want. Also, Pluto is a dwarf planet now.” 
 “You don’t diss Pluto in my presence, princess.” Ryan’s fingers brushed against the rocket, basking in the rough feeling of steel and the smell of oil. Vulcan even added a string fuse to the reactor, like a petard! “How did she build something so beautiful in a few days?” 
 “She didn’t,” Livia gave him a sheepish smile. “I cheated a bit. She actually built it a year ago as a prison for Wyvern, but gave up on the idea when she realized that Wyvern would break out of it. I just asked her to add a few modifications, and gave her the data needed to improve the prototype.” 
 Ryan squinted in disbelief. “She wanted to send Wyvern to Pluto?” 
 Livia closed her eyes and nodded. 
 Strange minds thought alike. 
 “Still good,” Ryan said, deeply moved. “You shouldn’t have. You really shouldn’t have.” 
 “But I did.” Livia offered him a lighter. “Wanna do it together?” 
 “Sure,” he replied before taking her hands into his own. “I’ll let you pick the destination. Pluto? Venus? The Sun?” 
 Livia gave it some thought. “In orbit around the Earth, in case we ever need him to bring him back.” 
 “What, really? 
 “Ryan, he’s also immortal,” Livia giggled. “Sending him to Pluto would be really cruel. Maybe gazing at the Earth for a few decades will reform him.” 
 Ryan had his doubts, but indulged his girlfriend all the same. 
 And so, they romantically lit the fuse together. Ghoul screamed and panicked as the flames progressed closer to the reactor. “Is it safe from this distance?” Ryan asked, suddenly realizing standing on the same roof might prove dangerous. “And the others are right below—” 
 “Shush,” his girlfriend said gently. “It’s okay.” 
 Oh, alright, if she said so… 
 “What did you call it?” Ryan asked, as the fuse reached the reactor. 
 “SpaceZ,” Livia replied. 
 The reactor activated, but to Ryan’s surprise, no flame came out. Instead, the rocket suddenly jerked upward without a sound, not even shaking the roof below it. The device flew into the air silently, a faint Red Flux glow shining below the reactor. 
 An anti-gravity effect? 
 The courier would have preferred a big fiery explosion, but he waved his favorite undead astronaut goodbye all the same. 
 And so, Ryan and Livia hugged while Ghoul vanished in the skies to restart space exploration. 
 Both knew it might be their last moment of peace before a series of harsh trials to come. They would have to destroy Lab Sixty-Six, follow up with the Bliss Factory in quick succession before the Augusti could mobilize, and finally topping off the spree with Mob Zeus himself. 
 From now on, they would have to run the gauntlet. 
   



 33: Lab Closure 
 New Rome looked gorgeous from above. 
 The city breathed life. Millions of people returned from work as the sun started vanishing beyond the horizon, like the blood cells of a giant organism. The lights of casinos’ neon signs and street lights formed a sea of light, some red, others green, and all the other colors of the rainbow in between. The whole place smelled of sin, but most importantly, it smelled of life. New Rome rivaled the greatest Old World metropolises in size, making it the New World’s lighthouse. It was a beacon of hope for mankind, the promise of a bright future where humans would rise from their own ashes and rebuild. 
 Ryan couldn’t let this city die. Yet already a virus was at work, insidiously infecting thousands of Genomes, laying the ground for a worldwide pandemic. And though he had the cure safely contained in his Saturn armor’s backpack, dealing with this disaster would only summon another. 
 “We’re in position,” Ryan declared through his armor’s intercom. Livia was playing with her own new Opis armor in the clouds to his left. “Waiting for the signal, buddy.” 
 Two video feeds appeared inside his helmet, one projected on each lens. The left one came from Shortie’s own power armor, as she, Enrique, and a group of Private Security bodyguards climbed the lift to Lab Sixty-Six; the right one showed Felix, Wyvern, and half of Il Migliore waiting in front of Hector Manada’s mansion. The latter feed was of a poorer quality, as a Dynamis camera drone provided it. 

“We’re ready to move in too,” Felix said, before turning at his teammate. Wyvern nodded as she took flight, followed by Devilry, while Reload and Wardrobe remained on the ground. Even a poor feed couldn’t ruin her in Ryan’s eyes; her law enforcement costume was the acme of chic. 

“Oh, oh, can I wear the Chuck Norris costume?” Wardrobe asked with enthusiasm. “I feel this is now or never!”


“Another time,” Wyvern replied with a chuckle, before touching her earcom. “Enrique?”


“Go ahead with the arrest,” the CBO answered as his group reached the entrance of Lab Sixty-Six. Enrique bypassed the biometric defenses, allowing his team to move inside the dreaded Knockoff production facility. “Romano, you can start anytime.”

 “Are you sure your men are loyal?” Ryan asked. “I mean, they’re called the Private Security. They don’t work for the public good.” 

“I hand-picked this strike force myself, and I would trust them with my life,” the corporate hero replied. “It’s not for my life you should worry. Your job is the most dangerous one.”

 Well, Ryan had a lot of experience with A-bombs. “You’re sure Fat Man will learn of this raid?” 

“Certain. He has moles inside this building, and an alarm system to inform him of any breach of Lab Sixty-Six he didn’t authorize himself. When he returns to New Rome, his rage will know no bounds.” 
 Well, that explained how Fallout managed to respond so quickly to Ryan’s raid during his Meta-Run. However, the living nuclear disaster had already moved to the city at that time, while he should be in Sicily right now. 
 Enrique marked a short pause, as if reconsidering the plan. “Are you certain you and Miss Augusti can handle my brother on your own? He fought your girlfriend’s father, and walked away alive.”

 Ryan chuckled. Was there a hint of concern he detected in his voice? “I never said my girlfriend was an Augusti…” 

“You’re not the only one with an information-gathering apparatus, Quicksave. Though yours trumps mine by a wide margin, I will grant you that.” The manager cleared his throat. “You understand that I’m taking a huge risk by trusting you on this, and I expect a show of goodwill.”

 “I’m not going to kill your brother, don’t worry.” Though they might have to redraw the map by the time they were done. “I’m all for nuclear energy… but only for peaceful purposes!” 

“Good,” Enrique replied, his tone suddenly much less friendly. “Because otherwise, all I can say is that you will never see me coming.”

 “Well, if your shiny big brother kills me, could you do the floral arrangement for my funeral?” Ryan asked. “Surprise me.” 

“I will bring lilies and carnations.”

 “By now, you should know I’m a flytrap guy,” Ryan replied. 
 However, before moving on with the plan, the courier contacted his sister through a private line. Stitch had removed the infectious Bloodstream agent in Len’s blood, so she shouldn’t transform even in close proximity to her father, but still... “You’re sure you want to go alone, Shortie?” 

“Yes, Riri,” she answered before gathering her breath. “I… I appreciate what you’re trying to do. Support me. But in this case… in this case, I need to do it on my own.”

 “I understand,” he replied, watching them enter Dr. Tyrano’s lair. The good reptilian doctor was typing on a computer in the room where Ryan’s team fought Alphonse Manada in a previous loop. The clones of Il Migliore’s members floated in advanced mechanical vats, their body fluids extracted to create Knockoff Elixirs. 

“Sir?” Tyrano rose up from his seat and hastily covered his computer’s screen. Shortie’s feed caught a file’s title before he managed to do so, ‘Monster Girl Project: Test Log.’ “I didn’t expect you today.”


“No, you didn’t,” Enrique replied, hands behind his back like a corporate supervillain. 
 Len’s gaze, and the video feed, lingered on the clones in the pods. Quite a few members of Enrique’s escort lowered their laser rifle weapons at the sight. “Holy…” One of Enrique’s guards said, before noticing Wyvern’s scaled double. “Is that Wyvern? Did we grow her in a lab?”


“Wait, are we clones too?” another soldier in power asked. “Is that why we’re paid so little? Because we were programmed to shut up from birth?”


“No, you aren’t paid much because my father is trying to cut corners,” Enrique replied dryly. “You would have been paid half less if he had had his way. I covered the difference from my own pocket.”


“Still, you’re sure you want us to film this, sir?” A Private Security member asked, anxious. “If the world learns we’re doing this kind of stuff behind closed doors...”


“I know, but it has to be done,” Enrique said with a sigh, before glancing at Tyrano. “Pack your things, Doctor. We’re terminating the Knockoff program.”


“What?” Dr. Tyrano choked at this. “But sir, you can’t! I received no order from management!”


“I can, and I will. As for management, we’re currently facing some turnover.”


“Your brother will kill us all if he knows!” Dr. Tyrano kept protesting, before clarifying his fear. “He’s going to kill me for letting you in.”

 Enrique didn’t flinch. “I will take responsibility for Alphonse and assume responsibilities for my actions today. You have nothing to fear, doctor.”


“It does! I can’t let you do—”

 Four laser rifles’ red pointers aimed at his head, and a fifth between his legs. The scientist quickly raised his hands in surrender. 

“Boris, how many times will I have to tell you,” Enrique told one of his bodyguards with exasperation. “Not the nuts.”


“He’s keeping a secret weapon there, sir,” the guard defended his choice of target, which Ryan found the wisest of them all. “I can feel it in my bones.”


“In any case, Doctor, we have ample proof that this project will lead to a disaster. If I were you, I would worry more about the weapons pointed at you than my brother’s wrath.” Enrique turned to his men. “Put up the explosives. I want nothing on this floor to remain usable. Sabino and I will deal with… with the source of it all.”

 Ryan could almost see Len flinch behind the camera, but she followed without a word as Blackthorn and Tyrano entered Bloodstream’s room. 
 And then, she saw what remained of her father. 
 Ryan couldn’t help but shudder upon seeing him through the video feed. The alien creature Bloodstream had become floated helplessly inside a large, reinforced glass container; its body bloody red, and its all-too-human eyes glancing at Len. Could it still recognize her, even without the infectious agent in her body? 

“Father…” Len put a hand on the glass, her voice breaking. She faced the creature’s countless eyes, none of them showing intelligence. “Do you… do you recognize me?”

 Silence answered, and Len lowered her head in despair. 
 Ryan gave his sister some privacy and switched to the other feed. By now, Wyvern’s group was already confronting Hector Manada in his garden. The old chairman of Dynamis had been busy working on his roses when the superheroes surrounded him. His bodyguards had hands on their laser rifles. 

“What is the meaning of this?” Hector asked, immediately realizing something was wrong. 
 Wyvern wasted no time in laying down the law. “Hector Manada, you are under arrest for human experimentation, drug fraud, bioterrorism, funding organized crime, weapon trafficking, and virtually every medical crime private courts have a provision for.”


“Add crimes against fashion!” Wardrobe added, looking judgmentally at the chairman’s dirty shirt and pants. “That outfit is hideous!”


“Arresting me?” Hector asked, more shocked than afraid. “I sign your paychecks.”


“We’re doing this pro-bono,” Felix said with a shrug. 
 Wyvern handed her former CEO a paper document. “Here is our mandate.”

 Hector’s expression deflated as he read. “This is Enrique’s signature,” he said, his voice breaking. “My own son…”


“And the board’s,” Wyvern added, pointing at other signatures. “We have overwhelming evidence that you funded and armed the Meta-Gang, making you an accomplice to their crimes, and poisoned the Knockoff Elixirs with a Psycho’s biological agent. Either would be grounds for summary execution, but we believe in the rule of law. If you surrender without a fight, you will be entitled to a fair trial.”


“A fair trial? I run this city!” The chairman ground his teeth, before glancing at the other members of Il Migliore. “Devilry, Reload—”


“Sorry, ex-boss,” Reload interrupted him with a hint of disgust. “I can’t close my eyes on something this big, even for a billion euro. It’s Lex Luthor-level shit.”


“I don’t care much either way,” Devilry said bluntly. “But you ain’t solvable anymore.”

 Hector clenched his jaw, observed the determined heroes facing him. His bodyguards looked ready to open fire. “Are you really going to try fighting us?” Felix asked, before pointing at Wyvern. “We’ve got a dragon.”

 The bodyguards exchanged glances, realized they weren’t paid enough to die for a corrupt billionaire, and lowered their weapons. 
 Hector looked ready to protest, but by now realized that he was only one man facing the powerful superheroes he had spent millions recruiting. “I’m calling my lawyers,” he said, giving up without a fight. 

“Of course,” Wyvern replied, unimpressed. “Wardrobe, if you would.”

 Wardrobe manifested handcuffs out of thin air. “You have the right to remain silent, criminal scum!”


“You’ve condemned this city,” Hector said with vindictiveness, as Wardrobe put handcuffs on him. “My elder son will take over now, and there will be blood in the streets. You will see. After me, the flood.”


“Don’t push it, Louis XVI,” Felix replied, as he and Reload dragged the chairman outside his property. “You deserve the guillotine.”

 “Louis XV!” Ryan complained through his private line with Livia, furious at his kitten’s error. “This is a reference to Louis XV, not Louis XVI! Livia, how could you date this uncultured bore?!” 

“Let him eat cake,” Livia replied, before emerging from a cloud in her full, red glory. The Opis armor fit her even better than Ryan thought. Its sleek crimson steel espoused her form like a second skin, while her retractable tentacles waited for activation. She had a hard time managing her jetpack though. 
 “Marry me, ma bourgeoise,” Ryan asked playfully. 
 “Mmm, maybe later,” she replied with the same tone, this time close enough that the courier could hear without the intercom. “So? Do we start now?” 
 “One second,” Ryan said, as he switched to Len’s feed. He wanted to witness this, and to offer words of comfort to his sister. 
 Len had stopped mourning her father, and instead moved to the control panel overseeing the creature’s prison. Enrique and Dr. Tyrano stood nearby, observing her; the former with guilt and compassion, the latter with curiosity. “What are you doing?” the reptilian Genius asked his underwater counterpart. 

“Trying… one last thing,” Len said, before introducing a bottled, chemical agent through a hole in the control panel. The machinery transferred the rainbow-colored substance into Bloodstream’s prison. 
 This cure, developed through their group’s research into the Psycho condition and Mongrel’s power, should in theory restructure Bloodstream’s genetic code and make him human again. This was the last hope of a despairing daughter to save the father she had loved. 
 But… 
 Some things couldn’t be changed, no matter how one tried. Ryan knew that all too well. 

“It’s not working…” Len lamented, as the red blob absorbed the substance without changing back. The creature had mutated too much, halfway transforming into a denizen of the higher colored dimensions. The monster of Ryan’s childhood had become something beyond human, beyond reason. “It’s not working.”

 She didn’t sound angry, or even surprised. 
 Just sad. 
 The father she had loved was long dead, and would never come back. 
 “I’m sorry,” Ryan apologized. Though he felt nothing but disdain for Bloodstream, he understood his adoptive sister’s palpable sorrow. 

“I knew it.” He could sense the sob she struggled to suppress. “I knew it before I tried, Riri. But… but I still hoped.”


“What will you do now?” Enrique asked. Somehow, Ryan had the feeling he wouldn’t interfere, no matter what Len chose. He probably believed, much like the courier, that a daughter was entitled to deciding her father’s fate. 
 Len’s voice turned deeper, firmer. She had moved from denial and bargaining to acceptance. “What needs to be done.”

 Ryan watched, as she slowly started activating Tyrano’s failsafe. 
 The good doctor quickly tried to protest. “Sir, there will never be another Genome with this exact power combination,” the Genius pleaded with his superior. “Its destruction will ruin years of research.”


“We have other means to make your dream a reality, doctor,” the CBO replied, looking at Bloodstream. “Methods that won’t compromise our conscience.”

 Ryan half-expected Dr. Tyrano to fight back, but the reptile was no combattant, and the promise of being allowed to continue working on his dream of dinosaurhood mollified him. 
 When all that stood between Bloodstream and destruction was Len’s finger, his daughter sighed, and looked at her sire one last time. Perhaps she remembered all the good times she shared with him, as well as the bad, before taking her final decision. 

“Goodbye, Father,” Len said with sorrow. 
 Shortie pushed the button, and sprinklers flooded Bloodstream’s container with chemicals. 
 Without the added strength of Len’s blood agent to make Bloodstream immune to it, Dr. Tyrano’s security system worked as advertised. His cure destroyed the monster’s cells, grinding them down into formless organic goo. The red alien shoggoth Freddie Sabino had turned into slowly started turning white, its eyes losing their colors. The creature didn’t even seem to suffer. 
 This was euthanasia, plain and simple. 
 Ryan knew he should have felt happy and relieved. He had longed for his adoptive father’s demise, hated him with all his heart. He had nursed that grudge like a worm in an apple. 
 But now, as he watched Len silently put a hand against the glass as life left the creature, the courier could only share some of her sorrow. Though Ryan knew him, there was a good man inside that thing once. A father lost to madness and the Alchemist’s cruel disregard for life. 
 And now, that man would only live in his daughter’s memories. 
 “Whatever happens, I will always be there for you,” Ryan promised his sister. He wanted to be in the same room as her, to hold Len in his arms and comfort her one last time. “You’re not alone.” 

“I… Me too, Riri. I’ll always be there.” Len cut the video feed, though her voice kept echoing through the communicator. “But… not today. Leave me alone a moment with him. Please.”

 Ryan cut the communication, focusing on the moment. Livia had great difficulty remaining stationary, instead making ridiculous figures in the air. “Are you done struggling to fly straight?” the courier asked, before frowning behind his helmet. “Unless you’re trying to cheer me up?” 
 “A bit of both,” she replied while stabilizing her flight somewhat. “Seeing alternate selves learning how to pilot does not equal gaining their skill. How did you end up learning how to pilot a flying suit?” 
 “I don’t remember, to be honest,” Ryan admitted. “I mastered jetpacks like, three hundred years ago.” 
 “Is there a skill you haven’t mastered?” 
 “Ice-skating.” This made her laugh. “Miss Augusti, do you know how to skate on ice and snow?” 
 “I do,” his girlfriend replied playfully. “And I could teach you… if you promise to cheer up.” 
 Ryan looked in the direction of Dynamis’ HQ. “I am cheering up.” 
 “Ryan…” 
 “I don’t know,” the courier replied. “I’ve hated him with all my heart. Wished him dead. I should feel joy and closure, not… not this.” 
 A huge burden had been lifted off from his shoulders, yet it left a bitter taste in his mouth. 
 “I guess I feel sad for Len and it bleeds through.” 
 His words didn’t fool Livia “I don’t think so, Ryan. I think you feel pity for her father, because you understand that unlike the likes of Adam, he didn’t choose to become what he was. A part of you truly wanted to see him cured.” 
 Ryan remembered one of Bloodstream’s rants, when he had caught his daughter taking her Elixir. The Psycho had said that he took two potions to better protect her in a hostile world, and these words had stayed with his adoptive son years afterward. 
 Maybe she had a point. A part of him still pitied Freddie Sabino for making an uninformed choice for selfless reasons, and paying the price since. He had moved beyond his burning hatred for his adoptive father, and found some embers of compassion left. 
 “But if my words can’t cheer you up,” Livia said, shyly moving her hands behind her back. “How about... we dance?” 
 “A dance?” Ryan asked, surprised by the offer. 
 “I like dancing,” his girlfriend admitted. “But I’ve never tried with a partner I can’t guess the steps of. Besides, we only have very little time left.” 
 Alphonse was on the way. 
 “Here’s my offer.” Ryan extended his hand at her, eager to take his mind off Bloodstream’s death. “I teach you how to dance in the skies, and you train me for the winter Olympics.” 
 “That depends.” She giggled. “Are you a good dancer, Mr. Romano?” 
 Oh, she dared challenge him? “The very best,” Ryan replied, taking her hand into his own. “Like no one ever was.” 
 And so, they waltzed in the skies. 
 As the couple made circles in the skies above New Rome, their armors’ backpacks opened and released a green dust upon the city below. The wind carried it like pollen, spreading this strange cure to the population. 
 Unknown to all, a new, friendly virus had infected New Rome’s population. One that would destroy all traces of Dynamis’ Knockoffs in people’s blood, purifying them. Many would-be Genomes would wake up tomorrow morning far more human than the day before. They would probably curse Ryan, unaware of the grim fate they had been spared from… unaware that they spread the cure each time they breathed. On the ground, Ryan’s other allies distributed the cure from high positions, or even through the city’s water system. 
 In weeks, all of Europe would have caught the Cure Flu, exorcising Bloodstream’s ghost from the population. 
 The courier relished in his armor’s smooth controls and speed, as he and Livia spread the cure to Rust Town, the Augusti’s territories, and the city’s center. Thanks to data gathered in the Alchemist’s lab, Ryan had added quite a few surprises to his suit. 
 Among other upgrades, he had combined the Fisty brothers to the gauntlets, which now included a Red Flux shockwave projector based on Bianca’s power. A Blue Flux-powered computer all but eliminated lag time inside the armor, making the armor move like a second skin. Orange Flux would reinforce the shielding in a pinch, and Green Flux would heal Ryan if he suffered internal injuries. Yellow Flux should provide a defense against conceptual attacks, and White Flux made them all work harmoniously. 
 Five Flux-based batteries, one for each color except Ryan’s Violet, provided the energy inside his backpack. Without his many allies to generate the necessary Flux, this upgrade would have been impossible. From the Panda to Jerome, and even Shortie, everyone had contributed. 
 Last but not least, Shortie had included a miniaturized version of Dynamis’ Gravity Gun in his chest. Ryan intended to keep that trump card a secret until the time came to send Lightning Butt to a retirement home. 
 He hoped it would make a difference in the fight to come. 
 “He’s here, Ryan,” Livia warned, as she ended the dance. 
 Already? How? Even if he had been warned as soon as Enrique set foot in Lab Sixty-Six, no plane or helicopter could fly all the way from Sicily in such a short amount of time. 
 Ryan realized his mistake, as he noticed a bright red star appearing right above the twilight sun. His armor’s camera quickly provided a larger image, showing a titan of black metal propelled by a wave of Red Flux. 
 Alphonse ‘Fallout’ Manada had ridden the atom all the way to New Rome. 
 “Anxious?” Livia asked, as the red star became brighter and brighter. 
 “A bit,” Ryan admitted. “Last time we fought, he killed my entire team.” 
 “But you didn’t have me. Without false modesty, the two of us together?” 
 Livia put a hand on her waist, and adopted a fabulous pose worthy of a gangstar. 
 “We’re invincible.”



 34: Fusion & Fission 
 Ryan had seen what Fallout could do in the past, and so he didn’t fool around. 
 “We have to keep him away from populated areas,” he informed Livia, as the two flew high above New Rome to meet with the incoming red comet. “When he’s angry enough, he doesn’t care about collateral damage anymore. And since we have trashed his life’s work, he will get a bit…” 
 “Unstable?” Livia finished his sentence with a chuckle. “That one was terrible, Ryan.” 
 “I’m keeping the best ones for later,” the courier said. 
 The armored duo made contact with Fallout hundreds of meters above the Gulf of Naples. Dynamis’ Red Genome appeared in all his shining glory, propelling himself through the skies by projecting two crimson streams of energy from his hands. The cyborg towered above both Ryan and Livia in size, even with their armor on. They might as well have been two GIs facing a flying tank. 
 Fallout’s fiery skull looked at the duo from behind its protective dome, his empty eyes burning with atomic rage. 
 “Out of my way!” he shouted before going straight for the kill. 
 The missile launchers on his shoulders activated and unleashed a volley of rockets at Ryan, who had reached him first. 
 The courier responded by activating his power, freezing two dozen projectiles in place. He raised his hands and activated the gauntlet weapons. To his relief, they worked perfectly in the frozen time, unleashing two red shockwaves in the cyborg’s direction. They detonated all the rockets in their way, and hit Fallout head on. 
 The impact and explosions propelled the surprised Alphonse Manada off his flight course when time resumed, almost making him fall in the Mediterranean Sea below. Yet though his method lacked the elegance and maneuverability of Ryan’s jetpack, he managed to stabilize his course. 
 “This… frozen time...” the corporate cyborg glared at Ryan. “You are Quicksave.” 
 “A question, tin can,” Ryan replied, as he attempted to engage the cyborg in close combat. “Is your zodiac sign Cancer? 
 Instead of bantering back, Alphonse Manada adjusted his flight to move out of Ryan’s way. “I should have killed you long ago,” the cyborg said, using one hand to keep himself afloat, and pointing the other at Ryan. “I will correct that mistake here!” 
 The courier barely had the time to blink as a dazzling red beam illuminated the sky, as a chill went down his sp— 
 ------- 
 Time skipped forward, and when it resumed, Ryan had moved to Fallout’s left. The surprised cyborg didn’t have the time to react, as Livia engaged him in melee. 
 Eight telescopic black tentacles surged from her armor’s back, each moving as swiftly as a serpent. They struck Fallout in the shoulders, tearing off the missile launchers integrated into his cybernetic apparatus, and in the chest. Steel claws at the end of the artificial arms tore through the Dynamis cyborg’s shielding. 
 “What a waste,” Livia said with a giggle. “A nuclear waste!” 
 Ryan wasn’t certain whether to groan or laugh. 
 Fallout responded by activating the energy minigun in his right arm, forcing Ryan and Livia to fly away. “You can’t defeat me!” he snarled angrily, though the courier struggled to hear him over the sound of plasma shots surging through the air. “I survived Augustus! You can’t—” 
 An explosion echoed in the distance, coming straight from Dynamis’ HQ. 
 The cyborg briefly interrupted his barrage of attacks to glance in its direction, his skull’s glowing dimming in horror. Smoke came out of the building’s top, as Enrique’s team destroyed the floor holding Lab Sixty-Six. 
 “No, no…” Fallout’s shock turned into despair and panic. “No!” 
 Instead of continuing his offensive, the cyborg flew straight towards the Dynamis HQ in a desperate attempt to salvage the situation. 
 “Oh no you don’t,” Ryan said, as he immediately gave chase. Fallout opened fire at point-blank range to make him back-off, and Livia activated her— 
 ------------ 
 When time resumed, Ryan’s fist punched Fallout in his glass dome helmet. 
 The courier was intangible inside his girlfriend’s skipped time, making him invulnerable to Fallout’s attacks. Their abilities were powerful on their own, but together? 
 As Livia said, invincible. 
 Fallout’s glass dome cracked while he lost control of his flight. Instead of landing in the Dynamis-controlled district, the cyborg ended up falling into the Mediterranean Sea. The waters’ surface turned to steam when Alphonse Manada fell into the ocean, the Red Genome vanishing beneath the waves. 
 Though Ryan hoped that Dynamis didn’t make the cybersuit waterproof, he wasn’t naive enough to think the battle was over. “You think he’s fond of sea mushrooms?” he asked his girlfriend, hovering above the water while waiting for Fallout to resurface. An area hundreds of meters wide started to boil, though the courier couldn’t pinpoint the source. 
 “That would be a conCERN,” Livia replied, as she looked at the sea. She was probably trying to look through possibilities in order to locate the nuclear disaster. Cooked fish started rising to the surface. 
 Nice reference, though Ryan wondered if many people would have gotten it. “Hey, princess, did you know I visited their particle accelerator?” 
 “I’m sure they were thankful for the exposure,” she replied, before pointing a telescopic arm at a spot to her left. “Here, Ryan.” 
 The courier unleashed shockwaves at the target, sending splashes in all directions. The water vibrated around the point of impact, but Ryan couldn’t tell if he had hit Fallout. “Why hasn’t he emerged yet?” he asked his girlfriend. The man was as durable as Leo Hargraves, a dive shouldn’t be anything more than an inconvenience. 
 “I…” Livia froze, before quickly grabbing her boyfriend by the arm. “Higher!” 
 The duo immediately flew away from the sea, just as a crimson light erupted from below the waves. 
 A catastrophic explosion unleashed tons of boiled water into the skies, like an underwater volcano erupting beneath the sea. Though Ryan and Livia fled to safety, a cloud of steam swallowed their vision and obscured their sensors. 
 When they managed to escape from it, the duo noticed a bright crimson glow beneath raging waves of boiled water… a light moving towards New Rome’s shore. 
 “He’s running on the ocean floor!” Livia warned. Ryan unleashed shockwaves from above at the light’s source, sending splashes in all directions, but failing to even slow Fallout’s advance down. 
 “Damn, he’s using the water as a shield!” No wonder the corpo hadn’t emerged yet. “Where will he emerge?” 
 “The ship graveyard,” his beloved oracle predicted, the two immediately flying after the light. “He’s shedding his suit!” 
 Shit, that wasn’t optimal. The ship graveyard was empty, doubly so after Shroud moved his base to the bunker, but they were within walking distance of inhabited districts. 
 The same thought had clearly crossed his girlfriend’s mind. “Ryan, how fast can you activate the Gravity Gun?” 
 “Almost immediately, but I will send him to space if I do that,” Ryan reminded her. “His brother won’t be happy.” 
 “I would rather suffer Blackthorn’s wrath than see people die. It will happen if he’s allowed to march past the harbor.” 
 “You see it happen?” She answered his question with a grim nod. Damn. Ryan immediately sent a distress signal to his allies on the ground, asking them to evacuate the locals. 
 The duo reached the shore first, making circles above the ship graveyard between Rust Town and the old harbor. Only crabs inhabited the rusted wrecks of tankers laying on the sandy shore, and Shroud’s warehouse had been left gathering dust. After making sure no one had accidentally wandered into this perimeter, the couple waited for Fallout to resurface. 
 And resurface he did. 
 By the time Fallout reached the shallow waters, the sea around the ship graveyard had started evaporating. A dense cloud of steam swallowed the shipwrecks, and a glowing ghost emerged from the shadow of a supertanker. Alphonse Manada had shed his cybernetic armor like a snake, revealing himself in all his radioactive glory. His body had become nothing more than a black, charred skeleton with radioactive fire for flesh, and Red Flux particles for smoke. 
 “I recognize your power, Augusti,” he rasped while looking up at Livia, his voice sounding like smoldering fire. “Is this a declaration of war? Has your father grown so old and craven that he sends his daughter to fight his battles?” 
 “This has nothing to do with my father, and all to do with you,” Livia replied, even as the temperature kept climbing. The very sand turned to glass beneath Manada’s feet. “And you are misplaced to mock my father, considering you committed the same exact crime. You’ve poisoned thousands.” 
 This time, Alphonse Manada furiously raised his right hand at the duo. “I saved thousands!” he snarled, his fingers shining like the sun. “I gave the common people the power to defend themselves!” 
 A mighty, house-sized stream of red particles erupted from his palm. Ryan and Livia split in two directions, both to dodge the attack and distract Dynamis VP. 
 “The lab is already gone, and Bloodstream destroyed!” Ryan argued, trying to distract the maddened nuclear disaster. “What is there left for you to fight for?” 
 “Everything,” Fallout replied, though he focused his blasts on Livia. Thankfully, the seer leveraged her armor’s superior mobility to dodge the attacks. “We’ve got more than enough data to restart our Knockoff production elsewhere.” 
 “We disseminated a vaccine, Cherno Bill,” Ryan replied before freezing time and letting it resume right before he punched Alphonse Manada in the face. “It’s over!” 
 His Fisty gauntlet hit Fallout in the jaw. 
 The Red Genome didn’t even flinch. Ryan might as well have hit a steel wall. 
 “Can you even fathom how powerful I am?” Fallout’s hand surged for the courier’s armored fist with blinding speed, grabbing him before he could back away. The Red Genome pulled Ryan closer, gazing into the helmet’s lens with his fiery eyes. “Did you think I wore that armor for my own protection?” 
 Ryan defended his vital space with shockwaves, but they proved no more effective than a breeze. Fallout grabbed both of the courier’s wrists with his own hands, and started crushing the gauntlets with his sheer strength. 
 “I destroyed a city the day I took my Elixir,” Alphonse Manada said, the light around him growing more and more intense. The Saturn armor’s sensors quickly issued heat and radiation warnings, Orange Flux spreading through the shielding to increase its resistance. “Wiped it from the map. I couldn’t control my power, and I killed thousands. Even now, it takes all my self-control not to burn this city to ash.” 
 “No, you madman!” Livia attempted to rescue her boyfriend from above, sending her telescopic tentacles to restrain the maddened corpo. Their steel, weaker than the Saturn armor’s, melted before they could even touch him. “There are thousands living nearby!” 
 “I swore all these deaths wouldn’t be in vain,” Fallout rasped, his face blinding. “That I wouldn’t stop fighting for the good of all, no matter what I was up against. No matter what I had to do.” 

He’s going to blow himself up, Ryan realized in horror, as the Red Flux around Fallout turned into a cloud. 
 Putting all available power in the jetpack, the courier pushed Alphonse Manada backward in an attempt to put as much distance between the living bomb and New Rome. The cloud became blinding, and Ryan felt a shiver go down his spine as Fallout exp— 
 ---------------- 
 The explosion was still ongoing after the timeskip. 
 To Ryan’s perception, an ocean of fire swallowed him from all sides. Though the improved Saturn Armor’s shielding had been designed to resist hits from Augustus, the courier still felt it buckle against the sheer power of the blast. Some of the heat bypassed the Orange Flux-powered steel around the chest and burnt the skin beneath. Ryan hit something hard head-first, his vision blurring. 
 When the fires died down and the courier could see again, he found himself at the heart of an enormous crater. 
 Alphonse Manada had devastated the entire graveyard, annihilating the nearest tanker, turning the whole beach to molten sand, and vaporizing all water in the vicinity. Shroud’s warehouse had been blown away, a ship husk sent flying more than fifty meters closer to the shore. Ryan heard alarms and Private Security sirens coming from the old harbor, the blast’s shockwave having shattered all glass windows over a vast radius. An enormous pillar of smoke rose a few meters away from the courier, darkening the skies. 
 And at the edge of the crater, Ryan noticed Livia’s armored hand sticking out of the molten glass. 
 At this moment, the courier’s brain stopped thinking, and his body moved on autopilot. “Livia!” Ryan hastily rose to his feet, his armor’s servos grinding in the knees. He immediately attempted to fly to her, but the blast had damaged his jetpack. 
 He froze, upon noticing movements inside the smoke pillar. 
 “Still alive?” Though his fiery radiance had dimmed, Alphonse Manada emerged from the smoke unscathed. In this moment, he looked so very much like a demon rising from the depths of Hell. “I will need to kill Vulcan too, and make sure she never creates something like this armor again.” 
 “What did you do?” Ryan hissed, struggling to hear his own words. His ears felt off, muffled. 
 Alphonse rolled his shoulders. “What good is seeing the future, if you can’t avoid it?” 
 Livia’s ability was limited in its duration. The madman had sustained his blast for at least half a minute, preventing her from escaping its radius. 
 No. 
 She could have escaped, but she couldn’t see Ryan. Couldn’t make sure he would survive. 
 She had stayed for him. 
 If it hadn’t benefited from the timeskip’s intangibility, the Saturn armor wouldn’t have survived the explosion. Even now, the blast had annihilated the paint job and most of the outer shielding, revealing the circuits beneath the metal plates. 
 Ryan’s fists clenched as a wave of Green Flux overwhelmed his vision. The pain from his burnt skin vanished and his ears worked normally again, as his armor’s secondary systems repaired his flesh. Though the courier wanted to rush to his girlfriend’s side immediately, Fallout clearly wouldn’t let him. 
 “You could have blown up the whole district,” Ryan accused the corpo with fury, as he adopted a fighting stance. 
 “I would rather burn half this city than give an inch to your kind,” Alphonse replied callously, his left hand shining with Red Flux. “And once you are dead too, I will dissect your sister, make her cough up that precious blood of hers, and repair the damage you caused.” 
 If Livia’s condition hadn’t made Ryan want to see the corpo dead, that comment sealed his fate. 
 Fallout let out a snarl as he lunged at the courier, his left hand aiming for the chest. He would tear through what remained of the Saturn armor, and incinerate the organs underneath. 
 “Do you know what your mom and a nuclear reactor have in common?” Ryan asked, right as he activated his own power. 
 Blackness shrouded the courier’s hands as time froze to a crawl, devouring Red Flux particles like a black hole consumed light. 
 “I don’t get in without protection.” 
 Ryan’s right hand met Fallout’s left, the Black Flux disintegrating the corpo’s fingers, palm, and entire forearm. 
 When time resumed, Alphonse Manada didn’t immediately register what happened… until the pain made itself known. Fallout let out a roar, as he suddenly registered the damage. His fiery gaze dimmed, as he looked at his severed arm. “W-what?” he could only say. 
 “Give me an inch, I’ll take the arm,” Ryan said with a cold voice, before raising his hand in a karate chop and freezing time again. “You destroyed a city when you gained your power.” 
 His blackened palm hit Alphonse’s right shoulder like a scythe, severing the whole arm. 
 “I destroyed time.” 
 Fallout let out a scream of pain as time resumed, his severed right arm collapsing into a harmless shroud of red particles. Ryan suspected that much like Sunshine, the atomic disaster had a solid core somewhere. 
 The time-traveler would just have to peel him like an apple, until he found it. 
 “How? Even Augustus…” The now armless Fallout took a step back, his ghoulish jaw twisting into a new expression. 
 Fear. 
 “On your knees, before I cut off the legs too,” Ryan warned. “I swore not to kill you, but you don’t want to know what I can make you live through.” 
 Fallout clenched his teeth and glanced at his severed arms. His stumps shone with a crimson glow, but his arms didn’t regrow. “Fine,” he said, the rest of his body brightening to explode once again. 
 “Enough,” a familiar voice said from above the two combatants. 
 The light in Fallout’s body died out, as a new duo made its presence known. 
 Wyvern was flying above the graveyard, holding an unmasked Enrique like a blushing bride. She slowly descended on the glass ground, before letting her on-and-off boyfriend walk on his feet. 
 “We will take it from here,” Enrique told Ryan. As he spoke, enormous roots broke through the crater’s edge, gently excavating Livia from below the debris. “She will need immediate medical attention.” 
 “If she is dead, he is too,” Ryan warned, a finger pointed at Fallout. 
 “I know,” Enrique said with a sigh. “But let me try.” 
 Ryan glared at Fallout, before deciding Livia’s life was more important. The courier left the Manada siblings and Wyvern to settle things, while the roots gently laid his girlfriend on the ground. 
 Thankfully, she had been at a healthy distance from the blast’s epicenter and the armor was top-notch quality. The flames had seared the shielding, but Ryan could hear her breath underneath. 
 “Livia?” Ryan immediately removed Livia’s helmet, letting her platinum hair flow out. 
 “I’m…” Livia’s eyes fluttered, and she couldn’t look at Ryan straight. She must have had a concussion. “I’m alright…” 
 No, she wasn’t. 
 But she was alive, and Ryan immediately gave her first aid. 
 Meanwhile, Fallout’s temperature had fallen down to a hot summer’s heat and his Red Flux particles had become no more than a faint glow around his bones. “Enrique?” When he realized that his brother and bodyguard would make no move to stop Ryan, Alphonse Manada realized the truth. “What have you done?” 
 “What I should have done years ago,” Enrique replied, unflappable. “Father has been arrested for trafficking with the Meta-Gang, and Freddie Sabino has been permanently destroyed. His daughter saw to it.” 
 Fallout’s jaw clenched so tightly that Ryan wondered if it would break. “You let her?!” 
 “I did.” 
 “You acted behind my back!” Fallout snarled at his brother, smoke rising from below his feet. Though Ryan let Livia’s head rest on his lap, he glanced in the Manada siblings’ direction, just in case it degenerated. 
 Though Enrique remained outwardly calm, the rose on his suit lost a few petals. “Like you did once. It is not a pleasant thing, you will agree.” 
 “Why?” Alphonse’s voice turned from anger to sorrow. “Why betray our dream?” 
 “I betrayed our dream when I didn’t blow the whistle on the Knockoffs,” the CBO replied. “I betrayed my conscience when I let this mess fester. But enough is enough. I’m setting my foot down.” 
 “It’s not too late,” Fallout said, in complete denial. “We have Knockoff caches left in Spain and Sicily. With Tyrano’s help, we can recreate—” 
 “We will recreate nothing,” Enrique said. “I already sent orders to have the caches destroyed, and Dr. Stitch’s vaccine will make those you managed to hide useless.” 
 “The Carnival?” Fallout looked up at the semi-unconscious Livia in shock. “Impossible... they would never work with her.” 
 “We all did,” Wyvern said with an angry frown. “Don’t you see this was madness from the start?” 
 “A better world cannot rise as long as their kind,” Alphonse glared at the wounded Livia, “holds all the power. When some can summon lightning and others don’t, the world becomes unjust! Only when everyone is a Genome will we have equality!” 
 “Says the guy selling his Knockoffs at fifty thousand euros a bottle,” Ryan replied dryly, not even sparing the corpo a glance. Livia managed to form a smile on her lips, her boyfriend caressing her cheek. 
 “That time will come by itself,” Enrique argued. “I have seen the data. Children of normal people and Genomes always get superpowers. In time, everyone will have them.” 
 “In time, but Augustus is here now.” Alphonse shook his head. “We have to fight him, using all the weapons at our disposal.” 
 “The ends don't justify the means, Al,” Enrique replied. “I see that now. The reprehensible means you would employ will discredit the good end we seek. I sent you reports about Bloodstream’s instability—” 
 “We can patch it out,” Fallout argued. “We have the Geniuses—” 
 “You are not cloning me again,” Wyvern said with a dangerous tone. “If it were up to me, I would have dragged you in the same police car as your father. You both disgust me.” 
 “Do you think I liked it?” Alphonse replied angrily. “While you were playing heroes for the cameras, I was fighting Augustus’ armies in Malta. Without the Knockoffs, we can’t hope to challenge his forces head on!” 
 Blackthorn sighed. “Brother, you sacrificed so much for this project that you won’t even consider better alternatives.” 
 “There is none.” Fallout’s skull flashed with bright red light. “Step aside, brother. If we capture Augustus’ daughter, maybe we can salvage this.” 
 “No,” Blackthorn replied calmly. 
 “Enrique…” The living meltdown’s voice turned threatening. “Step! Aside!” 
 In response, Enrique pointed a finger at his forehead. 
 “Then kill me,” he said softly. 
 This made Wyvern flinch, and Fallout pause. Ryan checked if his Gravity Gun still worked, and immediately armed it when the Saturn armor’s sensors confirmed it. 
 “Brother, you don’t know what you say,” Fallout said, surprised by the reaction. He must have expected his brother to go along with his plans, instead of setting his foot down. 
 “I know, and I won’t budge on this matter.” Enrique kept pointing an index finger at his forehead, his gaze strong as steel. “If you want to continue this madness, Al, then you will have to kill me. If you want total control of Dynamis and recreate that damned project, you will have to step over my corpse.” 
 “You’ve gone mad.” Fallout said. “For the love of the mother who bore us—” 
 “No,” Enrique replied, gently, but firmly. Behind, Wyvern looked at him with newfound respect. “Al, when we were children, before the Elixirs… you told me it was us against the world. I never forgot. Unlike our father, deep down, I know your heart is in the right place.” 
 “Then you know my cause is just,” Alphonse replied. 
 “Yes, but not the methods. But there is still hope for you.” Enrique offered his brother his hand. “I want us to work together towards a brighter future, Al. Towards a world ruled by law, not by strength or money. With our allies and Geniuses, we can find a better, healthier way to give people the power to defend themselves. We could even drag Augustus down from his throne. Together, we can do anything.” 
 The heavy silence that followed felt heavier than a mountain. Both brothers faced each other in silence, neither willing to make a move. Wyvern tensed up, and Ryan prepared to fire his weapon at any moment. 
 “Please,” Enrique pleaded. 
 As he lacked any facial expression, Ryan couldn’t guess what went through Fallout’s head. Most probably, he suddenly realized how much he would have to sacrifice for his dream, and if it was even worth it. 
 Continuing down this path would mean losing his brother, but Alphonse Manada had never flinched at atrocities to see his vision come true. As his jaw clenched and unclenched, Ryan remembered something very important about the elder Manada sibling. 
 “All for the dream,” Fallout said, his body releasing a cloud of Red Flux. 
 He never knew when to stop. 
 Ryan tried to freeze time and attack, but someone beat him to it. 
 A ‘click’ sound echoed right behind Fallout. The living meltdown barely had the time to look over his shoulder, as a black sphere materialized in his back. 
 An invisible force pulled the former cyborg towards the device, alongside the glass shards in close proximity to him. Wyvern had to grab Enrique by the shoulder to prevent him from joining his brother, as Fallout’s spine impacted on the black sphere. 
 The black object immediately surged towards the skies at a blinding speed and took Alphonse Manada with it. By the time the nuclear meltdown understood what was happening, it was already too late; in the blink of an eye, he vanished beyond the clouds. Ryan looked up to watch red flashes and explosions in the skies, each more distant than the last. 
 Shroud dropped his invisibility, a layer of glass covering a technologically advanced rifle. Dynamis’ Gravity Gun. 
 Alphonse Manada had funded the weapon to defeat Augustus, and now ended up as its victim. 
 “I’m sorry, Enrique,” Wyvern said, as she attempted to comfort her manager. “I’m deeply sorry.” 
 “It had to be done,” the corpo said with a sorrowful sigh, his eyes trailing after his brother’s comet tail. 
 “Is she alright?” Shroud asked Ryan, glancing at Livia with genuine concern. “I already called Stitch for reinforcement.” 
 “I’m…” Livia squinted. “I’m fine…” 
 “You will need rest,” Ryan replied. As a Genome, her enhanced metabolism had spared her brain damage, but it would take her time to recover. His eyes wandered to Ischia Island in the distance. 
 They had cured New Rome of one poison, but another remained. 



 35: The End is Nigh 

“—Dynamis’ stock price has steadily crumbled since the disturbing revelations about their Knockoff Elixirs, and public outcry from former clients who recently lost their expensively-purchased powers,” the newscaster said on the hospital room’s TV. 
 Ryan squinted, as a video of Alphonse Manada’s explosion appeared behind the anchorwoman. The quality was terrible, probably due to radiation interferences, though one could see Wyvern and Enrique flying towards the blast’s source. 

“—Dynamis’ spokesperson confirmed that Alphonse Manada, alias Fallout, was responsible for the explosion that shook the old harbor. The reasons for this action remain obscure for now, though Wyvern affirmed that the now former vice-president is now safely out of commission—”

 The next images then showed the cyborg’s ejection into space. Only Ryan and Livia’s armors had been caught on tape, with the latter’s face and identity remaining mercifully hidden. 

“The new acting Chairman, Enrique ‘Blackthorn’ Manada, promised a full indemnity to the victims of both incidents and a public trial to judge the responsible. His actions have so far been met with division among staff— ”

 “I still can’t believe they came clean,” Mathias said, sitting on a chair near the window with his arms crossed. Ryan himself occupied the seat closest to Livia’s bed, Henriette snoring at his feet while Eugène-Henry unilaterally decided to occupy his lap. The courier had traded his damaged Saturn armor for his stylish suit, at least until he could repair it. “I thought they would at least sugarcoat the truth, not… spill everything to the press.” 
 “It was necessary,” Livia replied, wearing a white gown and bandages around her forehead. Braindead’s operation had prevented brain damage from her close brush with Fallout, but it would take her a few days to recover. “You cannot learn from your mistakes without owning up to them. Enrique understood that, and Wyvern all the more.” 
 After the battle with Fallout, Enrique had the group transported to Dynamis’ hospital, with Stitch and Alchemo tending to their wounds. Thankfully, Ryan’s evacuation warning had borne fruit, and though some locals had been wounded when Alphonse detonated himself, nobody had perished. The Perfect Run had been preserved. 
 At least, for the moment. 

“Waves of resignations continue after Il Migliore’s disbandment,” the newscaster continued. “Though Wyvern promised that a, I quote, ‘clean and nonprofit law enforcement organization’ would take its place, the fate of many heroes remain uncertain—”

 Ryan deactivated the TV. “How long before thunder strikes?” he asked his girlfriend. 
 “Not long,” she admitted, looking away through the windows and the veil of time both. “Things are moving quicker than I expected. Vulcan has already left the Augusti. My father learned of Wyvern’s visit and has ordered her death.” 
 Ryan’s heart skipped a beat. “Is she going to make it?” 
 To his relief, Livia answered with a nod. “Thankfully, Vulcan was no fool and spied on my father’s communications.” 
 “It doesn’t bode well if he’s already purging his own ranks though,” Mathias said with a frown. 
 The seer nodded slowly. “Fallout’s defeat and Hector’s arrest have him on edge.” 
 “If it’s too good to be true, it probably is?” Ryan guessed. 
 “Yes. He will make a push to take over New Rome, but he is smelling a trap.” Livia sighed. “His forces will move into Rust Town anytime soon… and if left to their own devices, they will find the bunker.” 
 “I will repair the Saturn armor one last time, and destroy the base,” Ryan replied, rising from his seat. Eugène-Henry immediately leapt from his lap to Livia’s. “Looking Glass, you gather the others. Livia, you stay here.” 
 “I won’t,” she replied, biting her lip. “Uncle Neptune will soon pick me up to take me to Sorrentos. My father won’t let me stay in a Dynamis hospital while he’s plotting their destruction.” 
 Mathias frowned, but shrugged. “Well, we have prepared for the attack for days. We can do it without you.” 
 “I wish I could supervise the assault,” Livia said with regret. “To make sure it goes well.” 
 “You could supervise it from afar,” Mathias pointed out. “My mother did that with the Carnival, and it worked very well for them.” 
 The fact that he was willing to relinquish command to Livia at all surprised Ryan. The courier guessed that watching her take wounds in an attempt to protect New Rome from Fallout helped build trust between them. 
 “My uncle won’t let me out of his sight.” Livia joined her hands, while Eugène-Henry nuzzled her fingers. “I… I will try to find an opening.” 
 “No,” Ryan insisted. “If Braindead says you should rest, then you will. If you don’t, he’s likely to put your brain in a jar, and you truly don’t want that.” 
 Livia pouted. “Ryan, I can’t stand back while you and the others risk their lives cleaning up my family’s messes.” 
 “You helped us clean our own with Bloodstream, and the Meta-Gang too,” Mathias replied. “To each their turn.” 
 Livia frowned, and refused to stay idle. “I can at least make some calls. This will be a game of rock-paper-scissors, and I can bring more counters to the table.” 
 Ryan squinted. “Did you set up everything so that we would have the perfect people assembled for the job?” 
 She answered with a sly, foxy grin. “I would be a poor seer if I didn’t.” 
 “I love it when you’re in a mastermind mode, pulling strings from the shadows...” 
 “All is going according to plan.” Her smile faltered. “I hope.” 
 Ryan glanced at his translucent friend. “Matty, can you leave us for a second?” 
 “I will brief the others,” the vigilante replied, before taking the door. 
 Livia exchanged a heavy glance with her boyfriend. “Ryan, after destroying the island…” She cleared her throat. “You’re going immediately after him, aren’t you? Alone?” 
 “Yes.” If Lightning Butt didn’t come for his head first. Ryan expected the madman to get off his mountain after watching Ischia Island go down in smoke. “It will be alright. I won’t kill him.” 
 “It’s not for his life I fear for. You can’t save.” 
 “Didn’t anyone tell you?” Ryan asked with a smirk that didn’t reach the ears. “I’m immortal.” 
 “Don’t joke about this!” 
 Her startling reaction took her boyfriend aback and woke up Henriette. Livia closed her eyes, but failed to suppress tears forming at the edge. She took a deep breath as the dog started licking her fingers to console her, and sobbed. 
 “Ryan, the man I love is about to go fight my father. And one of them might not come back.” When she opened her eyes again, Ryan could see the fear and dread in them. “Either he will kill you and you may not restart, or you risk permanently landing a killing blow. And I can’t do anything to prevent it.” 
 “Livia…” Ryan began. 
 She didn’t let him finish. “I know you’re trying to comfort me, tell me it’s alright, but it’s not. Ryan, your sister just euthanized her father, and Enrique Manada arrested his own before banishing his brother into space. Even if both hoped it would end otherwise… they accepted that it couldn’t. While I… I still can’t, Ryan.” 
 Ryan listened in respectful silence, letting her say what weighed on her mind. Instead of answering with words, he sat on the bed and gently wiped away the tears. 
 “I’m scared, Ryan,” she confessed, taking his hands into her own and squeezing his fingers. “I’m scared because I’ve seen how it could end, but not how it will. I… I thought I wanted to be surprised, but… not like this.” 
 “Livia, do you remember what you told me at the restaurant the other night?” Ryan asked, trying to reassure her. “That the Ultimate One guided us together, and that I should carry on to see what it had in store. Even if I couldn’t save.” 
 “I said that,” Livia admitted, sighing. “I thought I could shoulder the doubt back then, but now…” 
 She had wanted to reassure him. To tell him it would be okay, that it would turn out alright, the same way he tried to comfort her before. 
 “Ryan, if you can’t save… if you feel your life is in danger, in real danger, flee.” 
 “I can’t, Livia.” Not his style. “After the destruction of his island, your Thundering Daddy will shock everyone he can get his metal hands on. If I can’t defeat him, thousands will pay the price.” 
 “I know, but… there is still time to solve your save point’s problem. Restore that safety net at least.” 
 “I think I have a solution,” Ryan replied, though he doubted it would work. Still, it cost nothing to try. “Trust me on this.” 
 “I trust you with my life, Ryan… but I don’t want this to be the last time we see each other, you understand that?” She locked eyes with him, and he lost himself in the blue abyss of her gaze. “Promise me that you will come back to me, alright? Just… promise me.” 
 Ryan held her gaze for a while, before lightly kissing her. Her lips tasted like strawberry, soft and gentle to the touch. The contact lasted no more than a few furtive seconds, but the courier wished it had lasted a lifetime. “I will,” he promised. “I swear. Quicksave delivers, no matter how many tries it takes.” 
 It drew a tired grin from her. “Make sure to succeed in one go this time.” 
 The courier smiled to hide his own unease, before petting Eugène-Henry and Henriette one last time and exiting the room. He felt Livia’s worried gaze on his back as he closed the door behind him. 
 He found Len waiting outside the door, wearing her terrible jumpsuit and carrying her water rifle. “Shortie,” Ryan said. “You heard everything?” 
 “I didn’t mean to.” She looked at him with resolve. Although her eyes remained slightly red from dried tears, her body language appeared different… more confident. “Promise me you will come back too, Riri.” 
 “Can you stop raising death flags, please?” Ryan asked. He had the intuition every promise he made jinxed him further. “Fine, I promise I will come back if it makes you feel better.” 
 “I… I am already better.” Her smile had a sorrowful edge to it, but it was a smile all the same. “Thanks to you.” 
 “The thanks are all mine, Shortie,” Ryan replied. “You saved my life when you developed that mind-transfer tech. In more ways than you can count.” 
 “I told you before, Riri. What we have is more powerful than friendship. Whatever we are up against… I know we will face it together.” She bit her lower lips. “It’s… it’s what Dad would have wanted, I think. My… my real dad, I mean. Not what he became.” 
 Ryan examined her face closely. That bittersweet expression of someone who had found an answer to a lifelong question, though it had cost her a great deal. “You’ve made peace with yourself?” he asked her. 
 “I think so,” Len replied. Instead of looking away, as she usually did, she held his gaze. “I… I did all I could, Ryan. It’s hard to explain but… I don’t feel happy about my father’s death, but I don’t feel guilty anymore either.” 
 “I understand, Shortie. Believe me, I do.” 
 “For a long time, Riri, I thought it was my fault,” she admitted. “That dad… that dad wouldn’t have become a monster if I could defend myself. I wanted to return my father to normal because I loved him, and… because I blamed myself.” 
 “You don’t anymore?” 
 “No,” she replied while shaking her head. “What happened, happened. As you said to me once… there are things you can’t change. I tried the best I could. It’s… it’s time I move on. I can’t change the past, but I can improve the future.” 
 She had failed to save her father and would carry this pain all her life, but accepted that she couldn’t have changed anything. 
 Len Sabino had found closure. 
 “I… I’ve given some thoughts about what I should do now,” Len said. “I thought I would take the children away with me to the sea, but now...” 
 “But now you’ve changed your mind?” 
 “I… yes. I thought the world couldn’t change. That the surface could only get worse. But…” Her eyes shone with a hint of hope. “It’s getting better. We made it better.” 
 Ryan chuckled. “We did, yes.” 
 “If even Dynamis can change… I think the world can too.” Her cheeks blushed, as a shy grin formed on her lips. “I’ve… given thought about the Architect. She wants to create cities, to repopulate the countries devastated by the Genome Wars. I think I can help. Not just help Rust Town’s children, but all children across the globe. Make sure they grow up in better conditions than we did.” 
 “Good luck exporting the socialist revolution,” Ryan said with a chuckle, but deep down he couldn’t feel prouder of her. “But it’s good, Len. You’ll help countless people, and not only because of your power.” 
 Len frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 “You have a kind heart, Len, and that’s what matters most I think. Mechron, the Alchemist, even Fallout… they all had the power to make the world a better and more bountiful place, but they misused their gifts. Mechron made weapons, the Alchemist empowered the likes of Augustus, and Fallout lost sight of what truly mattered to him. But you, Shortie?” 
 Ryan grinned ear to ear. 
 “You will do great.” 
 She reddened so much that Ryan wondered if her inner commie had come out of hiding. He decided to tease her a bit. “Did I give you diabetes with mere words?” 
 Len answered his jap with a sisterly hug. He let her arms move around his back, and his around her. He listened to her slow breathing, as his mind wandered to his first family. It had been almost nine centuries since his parents perished at the hands of raiders, so long that he could barely remember how they looked, or even their names. Ryan had been twelve when Bloodstream and Len found him hiding in his home’s wreckage, a lost child with nothing. 
 Though he had lost a family of blood that day, he had gained another forged in sweat and tempered with struggles. A sister he loved dearly. 
 “Thanks, Riri,” Len said, before breaking the hug. “We can discuss our future after we win, alright?” 
 Yes, indeed. 
 After they won. 
   

   
 In the depths of Mechron’s bunker, Ryan laid on an operation table clad in his Saturn Armor as robotic arms repaired Fallout’s damage. 
 Since he wouldn’t have the opportunity to improve upon the design further, the courier had taken the opportunity to install a few upgrades. The most important of all was a system based on the mechanism his team’s Geniuses developed to discuss with Elixirs. 
 “Can you hear me?” he asked, his helmet’s lens shifting with the Elixirs’ rainbowy colors. A voice channel opened, as his armor’s computer translated his words into Flux signals. 
 The synthetic voice that answered through the channel was unlike the one he heard while in the Black World… but Ryan knew, deep within his bones, to whom it belonged. 

“Ryan.”

 His Elixir. 
 “You know, we’ve been together for a very long time,” Ryan said, wincing as a robot added a new chest plate on the armor. “Yet I never learned your name.” 
 The notion seemed to amuse the Elixir. “We emissaries do not have names,” it said. “You may call me however you wish.”

 Ryan gave it some thought. Lightling? No, Darkling would get jealous. “How about Magenta?” 

“Magenta?”

 “Violet would have been too simple. Or maybe you would prefer the Color out of Space? Coos? Or the Color out of Time?” 
 The Elixir didn’t answer immediately, but when it did, it sounded quite pleased. “I like Magenta better,” it said. “Better than fuschia or purple. How long did you ponder that one?”

 “Shouldn’t you already know? I mean, you are inside me.” Now that Ryan thought of it, it meant that his Elixir had experienced everything its host did... 

“I am no peeper,” the entity answered, vaguely amused. “We have bonded for so long that I understand human thoughts better than the rest of my kind, but it remains a second language to me. Subtleties escape me… though I do know why you wanted to have this conversation.”

 Ryan looked at the metal ceiling above his head. He could almost hear the Augusti troops marching above his head, hundreds of meters beyond the steel and dirt. “Why did you prevent me from saving?” 

“I had nothing to do with it,” his Elixir admitted. “All Violet powers ultimately derive from the Ultimate One. As Darkling said, we are priests. We do not bring miracles; we can only ask for them.”

 So Ryan had been right, it had been an Illuminati plot from the start. “Then let me rephrase myself: why did your boss prevent me from saving?” 

“I do not know, but I can guess. Your connection to the Black has grown, Ryan. Before you could barely consume Fallout’s Red Flux, but now… now you could harm him directly.” His Elixir sounded quite concerned. “Black is a sword without a hilt. Unlike other Colors, it is as dangerous for its wielder as for its foes, and it feeds on the timelines you delete. If it grows too strong…”

 “It will grow uncontrollable and destroy me. Powerful as it is now, it might cause my save to go wrong.” That would explain why the Ultimate One would prevent the courier from accessing his trump card, but the implications worried him greatly. “If I can neither create a new save point nor die, then what will it mean when I say, die of old age?” 

“I do not know, Ryan. But the Ultimate One sent you a message. To carry on until the end, and see what lies beyond victory. Maybe… maybe you won’t die at all. Maybe you will ascend instead.”

 “I thought I closed that door when I refused to stay in the Black World?” 

“Ascension is not an end, Ryan, but a process by which lesser lifeforms ascend into the cosmic beings inhabiting the higher realms. The door is always open.” His Elixir struggled to find the human words to explain the phenomenon. “I can hardly describe it. Each ascension is unique, and you are closer to it than most. The Hargraves lifeform too. He is trying to delay the process as long as he can, so he can stay on this Earth, but eventually, he will become a bright star in the sky. If he chooses to.”

 Ryan marked a short pause. “Why me?” he asked. “Why am I closer?” 

“Because power is not the only thing that conditions ascension, Ryan. Wisdom is another. This is why the creatures you fought in the Alchemist’s ship were denied this reward. Their eyes were small, and could see no further than themselves.”

 “With cosmic powers come universal responsibilities?” the courier scoffed. 

“Yes,” his Elixir answered softly, its voice full of pride. “We have been connected for centuries, Ryan, and you have grown with them. Time has no more secrets for you, and though the road was long and difficult, you have reached the end of your journey.”

 It sounded like a teacher happy to see their student graduating, even though the final exam was yet to come. 
 “Do you think we can beat him? Augustus?” Though Ryan always projected confidence to others to keep their hopes up, his Elixir knew his thoughts. Lightning Butt was the strongest Genome the courier had ever faced, and this time he wouldn’t have a do-over if he failed. “Can the Black harm him now?” 
 Magenta was suddenly a lot less enthusiastic. “Augustus is made of the strongest material in creation, an indestructible metal invulnerable to non-conceptual abilities. Even if it has grown stronger, your other power will make it possible to defeat him, not easy.”

 So it would be victory or death. Ryan’s Elixir must have read his thoughts, before it immediately tried to reassure him. “I have faith in you, Ryan. In us. I know we can make it.”

 “I hope so too,” Ryan replied, right as the robots finished their work. The courier stepped on his feet, his steps echoing on the steel floor. “Any word of advice before we go in?” 

“One.” The Elixir’s voice turned cold and deadly. “Don’t cheat on me.”

 Ryan blinked. “I beg your pardon?” 

“Now, I know you are a perfect specimen of Homo Sapiens with excellent genes, so I am not surprised that some of my kindred propositioned you.” Now the Elixir sounded positively jealous. “I am very proud that you resisted the lure of free bonding, but let this be clear: I will not tolerate Elixir bigamy. I didn’t carry you for over eight hundred years to share now.”

 “Wait, can the Ultimate One grant divorces?” the courier asked playfully. 

“That would be against my religion, but I can make this bonding a living hell.”

 “I’m joking,” Ryan replied. “You’ve been my best bud since I was sixteen. I’m never cheating on you. Even with Darkling.” 

“I know, Ryan. That was a joke too.” The Elixir sounded so serious and deadpan, that Ryan hadn’t noticed. “Was it funny?”

 “You’ve still got a few years of practice ahead of you, but I’ll help.” Ryan put on a cashmere poncho over the armor, as he didn’t feel complete without it. “Till death do us part, then.” 

“No, Ryan. Death is but a door, and the ending yet awaits us.” The Elixir marked a short pause, before uttering one final word. “Onward.”

 Ryan cut off the communication and prepared to activate the bunker’s self-destruct mechanism, when he noticed a small, white shape in a corner of the room. 
 The Plushie stood on its two feet, gazing up at Ryan with its big, beautiful blue eyes. The creature didn’t make a sound, nor did ominous eldritch voices echo in the room. The monster that had haunted the courier’s nightmares and slaughtered its way across multiple loops now gazed at its maker with solemn silence. It looked… thoughtful, for a lack of better. 
 Almost sad. 
 “Why are you here, buddy?” Ryan asked, a little bit scared by its unusual behavior. 
 “Let’s go to Disneyland!” the creature replied with its paws raised, its sorrow swiftly replaced with malice and cruelty. 
 Ryan raised an eyebrow behind his helmet, before suddenly trying to remember Narcinia’s age… and failing. “No multiplication,” he warned while pointing a finger at the murderous lagomorph. “If you mess up my Perfect Run, I’m never letting you disembowel anyone again.” 
 “I am your friend!” 
 “You are.” God have mercy, they had become friends one rampage at a time. “Is it about sticking it to Lightning Butt?” 
 The rabbit slowly nodded, as Ryan had guessed. It wanted payback for its previous defeat, and now might be its last chance to deliver. 
 “Alright,” the courier said. He still owed the Plushie for saving him from Adam, after all. “Jump inside the backpack and let’s blow up Olympus. And maybe Dreamworks too, if we have enough time.” 
 The Plushie cried out in joy, and climbed on Ryan’s armor. The courier opened the backpack compartment, and the demonic toy vanished inside. 
 The courier glanced around the metallic chamber, almost with a sense of sadness. Though his team had already taken away all beneficial, non-lethal technology from the bunker, it still pained Ryan to condemn this place to destruction. The sheer potential of its accumulated knowledge, centuries ahead of its time... 
 But as Sunshine had said it, there were no right hands to use this power. 
 “I always wanted to say it,” Ryan muttered to himself, as he glanced at the room’s cameras. It had taken all his charm to convince Alchemo to program this specific order into Mechron’s mainframe. “Execute order Sixty-Six.” 
 An alarm immediately echoed across the bunker. “Self-destruct sequence initiated. Explosion expected in: six minutes.”

 Ryan was outside in three, though he used his power to cheat. 
 When the countdown reached its end, the courier hovered above the empty Junkyard, watching on as Augusti cars crossed the checkpoints into Rust Town. With Dynamis’ collapse, the guards had been either recalled back to other areas, or simply deserted. Nobody opposed the criminal syndicate’s invasion. 
 Yet, no sooner had they crossed the border that the whole district trembled. 
 The quake wasn’t powerful enough to devastate Rust Town, but Ryan couldn’t say the same for the Junkyard. The open garbage den collapsed on itself, its ground falling down as explosions devastated the bunker hidden beneath it. Piles of cars and trash fell into a deep gaping hole, blowing a cloud of dust into the skies. 
 When the dirt fell down back to earth, only an abyss of smoking debris remained from the Junkyard. Though the rest of Rust Town remained intact, its major landmark had vanished. Ryan wondered if it would harm the local tourist industry. 
 A crimson light briefly glowed in the blue skies above, like a red star shining in its final death throes. The Bahamut satellite had self-destructed alongside its orbital command center, the sword of Damocles that had hung over New Rome shattering. 
 Mechron’s legacy would never haunt the world again. 
 This last loose end closed, Ryan turned to glance at Ischia Island. He noticed the shadow of Mechron’s submarine making its way there, ready to disembark troops. New Rome would have its own D-day, with a time-traveler leading the charge. 
 Len immediately established communication. “We’re waiting for you, Riri.”

 And so, Quicksave flew on to his last battle.



 36: Theomachia 
 By the time Ryan reached Ischia Island, the area had already turned into a warzone. 
 The Mechron submarine had made landfall before Ryan arrived, unleashing a motley crew of cured Meta-Gang members, Geniuses outfitted with advanced power armors, and berserk Pandas on Ischia Island’s shores. They were welcomed by inactive turrets, Augusti gunners on the walls, and a horde of zombies buried beneath the beach. 
 Ryan had never seen Mercury in the flesh, only through skulls he used as intermediaries. According to Livia, the old Olympian could infuse corpses with necromantic energy and pilot undead from afar. With Geist out of the picture, the Augusti had decided to raise all his victims: bloated corpses left to drown beneath the waves, skeletons cleaned of all traces of flesh, and the diseased remains of the island’s test subjects. A yellow glow illuminated their eyes. 
 And who better to lead the legion of the dead than the god of war Mars himself? 
 Still, this army faced powerful opposition. Vladimir had transformed into a metallic version of himself, and landed first on the shore alongside the Panda. The steel man absorbed Mars’ swords and spears into his body while stomping on any corpse foolish enough to get in his way, quickly growing from three meters tall to four. Suicidal undead tried to climb on his legs with explosive belts, but the Panda quickly swept them off. The valiant bear tossed the kamikaze bombers into the sea where they exploded in fiery blasts. 
 Mars, after quickly realizing that most of his weapons wouldn’t affect Vladimir, switched from spears and swords to Genius-made weapons. A rain of Vulcan-made bombs fell on the iron giant, each with enough power to damage even Wyvern. 
 All of them turned to sand in a violet flash, while explosions rocked the Bliss fortress’ foundations. 
 Mars flinched in surprise, while a blonde woman stepped over the submarine and joined the fray. Acid Rain followed Vladimir and the Panda on foot, and immediately worked to counter Mars’ power. Since she could switch items with those of equivalent mass with a wider radius than the Olympian, she completely neutralized his arsenal. 
 To his credit Mars tried. Bombs fell by the dozens, only to explode amidst his undead troops; he launched a gas trunk at Vladimir’s face, but it turned to sand midair; he even prepared to fight the giant in close combat with a thermal lance, but it transformed into a severed zombie’s arm within his hands. 
 In the end, the dreaded warrior that put Ryan and Felix on the run one loop ago could only retreat as a steel giant ran after him. “This is the Bay of Pigs all over again!” Vladimir snarled, as he fruitlessly attempted to catch the wily Olympian. The giant proved no better at the task than abolishing private property, his hands grabbing only sand. 
 Ryan couldn’t help but smile beneath his helmet, as the scene reminded him of an old Looney Toons cartoon; though he doubted Mars would have Bugs Bunny’s luck. And indeed, when the Olympian attempted to fly away by unleashing pressurized air, Acid Rain switched it with seawater. The helpless Mars stumbled on the ground and was immediately mauled by the Panda. 
 Livia had been correct. Genome powers were a rock-paper-scissors game. 
 It didn’t matter how powerful you were, someone out there had the exact ability to counter yours. Through intelligence gathered over multiple loops, Ryan had arrayed the perfect match-ups against the so-called Olympians. 
 Not that the normies in their employ fared better. Shortie had bubbled a dozen gunners, while a trail of explosions on the beach followed Felix as he blew up undead left and right. The Doll provided suppression fire with a Red Flux minigun, her own Mechron-made power armor shrugging off bullets. 
 Worse, Vulcan’s security system had failed to activate and intercept the invaders. At first Ryan thought his own Geniuses had done it… before noticing multiple Augusti trapped inside their own power armors, unable to move. 
 “Livia, you cheeky little spider, that’s who you called!” Ryan couldn’t help but laugh. Still, he wondered how Vulcan had the time to sabotage the defenses. Since the power armor she had created suffered from the same problems as the turrets, the courier assumed his ex-girlfriend had put a killswitch inside her creations since their inception. Insurance in case the Augusti leadership turned against her. 
 And she had cashed in. 
 Still, though the attackers were clearing out the beach, the defenders on the fortress’ walls held their ground. Having expected an assault by Dynamis, they had reinforced the ancient castle with anti-air defenses and heavy artillery. Once their allies on the ground were defeated and the risk of friendly fire reduced, they started dropping shells on the beach. Though their projectiles couldn’t hold off Vladimir’s advance—and in fact only fueled his growth—the others had to take cover or run behind the giant. 
 Some of the Killer Seven were among the defenders, with Vamp and Night Terror using rocket launchers, Sparrow unleashing deadly volleys of lasers from her hands, and Mortimer disdaining the heavy artillery for a subtle but deadly sniper rifle. 
 Ryan circled the fortress from above, trying to locate the more dangerous Cancel and Pluto. Some Augusti gunners noticed him and tried to shoot him down with anti-air cannons, but the courier froze time and retaliated with shockwaves. Cannons exploded one after another, sending defenders tumbling down the walls. 
 While he cleared out the anti-air defense perimeter, Ryan noticed a familiar red blur moving around the beach, pushing his allies out of harm’s way whenever projectiles threatened to hit them. 
 “Mr. Wave?” Ryan shouted from above, his voice echoing over the battlefield. “You were supposed to destroy the Mechron bases!” 
 “God asked things of Mr. Wave too once,” the Genome replied, as he quickly pushed Felix to the side before one of Mortimer’s bullets could blow his head off. “And Mr. Wave replied ‘say please!’” 
 The man said it with so much style that Ryan couldn’t hold his blasphemy against him. 
 Once word of the Carnival’s presence reached Lightning Butt, however… 
 The appearance of two new figures on the main wall, right above Narcinia’s flower garden, caught Ryan’s attention. They emerged from a reinforced door, the first with the same cheery smile always plastered on her face, the second with a furious scowl. 
 “Matty, Cruella and her Dalmatian at twelve o’clock high,” Ryan said through the communicator, as the two killers joined Mortimer, Vamp, and Night Terror. No one answered, so the courier guessed the silent assassin was already in position. 
 “Sweet, I don’t know where to start,” Cancel shouted over the song of bullets, raising a bazooka towards the beach alongside her comrades while wearing riot gear. 
 Unlike her subordinate, Pluto didn’t bother with body armor. She didn’t need it, or so she thought. “Traitors first,” the Augusti underboss hissed while glaring at Felix. Already, Ryan noticed the sand below the kitten’s feet shifting in strange and dangerous ways. “I should have killed him long—” 
 She didn’t finish her sentence, as a tranquilizer dart hit her in the neck, and another hit Cancel right below the helmet. The latter instantly turned her bazooka at the attack’s source while Mortimer did the same with his sniper’s rifle, but saw nothing. 
 Pluto hastily tried to remove the dart, but her hands fumbled before they even reached her neck. The Augusti Underboss who had nearly killed Ryan in the past, and successfully murdered countless others, stumbled and collapsed. Night Terror dropped his cannon to catch his superior in his arms, but Pluto had already fallen into a catatonic state. 
 Though Ryan knew tranquilizers usually took minutes to affect their target, the Alchemo-made anesthetic spread through the Genomes’ bloodstream and nerves in seconds. The courier had seen Pluto’s power in action enough times not to take any risk with her. She had to be dealt with swiftly with no chance to activate her death curse. Cancel, who was just as dangerous, fell unconscious on the wall’s bricks. 
 An invisible assassin had taken out Pluto and Cancel before they could even enter the game, and brought a partner. 
 When Shroud became visible on the walls right behind the Killer Seven with a glass-coated tranquilizer gun in his hands, so did his lucky charm. Ryan had to admit that her glass armor fit her like a glove, especially when she removed her helmet and let her golden hair flow. 
 “Fortuna?” Vamp choked while drawing a handgun and pointing it at the couple. Mortimer and Night Terror exchanged a glance. “You’re working with them?” 
 “I am,” Lady Luck replied with a determined frown. After receiving Alchemo’s memory treatment, she had remembered how the Killer Seven had tried to murder her brother in the previous loop… and she didn’t forgive. “Morty, Richie, don’t make this hard.” 
 Mortimer immediately dropped his sniper rifle, to Vamp’s dismay. “Mortimer, you coward!” 
 “They’ve got a living luck charm and K.O.’ed our power-canceller,” he said with utter defeatism, before falling to his knees with his hands behind his head. “Poor ol’ Mortimer ain’t rolling the dice.” 
 Vamp snarled and tried to open fire at the duo, only to slip on a brick. She barely had the time to scream before she stumbled over the wall and fell on the sand below, head-first. 
 “See?” Mortimer asked with a shrug. “It’s quicker this way.” 
 Night Terror glanced at the unconscious Pluto, then at Shroud’s tranquilizer gun. “I surrender,” he said meekly. The sun was still up, and so he couldn’t use his power. 
 “Good,” Shroud replied before knocking him out with a dart too, just in case. Only Sparrow remained, and she was too busy trying to keep the giant Vladimir away from the walls with suppression lasers to interfere. “This leaves only Mercury and Bacchus inside.” 
 “I’ll deal with them,” Ryan said while landing on the walls and blasting the nearest reinforced doors with shockwaves. A faint mist slipped inside the fortress, almost invisible. “It’s been a while since I’ve attended mass.” 
 “No way, my sister is inside and they confiscated her phone!” Fortuna complained. “I’m coming!” 
 “Sorry, he has range and your lucky charms won’t work on Bacchus. He did take an oath of celibacy.” That, and Fortuna’s power wouldn’t protect her from a telepathic assault. 
 “You’re sure?” Shroud asked while keeping Mortimer at gunpoint. “Your power won’t protect you.” 
 “And that’s where you’re wrong, my friend,” Ryan replied, before stepping through the blasted doors and into the fortress. “I have a guardian angel too.” 
 Though Bacchus would probably consider it a demon. 
 The courier walked into a steel hallway, the shadows of Shroud and Fortuna vanishing behind him. All guards had moved outside to defend the perimeter, so nobody dared to stop the courier’s advance. 
 None but the voices. 
 “Coming inside alone was a mistake.” Though Bacchus’ voice echoed in the corridor, Ryan didn’t see him anywhere. Nor did the armor’s sensors pick up a sound. The words existed only in the courier’s head. “Despoiling this holy ground was a sin.” 
 “Can I confess my sins while hauling you out of here?” Ryan remembered the fortress’ plans from his previous visit, and suspected that the priest awaited him in the Bliss production center. “This place is lost, Father.” 
 “All you sinners did was invoke the Wrath of God. I already sent word to Augustus.” 
 Which meant Ryan had no time to waste. “I should have called myself Joan of Arc,” the courier said before smashing through a blast door blocking his path with shockwaves. The steel doors fell on the ground with a loud noise, though only darkness awaited beyond the threshold. 
 The courier suddenly realized something was wrong with the architecture, though he couldn’t put his finger on what. The corridor’s angles looked perfect, too perfect, the ceiling too smooth... 
 “All spirits are linked, by the grace of God, yet you have turned away from It.” Bacchus’ voice sounded almost warm and soothing. “This place is a temple to Its glory, which your mere presence desecrates.” 
 “Good, just let me grab Narcinia and bring down the roof, and you won’t have to suffer my wits anymore.” Ryan briefly froze time, the world turning purple. The darkness in front of him vanished, a wall of dented steel standing up where the blast door should have been. The real blast door had been to his left, and intact. 
 “I won’t let you,” Bacchus said as Ryan let time resume and unleashed a shockwave to his left, dispelling the illusion. “She is a bridge between us mortals and my God, too precious to be sacrificed to the likes of you.” 
 “She is what, thirteen? Fourteen?” Ryan snickered before continuing his progress. Lamps in the ceiling flickered, and shadows shifted all around him. “That’s like five years too old for you.” 
 “I see that even my salvation cannot reach you now.” Bacchus’ voice let out a sigh, and the blast door magically reformed behind Ryan. “But all sins are forgiven in death. Once I have peeled away your mind to nothingness, your corpse will bolster the cohorts of the risen.” 
 And Bacchus attacked. 
 The ground collapsed beneath Ryan’s feet, making him stumble into a black abyss with fangs and teeth. The courier activated his jetpack, but a serpentine tongue caught his ankle and dragged him into the darkness. 

This is all in my head, Ryan thought, but his own brain wouldn’t believe him. 
 When the fangs closed around his stomach and tore him in half, the pain felt very
real. 
 Ryan immediately activated his time-stop, and when the world turned purple, the courier stood inside a security checkpoint room with only computers for company. 
 He hadn’t even activated his jetpack. 
 When he had fought Night Terror in the past, Ryan had noticed that his time-stop briefly dispelled illusions. The courier suspected that telepaths worked by ‘broadcasting’ thoughts through Blue Flux, and they couldn’t do so in a frozen world. 
 Unfortunately, the illusions reasserted themselves the moment time resumed. The next telepathic attack took the shape of a tide of blood swallowing Ryan and seeping into his armor. The courier instinctively held his breath, but the red liquid bypassed his lips and started filling his lungs. His vision blurred as he drowned into the red ocean, the laughter of Bloodstream resonating with the waves. 
 Ryan knew this was all an illusion, and unlike Night Terror, it didn’t look like Bacchus could inflict real damage through hallucinations. However, the priest didn’t have to harm the time-traveler, only to delay him. If Augustus fell on him while blinded by illusions, the courier might as well be a sitting duck. 
 Another time-stop dispelled the red flood, and Ryan used shockwaves on the floor below his feet. The ground collapsed when time resumed, but when the time-traveler fell the hole went on and on forever. A hideous alien cacophony erupted around him, as strident as the scream of children. The twisted illusion made the courier’s ears bleed and his vision blur. 

No, Ryan realized as the cacophony became deafening, not illusions.

 Insanity. 
 Bacchus could degrade an individual’s sense of reality like advanced schizophrenia or other mental illnesses, destroying the victim’s very identity. He peeled someone’s mind away like an onion, until nothing remained. 
 “You did this to Giulia Costa,” Ryan realized in horror, his voice somehow cutting through the alien cacophony. The courier had grown used to pain through centuries of time-looping, but a normal mind would have shattered under these psychic assaults. “You tortured her, until she forgot who she was.” 
 Human mouths opened on his armor, to taunt him with ten thousand voices in one. “Some in the Holy Church believed that only through pain and flagellation could one become closer to God.” 
 Ryan choked, as tendril-whips sprung from the darkness and hit him in the chest and back. Though his armor should have stopped them, they flayed the skin beneath the steel. Their kiss felt like sharp blades cutting him up. 
 “Is that the best you can do?” the courier said with a grunt. “My girlfriend scratches me harder!” 
 “Giulia Costa died on the altar, only to rise again, a holy maiden and a tool of the one true God,” Bacchus replied softly. “It took days for her to accept this divine grace, but in the end, she opened her heart to me.” 
 “Yeah, I’m going to martyr you too as soon I reach your hiding room!” Ryan activated his power again, finding himself facing a steel floor with four animated, putrid corpses striking his back with pickaxes. 
 Mercury. 
 Bacchus cloaked his undead thralls with illusions, allowing them to strike him by surprise. They’re trying to find a joint or weak point in the armor, Ryan thought, as he blasted the undead to pieces in the frozen time. They wouldn’t find one, but might damage the circuitry or the helmet’s lenses. 
 He managed to rise back to his feet before the time-stop’s duration ended, but the courier already felt mentally exhausted as if he had overslept. The repeated mental assaults couldn’t harm him physically, but they taxed his brain. 

If this lasts too long, I might pass out from the sheer headache, Ryan realized, as he tried to remember his current location inside the maze-like facility. Thankfully, his enhanced timing let his body continue walking towards its destination. 
 Time ran out, and the psychic assault renewed. 
 Nails impaled Ryan through the hands and the feet, impaling him on a Christian cross overseeing Ischia Island. The Plushie was crucified to his left, a half-rotten Len to the right. Bacchus stood in front of the naked courier with a sharp spear, while New Rome burnt beyond a bloody horizon. 
 “I now realize that the Gnosticism heresy had the truth of it,” the priest said, as he stabbed Ryan in the chest. The courier clenched his jaw not to scream as the spear’s tip twisted between his ribs. The illusion was so vivid that it fooled his nerves. “This world, this crooked reality, is a prison for souls. A cosmic trap of monstrous proportions, keeping us from divine unity with the Ultimate Ones.” 
 “I know what Eva Fabre did to you, Andreas,” Ryan said in between grunts of pain. He hoped using Bacchus’ real name would unsettle him and dispel the hallucination, but it only made the priest stab him harder. “She wrecked your mind when you gained your powers. If there was ever a good man inside you, he’s probably weeping.” 
 “The Alchemist awakened me,” Bacchus replied, his face twisting into a skull with a blue, alien light peering out of the eyes. “She was a prophet, and I followed the wrong path.” 
 “She was mad, and now she’s dead.” Or she wished she was. 
 When Bacchus opened his ghoulish mouth, Eva Fabre’s voice came out. “Does it matter if the carpenter dies, so long as the house stands?” The spear in his hands turned into an Elixir needle, oozing a blue oil from its tip. “The Lord of the Scriptures to whom I dedicated half my life was a lie, an illusion. There are no other gods than the Ultimate Ones.” 
 “Geist saw heaven,” Ryan reminded him. “A bright Yellow realm of light and angels.” 
 “Yes, he did.” The universe turned a blinding Yellow, the courier’s eyes burning from the light. “What of it?” 
 “You don’t get it. If he saw a heaven with angels, maybe your old God exists in the Yellow World. You got the color wrong!” 
 Ryan froze time again and collapsed into a bed of flowers. Their petals were blue, their cores yellow. The courier noticed a hole in a glass ceiling above his head, and two undead with welding sticks surrounding him. 
 The courier quickly rose up and rushed out of the glass garden, punching the corpses out of his way. He had somehow made his way into the Bliss labs in the facility’s heart, and quickly guessed why. 
 His enhanced timing sense. His body had kept moving towards its destination like a sleepwalker, even if Bacchus assaulted his mind. 
 Unfortunately, sleepwalking wouldn’t save Ryan from physical attacks. 
 An old hunchback stood near the drug assembly lines, surrounded by a group of ten undead bodyguards all equipped with submachine guns. The fossil dressed astonishingly well, wearing a cashmere back suit and a bowler hat, though he needed an ugly wooden cane to stand. His white beard couldn’t cover all his face’s warts and wrinkles, and his tiny eyes squinted at the glass garden with fear. 
 Mercury. 
 Unfortunately, time ran out before Ryan could unleash a shockwave at this geriatric disaster. The entire facility turned bright blue. A psychedelic lightshow blinded the time traveler to reality, the assembly lines turning into streams of shining data, the ceiling into the water, and the floor into an empty sky. Rain fell down on the courier, but the raindrops turned into blades when they hit his flesh. 

Bullets, Ryan thought fearfully, before suddenly remembering he had his armor on. Or at least, he knew he still had it, even if his senses told him otherwise. 
 The longer Bacchus’ hallucinations affected him, the harder it became to remember what was real or not. 
 “Your faith wasn’t all that unshakable, wasn’t it?” The time-traveler taunted his tormentor. “Or maybe it was just a disguise, easy to trade away when it didn’t fit you anymore?” 
 “You don’t know what you speak of.” The pale blue world shifted into a spiral, a whirlpool sucking Ryan’s very soul. “Don’t you see that my work is for the good of all?” 
 “It’s never going to work by torturing people,” Ryan replied, an idea crossing his mind. Bacchus believed himself the tool of a higher power, chosen to fulfill a purpose. There was an opening. “You need wisdom and compassion to ascend. I know because they told me.” 
 Bacchus’ resolve wavered. For a brief instant, no longer than a second, the blue spiral turned into the face of Andreas Torque, his eyes ablaze with madness and fury. 
 And so Ryan delivered the coup-de-grace. “I guess you were too much of a protestant to enlighten!” 
 Strong blue hands grabbed the courier’s throat and started choking the life out of him. The hands grew a body, and then a head. 
 “I need to get out!” The illusory Bacchus screamed, and as he spoke his visage twisted into an abomination with four eyes and two mouths. “I need to escape! I need to be free!” 
 Ryan attempted to activate his time-stop, but his brain hurt when he tried to. His vision blurred, as fingers tore into his skull to rip open his brain matter. And Bacchus kept ranting, his eyes dividing into a nightmarish kaleidoscope. “I can’t stand this reality!” he shrieked. “It’s all wrong! It’s all twisted and broken! Somewhere in that brain is the key, the door, the way out—” 
 The illusion flickered into nothingness, and Ryan didn’t even need to stop time. 
 The courier awoke to reality slammed against the Bliss assembly line by a group of undead, two of them trying to remove his helmet with welding tools. Mercury observed the process from a safe distance, still believing Ryan to be under his colleague’s influence. 
 The courier stopped time, forced the undead off him, and charged at their necromancer. 
 “Boo,” Ryan said as time resumed, Mercury’s eyes widening in terror. 
 He punched the old man in the face with enough strength to break his jaw. The ancient Genome dropped his cane and fell on his back, completely still. His undead collapsed at the same time as him, the yellow light in their eyes vanishing. 
 “One less pension to pay, I guess,” the courier japed, before almost stumbling from the mental pain. A Green Flux flash blinded him for a second, as the armor tried to heal him. It helped a lot with the exhaustion, but little with the headaches. 
 Ignoring the pain wracking his skull, the courier checked the unconscious Mercury’s pulse, confirmed his survival, and continued his journey deeper into the production center. He eventually made his way to the room where Bacchus kept the captives of his experiments. 
 Ryan found the priest wriggling on the floor, scratching his neck as a sentient mist filled out his lungs. The time traveler’s eyes wandered at the cages around him, where drugged-out test subjects with hollow gazes waited in their own feces. One pair of eyes looked towards the courier with intelligence, and a great deal of fear. 
 Bacchus’ eyes looked up and vanished behind his eyelids, but when the mist exited his throat, the courier could still hear him breathe. “Took you long enough,” Ryan complained, as Bianca reformed next to her unconscious victim. 
 “Give me a break, it was hard to find him.” His former vice-president squinted at him. “You’re alright?” 
 “My head hurts like hell, but I’ve felt worse.” The plan had been for Ryan to act as bait for Bacchus’ attention while Bianca crept up on him. The courier had suspected, correctly, that the telepath would have a hard time noticing a creature without a brain. 
 But still, he hadn’t expected the experience to be so harrowing. 
 “You’re not alright,” Bianca said with concern, before glaring at Bacchus. “Why did you want him alive? I could have burst out of his lungs easily enough, Alien-style.” 
 “I promised I would bury him along with this place.” A part of Ryan still wanted to pull his gauntlet’s trigger. “But unlike some ivory madman I know, he didn’t choose to become a monster. If Alchemo can cure his broken psyche like he did with Helen…” 
 That, and since Ryan might not have a do-over this time, he didn’t want to regret anything down the line. A part of him would have always wondered if he had condemned a sick man to death when other alternatives existed. 
 “That’s awfully optimistic.” Bianca shrugged. “But I would have said the same of me.” 
 Ryan looked in front of the cages, stopping in front of one with a terrified teenager inside. “It’s alright,” the courier tried to comfort her, as he tore off the metal bars with his bare hands. “We’re here to help.” 
 Narcinia didn’t make a move to escape her cage, keeping her arms around her knees in a fetal position. She looked at her rescuers with terror, a red mark on her cheek. Someone clearly slapped her not too long ago. 
 It almost made Ryan regret sparing that sorry excuse of a priest. 
 “Bacchus and Mercury are neutralized,” Ryan told Shroud through his armor’s intercom, the Green Flux finally removing his headaches. “We’ve got Narcinia and the test subjects, but she’s… not well.” 
 The answer came swiftly. “Put on the loudspeakers.”

 When Ryan obeyed, it was Fortuna’s voice that came out, brimming with concern. “Narci, are you alright?”

 “Sis?” Narcinia’s eyes lit up with hope. “Sis, is… is that you?” 

“Of course it’s me, silly!” Fortuna marked a short pause. “What happened to you? You sound so…”

 “It’s… Father Torque, he…” Narcinia suppressed a sob. “When Mr. Geist vanished, he wouldn’t let me leave and took my phone. He didn’t even let me see Dad. When I tried to go back home, he… he...” 
 Her sister’s voice turned reassuring and affectionate. “It’s alright, Narci. I’m here, we’re all here. We’re getting you out of this cursed place.”

 “But Dad—” 

“Dad is an asshole,” Fortuna cut her off. “Felix and I will show you.”

 “F-Felix came back?” The poor girl couldn’t believe it. 

“For you, Narci,” Atom Kitten’s voice came out of the loudspeaker. “I came for you.”

 “They’re all waiting for you outside,” Ryan said with kindness, extending a hand to the child. In that moment, he was brought to the day when Len found him under his house’s wreckage, like a light in the darkness. “I’ll show you.” 
 Narcinia hesitated, but eventually took his hand. 
 It took Mr. Wave’s help and a few minutes to evacuate the factory. Bacchus and Mercury were sedated, joining Sparrow, Pluto, and the rest of the Killer Seven. Vamp had broken her neck, and Mars had been bubbled. Narcinia gave her adoptive father a worried glance as Ryan surrendered her to Fortuna, who hugged her sister tightly. Felix watched on for a while until Narcinia started crying, and then awkwardly joined the group hug. 
 Ryan glanced at the Bliss Factory, at this industrial facility of death and destruction, and gave the fateful order. 
 “Tear this place apart!” 
 The giant Vladimir immediately punched the fortress’ stone walls with his bare hands, while Bianca assisted him with shockwaves. The building collapsed on itself, its evils buried for good. 
 “Riri,” Len said, her voice heavy with worry. “He’s coming.” 
 He was. The Saturn Armor’s sensors had noticed a spike in electromagnetic activity near the island. The air itself was choked with electricity, and red lightning coursed through the clouds above the island. 
 Shroud put a hand on the courier’s shoulder. “Ryan—” 
 “You killed me more than he ever did,” the courier quipped, before activating his jetpack. “I’ll be alright.” 
 The vigilante watched Ryan go without a word, but even though the courier couldn’t see through his friend’s glass helmet, he sensed the worry behind it. He wasn’t the only one. Shortie, Bianca, the Doll, Felix, Mr. Wave, Fortuna, Timmy, Helen, and all the friends he made across almost two dozen loops… they looked at him and prayed without a word. 
 They thought he wouldn’t come back. 
 And they might be right. 
 Ryan gathered his breath, swallowed his fear, and ascended higher and higher, until the Bliss factory’s rubbles looked no bigger than his hand. Smoke rose up below him, while crimson lightning tainted the blue skies red. Thunder echoed all around the courier, booming and dreadful. 
 A thunderbolt coursed through the heavens right above his head. 
 “I love the dramatic tension,” Ryan said, looking up. “You sure know how to make an entrance.” 
 An ivory statue slowly descended from a cumulonimbus, shrouded in a crimson, electric aura. It would have hurt to even look at his face, but Ryan’s lenses allowed him to see the furious, murderous scowl behind the crackling lightning. Streams of ionized, whitened winds swirled below the discount deity’s feet, allowing him to fly. 
 Instead of stopping at the courier’s level, Augustus floated a few meters higher to better look down on him. “Who are you?” There was no fear at all in his voice, but his clenched fists betrayed his anger. “The architect of all of this, I presume.” 
 “My name is Ryan. Ryan Romano.” The courier heard a scratching sound from within his backpack. “I’ve been called Quicksave, but for you?” 
 Ryan raised his fists and adopted a fighting pose. 
 “I guess King Saturn will do it.” 
 “Is this my Titanomachy?” His eyes squinted at Ryan with contempt and arrogance. “This did not end well for your namesake the first time. Today will be no different.” 
 “Well, the good thing about do-overs,” Ryan replied. “They can turn failure into success.” 
 “We will see how brave you are when nailed to a cross, bearing witness to the death of these fools on the ground.” Augustus’ voice deepened like thunder, his gaze brightening. “Let’s go.” 





 37: Time & Thunder 
 A part of Ryan always knew it would end this way, ever since he first set foot in New Rome. 
 He had tried to get away from this battle, to run circles around it, to delay it, to out-think it, but he couldn't run away from it. In the end, all he could do was stand his ground and fight. 
 And that he did. 
 A mighty crimson bolt struck him in the chest, the electricity redirected by his armor's circuitry. Though the lightning would have fried a man alive, it dispersed harmlessly to the false god's dismay. Ryan immediately activated the Gravity Gun in his chest while Augustus was briefly startled, firing a black sphere straight at his foe's stomach. 
 Augustus quickly caught the projectile with his left hand as if it were a tennis ball, and found himself trapped. The black sphere pushed him backward and above, higher towards the skies. Ryan gave pursuit, both foes flying above the clouds in a perilous ascent. 
 "Dynamis." Augustus clenched his jaws, his eyes ablaze with rage as he recognized the technology. "I knew it." 
 He attempted to crush the black sphere with both hands, but though its surface bent before the iron grip of his fingers, it resisted. Ryan calculated the angle as they ascended, the blue in the skies giving way to darkness. The stars became visible beyond the ozone layer, while New Rome's gulf looked no larger than a pond beneath them. The courier wondered if he would be able to see Ghoul's rocket from this altitude. 
 His hopes of watching Augustus follow the undead and Alphonse Manada into interstellar exile were quickly dashed. 
 "There it is!" Mob Zeus shouted, the electrical halo around him becoming so bright, so illuminating, that it would have burnt Ryan's eyes were it not for his helmet’s lenses. "The supreme lightning of victory! The absolute power, that sunk islands, turned castles to dust, and split the atom!" 
 Ryan's armor sent alarms about abnormal electromagnetic activity, so the courier immediately backed away and fled west. Augustus became a burning star above his head, and then exploded in a cataclysmic light show. 
 A burning supernova of crimson plasma set the atmosphere ablaze, unleashing a blast that rivaled Ryan's own A-bomb. A wall of fire erupted in the skies, expanding in a spherical wave of energy annihilating all in its path. Crimson thunderbolts coursed in all directions, tainting the black void of space red. The sheer thermal wave heated up the air, starting a blast of burning air stronger than a hurricane and faster than sound. 
 Ryan froze time, and though Augustus' crimson lightning kept working in the frozen time, it did halt the enormous blast of displaced, super-heated air. Putting all power in his jetpack,  the courier broke the sound barrier and outpaced the fireball. Even though he managed to avoid the worst of the blast, the cashmere poncho over his armor went down in flames, and the heat made his armor's paint peel away. 
 Even though the fireball now spanned kilometers, the shockwave eventually weakened and died. Ryan glanced over his shoulder, to see a dying crimson sun fill up the heavens above him. 
 Was that why Augustus' Red Elixir had given him lightning manipulation? Because he associated it with godhood and power? Ryan supposed that the Orange one had made Mob Zeus' feeling of being untouchable uncomfortably real. Worse, the catastrophic detonation confirmed what the courier had long suspected. 
 Augustus' lightning generation had no upper limit. 
 Yes, Lightning Butt needed a little time to generate anything stronger than a thunderbolt, but he could produce enough power and heat to create nuclear explosions. Maybe he could even manipulate electrons to somehow break atoms. 
 No wonder Mob Zeus had managed to sink Malta. If given free reign, he could probably destroy human civilization on his own. 
 Ryan couldn't allow him to do so. 
 A shadow emerged from the blinding light, chasing after the courier and quickly gained ground on him. The sheer power and speed of Augustus' flight caused a small tornado to form beneath his feet, and no black sphere impeded the living statue anymore. 
 Ryan hastily turned around to face his nemesis, flying with both fists raised before him. Augustus answered the challenge by smiting the courier with a torrent of bloody lightning. 
 Instead of dodging, Ryan flew straight through the thunderstorm, pushing his power armor's resistance to the limit. The Saturn Armor stockpiled the lightning in an internal battery, but the sheer voltage strained it. Still, it allowed the courier to emerge from the lightning right in front of a surprised Augustus. 
 Ryan froze time, and punched Lightning Butt in the left cheek. 
 Black particles surged around the courier's fingers, swallowing his hand in darkness. In this punch, Ryan poured all his memories of watching Bliss victims wasting away, of finding Narcinia in a cage, of Augustus striking Hargraves while the world came to an end, of Mars trying to murder his own son, of Pluto successfully killing Fortuna, of all the hideous crimes he had seen take place under Mob Zeus's orders across his adventures in New Rome. 
 Ryan’s hand hit Lightning Butt with so much strength, so much weight behind it, that the blow reverberated across the Saturn Armor. For a brief moment, the time-traveler worried that his power hadn't grown strong enough to inflict substantial damage, that all his efforts had been for naught in the end. 
 And then the split appeared. 
 The left side of Augustus' face cracked around the impact, a red light glowing from inside the tiny rifts spreading across his cheek, his lips, and his forehead. The blow sent the god wannabe falling down, but he quickly regained control of his flight. 
 Yet instead of engaging Ryan again in melee, Augustus hovered in place as time resumed, looking up at the armored time-traveler flying above his head with surprise… and a hint of fear. 
 Their positions from the battle's start had reversed. 
 "You wounded me," Augustus said, half shocked, half angry. 
 "Really?" the courier replied, freezing time again and closing the gap between them. "Let's check!" 
 And Ryan punched Augustus again! 
 Lightning Butt tried to dodge, but his own reflexes worked against him. For years he had felt secure in his invulnerability, letting his foes break their hands against his metal skin as a show of strength. His survival instinct was fighting his arrogance, and Ryan’s hand struck before this internal battle could resolve. 
 This time, the courier aimed for the right side of the head, and witnessed more cracks appear. The electrical halo around Augustus briefly shorted out, revealing the old man underneath the luster of power. Red lines spread across his ivory visage, like a damaged statue. His haughty, arrogant expression had turned into a wince of pain. Ryan couldn't help but feel a deep sense of satisfaction at the sight. 
 “Remember,” the courier said, “you are mortal.” 
 Time resumed, and Augustus struck back with a bestial snarl. 
 His first blow hit Ryan's chest with enough strength to bend the reinforced metal, and the second sent the courier falling down to Earth at the speed of a cannonball. Ryan regained control of his flight after crashing through a cumulonimbus, floating above the vast blue expanse of the Mediterranean Sea. Instead of engaging his foe again, he fled west as fast as he could. 
 Augustus immediately pursued the time-traveler with feverish zeal, his fear replaced with murderous desperation. He couldn't let anyone capable of harming him live to fight another day. 
 Ryan checked his location, and opened a long-distance channel. Both he and Augustus flew so close to the water, and so swiftly, that the sea seemed to split in half below them. "Simon, where are you?" 

"We evacuated as you asked, p'tit rital," his friend's voice answered while the courier dived to the left to dodge a crimson thunderbolt. Unfortunately, the lightning changed course and homed on to the time-traveler, though the armor absorbed it all the same. 
 "How far?" Ryan asked, as the Monegasque coast came within view. 

"Really far. Why?"

 "Because you might need to redraw the maps—" 
 Ryan choked as Augustus caught up with him with a roar. Both Genomes soon started manhandling each other above the empty but illuminated streets of Monaco, the sun was all but gone from the sky. A golden glow surrounded the courier, as the Saturn Armor's Yellow defenses struggled against the cursed city's insidious grasp. 
 "So you were the source of these anomalies," Augustus said, before closing his hands around Ryan's armored neck and squeezing. The mob boss' eyes burnt with savage hatred, the glowing red splits across his face making him look like a demon from Hell. The outside finally matched the inside. "Good. I had hoped to kill you for a very, very long time." 
 "Sorry, I'm not into that sort of foreplay." Ryan activated his power and struck Augustus at his arms' joints by surprise, making the electric maniac release his hold on him. Mob Zeus attempted to punch him in the time anomaly, but the courier swiftly drew upon decades of judo practice, grabbed his foe’s arm, and tossed the ivory man towards the city. 
 Augustus crashed into the ruins of the Monte-Carlo casino with a devastating crash, collapsing its roof as time resumed. 
 Ryan immediately retreated outside of Monaco's airspace, and delighted upon seeing Augustus disappear in a bright flash of violet light. The golden glow around the Saturn Armor vanished as soon as he crossed the Monegasque border and the fortifications Simon had set around the city. 
 The courier considered delaying his save until after he slept and confirmed he wouldn't wake up in Monaco, before remembering he couldn't. 
 Still, Ryan let out a sigh and took a moment to observe Monaco as he gathered his breath. He had worried that Augustus would prove immune to that too, but thankfully, even an invulnerable man couldn't escape this cursed city's grasp. The time-traveler didn't wish an eternity fighting clowns on anyone, but Lightning Butt had more than earned it. 
 Ryan prepared to call Livia to announce the news, when his armor's sensors noticed an anomaly. 
 An electromagnetic spike? 
 A flash of violet light erupted at Monaco's border, and a furious Augustus materialized barely ten meters away from Ryan. 
 The startled courier froze in place for a split second and instinctively halted the march of time. But Lightning Butt didn't slow down and tackled his foe, both of them flying towards the hills overlooking Monaco. 
 What? How? Did Augustus' invulnerability grant him immunity to Monaco's grasp? 
 No, something far simpler had happened. 
 Monaco had let Augustus go, either out of terror... or most probably, out of sheer spite. 
 The evil pocket dimension would rather screw Ryan over one last time than have a new prisoner! 
 The two enemies’ flight ended at the Tête-de-chien promontory where the courier's adventure in Monaco first began. Augustus smashed Ryan's head against the pavement with enough strength to crack the helmet's lenses, and the courier’s vision briefly blurred. A drop of blood fell down his forehead, while his last reserves of Green Flux coursed through his veins and restored his vision. 
 Augustus' shadow towered over Ryan as he struggled to stand back on his feet. "Here is where you belong," Mob Zeus said while lifting his right foot like an executioner’s axe. "Under my heel!" 
 Ryan hastily rolled aside before Lightning Butt could stomp his head like a watermelon, and jumped back on his feet. Augustus’ heel shattered the pavement in a devastating strike, digging a small crater. 
 "And here's the hand you deserve!" Ryan replied before freezing time. He swiftly backhanded the mob boss before he could adjust his position, his Black Flux-infused fist hitting the Genome supremacist in the face. 
 The blow sent a tooth flying and the mob boss stumbling. Lightning Butt quickly regained his footing, and touched his chin as if expecting to bleed. When time resumed, neither enemy took flight. 
 Instead, they faced each other on the promontory, their feet firmly anchored to the ground. Augustus didn't attempt to zap Ryan again, perhaps expecting the courier's armor to absorb his lightning. 
 Or perhaps the lightning lord would rather beat the time-traveler within an inch of his life with his bare hands, to better feel his bones breaking beneath his fingers. 
 "You fight better than most, but your efforts are for naught," Augustus said before taking a step forward. From the height of his two meters, the ivory man towered above his rival like Mount Everest above all other mountains. "There can only be one master of the world." 
 "You think that's what I'm fighting you for?" Ryan sneered, before doing some boxing footwork. "The world?" 
 "What else?" 
 "Because I want to be happy." Ryan froze time, right as Augustus raised his right fist. "Because I want to make a great many people happy, and you're a threat to their well-being." 
 Lightning Butt lunged at him with a jaguar’s speed, but Ryan lowered his head to dodge his deadly punch and retaliated with an uppercut. The blow, shrouded in Black Flux, would have shattered a normal human's head. It only caused more cracks to appear on Lightning Butt's chin, and the shadows around the courier's hands dispelled when time resumed. 
 "Make people happy?" Augustus didn't even appear capable of fathoming the notion. "The likes of us stand above lesser men. They exist to serve us; we don't exist to serve them. It is our will that decides what is right from wrong. It is our destiny, our divine right, to remake the world as we wish." 
 The ivory man tried to strike Ryan while he waited for his countdown to end with a haymaker, but the courier swiftly dodged this blow too. 
 "Make people happy? You sound like Hargraves." Augustus sneered in disgust. "Such weaklings are not meant to live." 
 "Yet I made Livia happy," Ryan replied, as he counted from nine to ten. "While you only ever brought her pain and sorrow!" 
 The mention of his daughter hurt Augustus more than the punches ever did. "You dare mention her name?!" 
 "She didn't warn you about me because she knows it too!" Ryan froze time, Black Flux swirling around his fingers. "That you're an irredeemable piece of shit! Even if she still loves you, she understands that you've got to go!" 
 "It doesn't matter," Augustus replied, lying to himself. "Once you're out of the picture, I will make everything right." 
 Ryan punched Lightning Butt in the chest, making him snarl as a new crack spread over his torso. 
 The vicious brawl continued for minutes, perhaps hours; the universe turned violet, then returned to normal, then switched back to violet again in an endless cycle. The two duelists stepped down the hill's steel slope, one punch at a time, with only the stars for witnesses. 
 Augustus was faster than Adam, and stronger than Wyvern. Though he was no martial art expert, he had far more experience with hand-to-hand fighting than Fallout. Lightning Butt’s style was rough and direct, almost robotic, but nonetheless effective. His body didn't feel fatigue, and each of his blows carried as much strength as the first. 
 But he lacked something priceless, an edge that allowed Ryan to dominate him. 
 Experience. 
 When Augustus raised his fist, Ryan didn't see the Genome suprematist he had grown to despise. He saw the boxers, judo masters, Psychos, ninjas, clowns, ninja clowns, gangsters, petty tyrants, and heroes that he had bested across the years. He saw all the people he had fought in close combat over more than eight centuries of main quests, side-quests, random encounters, optional boss battles, and adventures across Europe. Ryan’s body reacted on its own, drawing upon decades spent perfecting boxing, Krav Maga, Judo, Jiu-Jitsu, street fighting, and all martial arts known to man. 
 Augustus might have been over seventy, but he was the child among the two fighters. 
 By now, the mob boss' entire body had begun to resemble the moon's landscape, craters and rifts spread over a white wasteland. He tried to dodge and to parry Ryan’s blows sometimes, but his own reflexes worked against him. Having never needed to dodge an attack or protect himself in over twenty years, Augustus had developed an overaggressive fighting style, all relentless attacks with little focus on defense. 
 It would have been enough to overwhelm almost anyone, but Ryan’s reflexes had honed to perfection over centuries. The courier focused on dodging the enemy strikes, and counterattacking whenever an opening presented itself. 
 The damage he inflicted wasn't only cosmetic. Augustus' expression had long twisted into one of permanent pain, though rage was one hell of an anesthetic. 
 "Now you look like a real statue," Ryan taunted him, even as his armor sent alarms. The Black Flux was damaging the gauntlets as much as the repeated strikes against Augustus’ indestructible body, slowly consuming the steel. 
 He had to bring an end to the battle quickly. 
 Augustus seethed with pain and rage, his movements growing wilder, unfocused, desperate. When his punches missed Ryan and hit Monaco’s hills, the very ground trembled before his might. His lips uttered a single word. "Why?" 
 "Why are you losing?" Ryan froze time and punched Lightning Butt in the face again. This time a bit of his stone lips flew alongside a tooth. "Because for all your might, your fists only carry the strength of your arrogance behind them. While mine carry the weight of centuries, and the hopes of thousands." 
 Even this armor was the work of dozens of people, who each gave their knowledge, their work, their very lifeforce to make this wonder possible. From Len to Jasmine, from Felix to Livia, all of them contributed. Their strength coursed through these circuits. 
 And now, Ryan raised his hand to deliver the coup-de-grâce. 
 Instead of taking it, Augustus blasted the ground with lightning, blowing dust in all directions. Ryan's fists hit only smoke as time resumed. 
 When the cloud dissipated, Lightning Butt had taken flight and loomed over the courier. 
 "Your power works through your hands, and only within that temporal anomaly of yours," Augustus said, a crimson electrical current coursing through his cracked skin. "Your other weapons are useless against me." 
 He zapped Ryan with a torrent of crimson lightning. The Saturn Armor absorbed it, but when Ryan activated his jetpack to catch Augustus, the warlord denied him the privilege of another brawl. Lightning Butt bravely ran circles around his foe, bombarding him with shock and thunder. 
 "Running away, are we now?" Ryan taunted the mob boss as he chased after him. "Puny god." 
 Augustus answered with another lightning bolt. Unwilling to overcharge the armor's limited stockpile capacity, the courier dodged to the side, but like before the thunderbolt acted like a homing missile and hit him at lightspeed. 'Warning, storage capacity at half-percent!' the armor warned after absorbing the electricity into itself. 
 Ryan realized dodging had been a mistake, as a twisted smile flashed across Augustus' cracked face. 
 Now he knew the Saturn Armor’s endurance wasn’t limitless. 
 The two engaged in a deadly course and pursuit over the French Côte d'Azur. Once a coastal and sunny paradise, the Genome Wars had left only ruins, muddy sand, and wild forests growing over both. They danced and waltzed, but only ever exchanged thunderbolts. 
 If it had been a hand-to-hand fight, Ryan might have prevailed, but Mob Zeus refused to let the courier get any closer than ten meters. Since he flew even faster than the time-traveler and resisted his Violet power, there was little Ryan could do to close the gap. He attempted his usual tricks, blowing up dust from the ground or trying to make Augustus lose sight of him to spring an ambush. 
 It was all for naught. When Ryan feigned retreat, Augustus gave pursuit only to back down whenever the courier turned around. When Ryan tried to hide behind a hill or a tree, the lightning always struck him from an unexpected direction. Mob Zeus could detect electrons, so he didn't need to see Ryan to hit him. 
 The mob boss harassed Ryan with a loan shark’s relentlessness, never giving him any moment to breathe. 
 "I BLEEPED your daughter!" Ryan shouted, trying to infuriate the madman and make him drop his guard. "And your sister too! Look, a wild Hargraves!" 
 But neither truth nor lie disturbed Augustus' focus. Unlike Bacchus, he didn't let emotions interfere with his goal. Lightning Butt was brutal, but not stupid. 
 The only thing on his mind was his foe’s death, and nothing else mattered. 
 In desperation, Ryan froze time, and attempted to unleash a shockwave while his gauntlets were wreathed in Black Flux. He hoped, prayed, that some of the dark particles would travel with the blast and damage his foe. 
 Instead, his gauntlets shorted out, Black Flux seeping out of the damaged circuitry instead of a shockwave. Worse, Ryan's fingers hurt beneath the steel, the darkness threatening to consume them too. 

'Warning: system overload!' The Saturn Armor alarmed Ryan, before the latest thunderbolt caused the sensors to sort out. 
 With little alternative, Ryan tried to activate his intercom and call for help. "Leo? Sunshine?" 
 But only thunder and static answered. 
 The sheer electromagnetic activity screwed with his communicators! 
 And what was bound to happen, happened. 
 Augustus zapped Ryan again, and this time, the armor failed to absorb the lightning. The Flux batteries melted inside the steel armor, and the jetpack exploded in Ryan's back. The whole armor shorted out, and the courier crash landed on some forgotten French beach. 
 His battered, crippled armor hit a hard bed of sand, dust creeping inside the servos. The helmet's lenses shattered, some shards making their way into Ryan's left eye. The courier had to bite his own tongue to swallow a scream, as half his vision turned red. 

Get up, he thought furiously, I have to get up.

 But the strike had damaged the armor's servos, and while it had been as light as a feather, the Saturn suit now seemed to weigh tons. Ryan could barely roll to his left side, blood dripping from his broken helmet, his right eye glancing up at his own death. 
 "This ends here," Augustus said, flying above his foe with the arrogant fury of a wounded god. "The lightning does not care for kings or commoners, for good and evil. When lightning falls, it strikes indiscriminately... and all mortals bow to it." 
 "Don't you know?" Ryan replied spitefully, his fists clenching. "I'm immortal." 
 "Nothing lives forever. You least of all." 
 Augustus' shroud of lightning grew more intense, as he gathered more power into himself. Scraps of his skin peeled off and fell into the sea, revealing the adamantine flesh and pulsating lightning veins underneath. He would gather enough energy to power all of New Rome for a year, and vaporize Ryan with it. 
 Centuries of training, two dozen runs spent preparing, billions of euros worth of resources gathered... 
 And it still wasn't enough! 

It can't end like this, Ryan thought, his hopes faltering. If he couldn't go back in time again, he wouldn't have a do-over. Augustus would kill him, and then follow through with everyone in New Rome. This is... this isn't a happy ending.

 "I am a god," Augustus said, his light as blinding as the sun. "You are just a human being." 
 Ryan's guardian angel woke up. 
 Its white, furred form crawled out of the broken backpack and the damaged armor. It hopped on the sand in front of Ryan's face, and looked at the courier with big, sad blue eyes. 
 The same sorrowful look it had while in the bunker. 
 "No," Ryan pleaded. 
 "I will always be your friend," the Plushie replied, its pre-recorded voice morphing into another, alien one. 
 Then it bravely jumped at Augustus, claws out and firing lasers from its eyes. 
 Even the Plushie's weaponry paled before Augustus' light, as the false god struck down the beach with his thunderbolt. The crimson lightning fell down with enough power to vaporize a city block, turning the night sky red. 
 It never reached Ryan. 
 Instead, the Plushie took the hit, its mechanical body disintegrating from the sheer heat and voltage. The toy had barely leapt off a meter above the courier, but the lightning focused into a single point, a violet tear in the very fabric of space and time. A thumb-sized looking glass peering through other realities. 
 A portal. 
 Much like Ryan's time anomaly, Plushie had always existed between two universes. It was a gate. 
 And Ryan was the key. 
 Suddenly, all fell into place. Loops of subtle nudging, of not-so-random coincidences and careful preparations, forming a chain of cause and effects. 
 All to leave that door open at the right time. 
 Using the last of his strength, the courier forced himself to his knees, froze time, and grabbed the portal with his bare hands. Violet and black particles swirled around his fingers in a deadly dance of light and darkness, consuming Augustus' divine lightning. Space itself bent and broke, as the time-traveler forced the gate open. Otherworldly, alien energies seeped into Earth's reality like blood pouring out of a wound. 
 From the size of a thumb, the portal's size increased from two meters in diameter... and so did its appetite. Sand, seawater, and air all floated into the rift, unable to resist its pull. 
 Augustus' eyes widened in surprise, and he attempted to fly away. But the rift consumed the air beneath his feat and made the living statue fall down into this violet hole. As Mob Zeus entered his reach Ryan grabbed him by the ankle, the adamantine flesh feeling as soft as butter between his blackened fingers. 
 The time-traveler dragged his nemesis into the otherworldly abyss as the gate closed behind them. The stream of Violet Flux intensified and swallowed them whole. 
 The two Genomes had entered the Purple World. 





 38: The Gate and the Key 
 When Ryan gazed into the violet abyss, the abyss looked back. 
 As he fell down into a tunnel of violet light, the time-traveler witnessed distant echoes form around him. Images flashed in his mind like pictures, followed by sound. He relieved memories, some of them his own, but not all. 
 Ryan remembered the fateful day he and Len found their Elixirs, and the moment when it all began. 
 For a moment, he was Len, drinking an Elixir in a desperate attempt to heal a sick father. 
 The next instant, he was a woman with a dream, murdered by a heartless man. He lived through Julie Costa's murder, both as the victim and the perpetrator. 
 He became a living sun, fighting a final battle for the world's sake against a mad Genius' endless armies. 
 He remembered the Plushie's creation, his rebirth in Monaco, and his first Perfect Run. 
 He watched Bloodstream's final defeat through half a dozen pairs of eyes, gaining a broader perspective. 
 He became a priest eager to defend the world in the name of God, and the sociopathic scientist who drove him mad. 
 Ryan became all of these people and more, as he lived through these fragments of the past. The endless tapestry of time appeared before the wanderer, offering him greater insight and knowledge. 
 Through it all, Ryan's purple doppelganger followed after him like a shadow, a reflection. It floated ever closer to the original, but never fused with him. Two old friends had reunited, but now was not yet the time to become one. 
 There was still one task left to do. 

"I'm with you," the double whispered with Ryan's own voice. His Elixir Magenta inhabited this specter, always standing by its human partner’s side. "Let's kick his ass."

 Ryan lightly landed on his feet and found a confused Augustus waiting for him. 
 To the courier, the Purple World appeared as a grassless plain without limits, the purple ground as smooth as a polished mirror. The skies were a lighter shade of violet, a beautiful void without clouds, without wind. Countless spheres floated above Ryan's head, linked by beautiful, dazzling auroras of Violet Flux. The strange bubbles reflected pictures of alien worlds defying understanding, of lands ruled by dinosaurs, of human and alien cities. 
 Ryan couldn't count them all, and each of them showed something different. Another place, another time. 

Doors, the courier realized. Gates to other worlds beyond count, portals to different pasts, alternate presents, and possible futures. Ryan couldn't help but take a moment to marvel at this place's alien beauty, at this universe of limitless possibilities. The sight deeply humbled him, as he truly began to fathom how vast the multiverse was, and how small he looked in comparison. 
 "What is this place?" The red light had gone out of Augustus, leaving nothing but a cracked statue of ivory. His eyes glared at Ryan, blind to this place's majesty. "What have you done?" 
 "I brought you to my home turf," the courier replied, taking a step forward. His armor suddenly seemed no heavier than air, and his Violet Elixir walked after him like his shadow. "This ends here." 
 “It will.” Augustus raised his hand, trying to smite Ryan with divine lightning. But no electricity erupted from his fingers, to his surprise. 
 Mob Zeus couldn't draw energy from the Red World here. Not without the right permission. Unlike Ryan, he was nothing more than an intruder, an unwelcome guest in a world that served as the time-traveler's second home. 
 "This is a crossroads, but you can't break the lock," Ryan said, darkness spreading across his skin. "While I..." 
 Black Flux erupted from his heart, his very soul, burning off the Saturn armor and shrouding his entire body in a cloak of darkness. Ryan became a shadow with a purple reflection, a human-shaped black hole. A living void. 
 The Saturn Armor had never been more than an amplifier, helping Ryan focus his own personal connection to the Black World. But here, in this place? In this crossroads between all of space and time? 
 "I am the gate, and the key!" 
 Ryan could draw upon as much Black Flux as he wished. 
 Half his vision turned dark, as the paradoxical energies consumed his wounded left eye. The courier crossed the distance with his adversary in an instant, space dissolving between them as if it no longer existed. The surprised Augustus instinctively raised his left arm to protect his head, and Ryan punched it with a fist of solid darkness. 
 His shadowy fingers cut through the adamantine like butter. 
 Augustus' eyes widened in shock, as his forearm fell on the purple ground and left a stump behind. His flesh and blood had calcified, turning as solid and indestructible as the skin outside. But Lightning Butt's nerves still worked correctly, if his roar of pain was of any indication. He clutched the stump with his remaining hand, his eyes widening in rage and horror. 
 Ryan would have rejoiced, if his current state didn't hurt him as much as Augustus. He felt his skin peel away, devoured by the Black Flux. His legs, his arms, started to flicker like shade in the sunlight. If he kept this up, he would either ascend as a living shadow... or cease to exist. 
 "Give up," the courier ordered Augustus. 
 He didn't listen. 
 "I was chosen." Madness and hubris overwhelmed Augustus, his fear of death giving way to a single-minded, murderous rage. Unable to strike Ryan down with lightning, he raised his right fist in a haymaker motion. Lightning Butt’s eyes were devoid of all rational thoughts; his hatred had overwhelmed his survival instinct. His mind simply couldn't accept defeat. "I was chosen by Fate!" 
 Ryan raised a hand, his purple double following his movement, and shattered Augustus' right arm at the elbow with a swift strike. The severed arm joined its twin on the purple floor, and the pain brought Lightning Butt to his knees. 
 He had lost the same hands he once smashed Julie Costa's head with. 
 Call it karma. 
 While his purple double glanced at the portals above them, Ryan looked down at his foe. Without the electrical halo surrounding him, Augustus’ wrinkles, whether natural ones or cracks from the battle, were exposed for all to see. The perfect Olympian statue had degraded, his smooth outer layers now resembling a broken windshield. Though he shed no blood, there was hardly a spot in the mob boss' body without a rift, a hand-shaped crater, or exposed metallic flesh. 
 Ryan glanced at this all-powerful Genome's face, and it looked so old, so scared beneath the bluster. The face Augustus had struggled so hard to hide from the world wasn't that of a god, but of a feeble, bitter old man. One so afraid of his own death, that he had murdered thousands to stave it off. 
 Beneath all the cruelty and the luster of divine power, Augustus was nothing but a small, petty miscreant, worthy only of contempt. 
 "Give up!" Ryan shouted, his voice deepening as his throat flickered in and out of existence. 
 But now that he had lost everything, pride was all Augustus had left. 
 "A god does not surrender!" he snarled. 
 A true god was listening, and made its presence known. 
 The portal bubbles dispersed, pushed away by an invisible cosmic force. The smooth ground beneath Ryan's feet undulated like a water pond's surface, and the Flux auroras brightened. A humongous shadow covered Ryan and Augustus, making them raise their eyes at the alien skies. 
 The Violet Ultimate One descended from the heavens above. 
 Ryan had only caught a glimpse of the entity in the past, but now it revealed itself in its full, cosmic glory. The courier had vaguely mistaken it for an inverted pyramid, but on a closer look, it appeared far more complex. The geometric shape before him would have given a headache to Euclid, as layers upon layers of space folded in a bizarre triangular violet spiral. 
 This shape, this geometrical form, didn't exist, couldn't exist on Earth. Ryan's own human mind couldn't fully process what he saw. It tried to fit the shape among other, more classical forms, to quantify the unquantifiable... and it failed. 
 Millions of eyes covered this eldritch triangle, black orbs full of swirling galactic spirals, all-devouring black holes, nebulas, and cosmic phenomenons undiscovered by human astronomers. 

Each eye is a universe, Ryan realized. This thing was so colossal, that it hurt the courier’s head just to look at it. Even the haughty Augustus seemed transfixed by the sight. 
 The entity's eyes gazed at the mortals. 
 A solar flare of Violet Flux swallowed them both, dissipating the shroud of darkness around Ryan. The multiversal light of the Ultimate One bathed the courier's naked body, stripping him of the pain, of his senses, and reason. The deity's will overwhelmed his own, and let him see through one of its eyes. 
 The time traveler was brought back to a time before man, before life. He witnessed a nebula's matter condense while a star flared to life, planets forming out of space dust around the radiant celestial light. An asteroid impacted a rock of magma, the ejected stones gathering into a smaller pebble forever orbiting around its larger sister. 
 The fires cooled, allowing for the emergence of continents, of an atmosphere of volatile gases, and of vast oceans. The planet cooled as bacteria colonized it. Algae populated the deep, and legged creatures dared to walk on land. Insects conquered the skies, then reptiles the ground, until another rock from the skies set them all ablaze. 
 Mammals emerged from the ashes, growing larger and smarter. A primate mastered fire, and crafted tools to conquer the world. Lineages of humans evolved and became one, before splitting into countless tribes. Some raised pyramids, others temples. Kingdoms rose and fell, and two families walked down the road of time. One found its ultimate fruit in a man with a dream of violent conquest, another in a child that loved video games, both locked into a collision course. 
 All leading up to this moment. 
 “THIS IS A SECOND TO ME." 
 The Ultimate One's voice was unlike any sound Ryan had ever heard. It was the subtle song of undulating space, the symphony of time. It was beautiful beyond any description, and yet awe-inspiring. 
 The voice of a true deity. 
 When the divine union ended, Ryan's pain had vanished, and the Black Flux along with it. His skin felt fresh beneath the iron, and a fully repaired Saturn Armor protected him. The eye blinded by Augustus could see again, perhaps even more clearly than it ever had. 
 The Ultimate One had afforded no such courtesy to Augustus, who remained a broken, crippled thing. Lightning Butt had gone into shock, his eyes wide open, his arrogant defiance gone. 
 "YOU ARE NOT A GOD.” 
 He had seen the vision too, and the truth shattered him. 
 "YOU ARE NOTHING." 
 Augustus' eyes looked down at the ground, his gaze empty and hollow. He had formed his entire personality, his sense of self, around the idea that he was a god among men, chosen by fate to rule and conquer. He had built his family, his world, around this primal delusion, violently lashing out at anything that could contradict it. 
 But the Ultimate One had dispelled his armor of lies with the truth of his own insignificance, breaking him utterly. 
 Something inside Augustus had shattered, and would never come back. 
 The Ultimate One paid the defeated genome no more attention than a fly. Instead, its eyes set on Ryan, crushing the courier beneath the weight of its divine gaze. 
 The courier's purple double knelt before the entity, the Elixir submitting to the elder entity. Though he didn't go as far, Ryan bowed as deeply as he could. Even the irreverent courier knew that he was in the presence of a true deity, a transcendental existence as far above humans as they were from ants. An entity of unfathomable power, and utterly alien. 
 "You are the Ultimate—" Ryan began, but the entity cut him off. 
 "I AM ALL OF SPACE AND TIME. I AM ALL THAT WAS, ALL THAT IS, ALL THAT WILL EVER BE. I AM EVERYWHERE AND NOWHERE. I AM THAT I AM." 
 "So you control—" 
 "YES." 
 "And you already know what—" 
 "I KNOW EVERYTHING YOU MIGHT EVER SAY." 
 "Well, can you please pretend not to?" The time-traveler pleaded sheepishly. "It's annoying to get cut off all the time." 
 Violet Flux instantly swirled before Ryan, and solidified into a solid shape. The entity it coalesced into shared the courier's height, and little else. The figure wore a purple robe seemingly woven from the fabric of space, a foaming mass of bubbles foaming from below. Ryan didn't see any face beneath the hood, only a vision of a night sky and swirling nebulae. The creature had no arms, nor any need for them. 
 "Are you more comfortable with this shape?" The Ultimate One's newest avatar asked, its voice an echo of Ryan's own. 
 For some reason, that incarnation spoke in the French language. 
 "It's better," the courier replied, and to his joy, the entity didn't interrupt him again. It probably knew what the human was about to say, but politely pretended not to. Ryan then glanced at Augustus, who kept looking at the ground in a vegetative state. “What about him?” 
 “He does not matter.” The Ultimate One’s avatar didn’t even spare Augustus a glance, as space lengthened between Ryan and the broken mob boss. Lightning Butt moved backward, until he vanished from sight. "Come." 
 Space bent, and a terrifying creature emerged from an angle at the edge of Ryan's vision. A horse-sized horror with white skin and hundreds of red eyes all over its body, with stunted tentacles as forelegs, and larger ones for hindlegs. Two antennas sprouted from its twisted, bulbous head like long porcelain ears. 
 The Plushie. 
 Or rather, the entity that had hijacked it. 
 Somehow, Ryan couldn't help but find it cute, in a grotesque way. The courier moved an armored hand at the monster's head, and scratched it behind the 'ears.' Its tentacles wriggled in pleasure, its red eyes turning blue. 
 "Thanks, buddy," Ryan said, the eldritch horror answering with a sound that could pass for a strangled cat's cry. "From the bottom of my heart." 
 The eldritch calamity had given the time traveler many scares, but in the end, it had been a loyal friend since day one. Ryan could see it now. 
 "Was that always your true form?" the courier asked, as the Plushie wagged its tentacles. The creature's shadow had looked different a few loops ago. 
 "It is the form it chose," the Ultimate One said. The courier suddenly noticed that its voice, while echoing Ryan’s own, lacked any emotional intonation. The creature mimicked human speech the way a parrot did, understanding the words, but not the music. "It must return to its duties now." 
 Ryan suddenly realized that the Plushie's time on Earth had been the equivalent of a holiday. 
 No wonder it had spent its time sowing mayhem and destruction! 
 "I have so many questions," Ryan confessed. 
 "I have answers," the Ultimate One replied flatly. 
 "Thank you." Ryan doubted that many people could boast about receiving an audience from an Outer God, or the closest thing to one. "You've guided me for a while. First through Eugène-Henry, then through Chronoradio messages. First of all, I thank you for it." 
 The deity didn’t bother answering. It felt distant, physically present, but not there either. 
 "Was this predetermined?" Ryan asked hesitantly. "Did you make this moment inevitable?" 
 This time, the Ultimate One answered. "I made this moment possible. You made it inevitable." 
 Bubbles floated from beneath the entity's clothes and grew larger to the size of tennis balls. When Ryan examined them more closely, he noticed images appearing on their surface. 
 "These are paths you could have taken." The Ultimate One glanced at a bubble showing Ryan walking out of New Rome, but different. The courier's cashmere suit had turned into tattered rags, while his eyes had become blue and purple. 
 This doppelganger's malevolent expression chilled the original Ryan to the bone, especially when he noticed birds and clouds frozen in time above New Rome's buildings. 
 "In this possibility, you make a gamble and take a second Elixir, only to become the bane of your kind," the Ultimate One explained, while Ryan's purple double looked away in shame. "As the Clockstopper, you turn the human hive of New Rome into a snowglobe, before moving on to ruin millions of lives." 
 "Is this happening right now?" Ryan asked, horrified, while the Plushie purred against his leg. "In another reality?" 
 "No," the Ultimate One answered to the courier's relief. “As an observer, you are a spacetime singularity. This is partly why your mate cannot predict you." 
 The courier frowned behind his helmet. "An observer?" 
 The Ultimate One ignored the question. Another bubble floated in front of Ryan, showing him and Livia engaged in a vicious gunfight over the burning ruins of Mount Augustus' villa. "In this extinguished possibility, you never trust your current mate, and you start a war with her for control over your timeline. Each loop becomes worse than the last." 
 Ryan gazed at this one for a while, before being distracted by another, showing the courier punching Augustus' chest and his hand coming out on the other side. 
 "In this one, you strike down her maker," the Ultimate One explained, "and though she does not war with you, your bond is broken. You leave the New Rome human hive, and return to your wandering, alone." 
 The Plushie pointed at another bubble, which made Ryan raise an eyebrow. It showed the courier in bed, surrounded by naked women including Fortuna, Jasmine, Yuki, the Vamp, Cancel... 
 And Felix. 
 Somehow, Felix was here too. 
 "Wait, is that the harem ending?" Ryan asked with curiosity. 
 "In this timeline, you give up on forming meaningful bonds with your kindred," the Ultimate One explained. "You live a jaded existence of meaningless sensations, dulling your heart's pain with physical pleasure." 
 Ryan suddenly noticed Len and Livia's absence in this picture, illustrating the absence of anything deeper than mindless sex. "I should have known it looked too good to be true," he said. 
 The Ultimate One dispersed the bubbles with a thought. "All of these are choices you could have made, or would have been forced upon you if you had wavered in your efforts. You discarded or extinguished these possibilities in the service of your perfect future. If this present moment takes place, human, it is because you struggled to make it happen." 
 "So I have free will?" the courier asked, afraid of the answer. "If multiple paths are possible, then events aren’t predetermined?" 
 "Free will does not work as most humans understand it,” the Ultimate One explained. “The timeline is in flux whenever a lifeform makes a choice. A cat is faced with a forked path. It can take left, or right. In that brief moment, both possibilities coexist.” 
 Ryan wondered if that cat’s name was Schrödinger, or maybe Eugène-Henry. “Until the cat chooses.” 
 “Yes. After which, one possibility becomes the truth and is set in stone. History is written. Whenever you saved and turned back time, the ink was already dry. Humans had made their choice in a previous history, and they would make the same for all future ones unless interfered with by an outside force. This is the nature of causality. This is the nature of time.” 
 Ryan tried to grasp the implications. People like Augustus chose to do all their crimes, and the likes of Sunshine chose to help others. Time didn’t invalide their choice, but once the choice had been made, it couldn’t change. 
 “So we humans have the freedom to choose,” the human summarized, “but not to change our mind?” 
 They could write their life’s story, but not change the first draft. 
 “The humans you met chose to become who they are,” the Ultimate One confirmed. “But they cannot choose to become someone else. Only those who exist outside causality have this privilege. Beings of the higher dimensions, like the messengers. Those touched by the rebellious Black. And you." 
 Ryan remembered his old meeting with Len, when he had likened himself to a Schrödinger's cat, existing in multiple states at once. Yet unlike this poor, suffering feline, the courier could decide which state he ended up with. “So… I’m an exception?” 
 "You wished to undo the chain of cause-and-effect to save another life, so I granted you the power of an observer. The ability to exist both in your lesser reality and my Purple World, which transcends causality. As you can interfere with a lifeform’s original choice, you alone decide which possibility, which potential reality, will become the true history. You alone can grant others second chances. You are the true master of your universe, human." 
 "I'm sorry," Ryan apologized, before looking at his armored hands. They had stopped existing a few minutes ago, alongside his left eye. "It must have been hard work to clean up the timestream after me. I probably caused a lot of paradoxes over all these loops." 
 “It is my role to maintain the integrity of the timestream,” the Ultimate One replied, before glancing at Ryan’s left eye. “Some of your body parts have been erased forever, so I replaced them with an earlier possibility of them still untouched by the Black.” 
 "A time-transplant?" Ryan asked. "Nice loophole." 
 "I have grown efficient at filling the holes made by the Black, though not perfect. This power is by definition uncontrollable. The unforeseen error in the great machinery of the universe.” 
 "Though I do wonder what would have happened if I died of old age, and saved a few moments earlier," Ryan said. “How would that have worked from your own point of view?” 
 "Time would have repeated, until you achieved peace and enlightenment," the Ultimate One answered. "Then you would have ascended to the Purple World, and history would have carried on without you." 
 Still, Ryan wondered how many cycles it would have taken… and he suddenly realized that the creature in front of him didn’t understand how painful it would have been. The Ultimate One saw billions of years as a second. The courier suffering centuries in a time loop until he reached enlightenment wouldn’t have been a blip on its radar. 
 "I have another question," the courier said hesitantly, unsure how the creature would react. "But I don't want to sound ungrateful." 
 The Ultimate One didn’t answer, but it had probably foreseen what he was about to ask. 
 "Why didn't you help us more?" Ryan glanced up at the enormous pyramid. "You brought down the reptilians, according to Darkling, and you can control reality itself. Why didn't you prevent the Alchemist from devastating our planet?" 
 The Ultimate One’s cowled head glanced at Ryan's left foot. "There is a bacteria crawling on your limb. It has an oval shape, with an orange cytoplasm and blue tentacles. It has been with you since you first set a foot on New Rome, eating dust on your skin. It has fought deadly wars against parasites for food, survived radiation and lightning. One day it will duplicate. Did you notice it?" 
 "No," Ryan confessed. 
 "Mankind is a bacteria colony to me," the entity explained. "I am big, and you are small. Unless I focus or you disturb the timeline, I do not even notice that your planet exists. Your reality is a sand grain among the endless desert which I oversee. A pigment in the tapestry of my dreams. If this avatar of mine above your head entered your universe, it would appear more than one hundred billion of your solar masses, larger than the greatest of your black holes." 
 "I can hardly imagine it," the courier admitted. His human brain simply couldn't properly represent the size difference. "So we are insignificant to the Ultimate Ones?" 
 “Humans are no more important to me than the birds you eat for sustenance, or the ants you crush underfoot when you walk,” it answered bluntly. “My role is to maintain the march of time, and the boundaries of space for trillions of universes.” 
 Ryan’s purple double chose this moment to speak up. “Helping you mortals is our job.”

 “I do not care for mortal creatures, but I do not disregard them either,” the Ultimate One added. "This is why we Ultimate Ones created the messengers. To guide lesser life forms to a higher level of existence." 
 Ryan frowned. "Then why did you help me, out of everyone else? Was it because you needed me to destroy the Alchemist’s base?” 
 “No,” the alien deity replied flatly. 
 “Then why? Why did you help me reach my happy ending?” 
 “Because I chose to.” 
 An aurora of Violet Flux flashed in the skies above, a shining thread linking time and space. 
 “You’re like one of those guys who adopt wounded dogs they find on the road,” Ryan realized. “You won’t go out of your way to help others proactively, but if someone in pain directly crosses your path and begs for help... sometimes you answer.” 
 The Ultimate One responded with silence. 
 In the end, it was neither good nor evil as humans understood it. It was a cold, alien thing. 
 But one capable of selfless compassion too. 
 Ryan neither felt angry nor happy with these answers. He could only accept them. Though cold and distant, the Ultimate One was not malicious, and had helped one pitiful human achieve his good ending without expecting anything in return. For that, the courier would always be grateful. 
 Ryan had one question left to ask. "So how does this end?" 
 "However you wish." The Ultimate One glanced at the Plushie and Magenta's avatar. "You can stay here and become one of us. You will gain immense power, and obligations. You will oversee timestreams, travel across countless realities. A great many options will open to you. You can also choose to enter the Black World, if you seek greater freedom." 
 Ryan considered the offer, but though an interesting one, it wasn't what he had fought for. "Or..." he trailed. "Or I could return to Earth." 
 "You could," the Ultimate One conceded. 
 Ryan’s thoughts turned to Livia and Len. "There is something I never experienced, in all my years of wandering. Something I've striven to achieve for a very long time." 
 For the first time in the entire conversation, the Ultimate One gazed at the human with what could pass for curiosity. "What is it?" 
 It knew the answer, but didn’t understand it. 
 "Living a happy life,” Ryan answered, “with friends who can remember me." 
 The Plushie's antennae lowered in disappointment, so the courier immediately reassured it. "Don't get me wrong, I would gladly join this heaven and wander the cosmos with all of you... just not now. Not today." 
 The Ultimate One remained silent for a moment, before reaching a decision. "The door to ascension will remain open. If you ever decide to join us rather than turning back time, I will extirpate you from your timeline and welcome you in my realm. Otherwise, you will be free to walk into the Black World. You have earned ascension, human, for learning to wield your power with wisdom. Now and forever." 
 "So..." Ryan glanced at his purple double, and at the rabbit-abomination, he had strangely grown fond of. "This is goodbye?" 

"No, Ryan," his copy said warmly, the Plushie chirping in response. "We are always with you, even if you cannot see us. Don't you understand? You are never alone. You will never be alone."

 And somehow, that was all Ryan had ever wanted. 
 "I will return you and your mate’s maker to your timeline," the Ultimate One said. "I will remove your innate connection to the Black World too. The Black Ultimate One is careless in its gifts, and if allowed to grow further the paradox within you will destabilize your reality." 
 "I suppose that's fair." The Black Ultimate One had granted Ryan this gift because he had wished to die, but now... 
 Now Ryan had learned to live. 
 The Violet Ultimate's smaller avatar wordlessly collapsed into Violet Flux, its triangular self bathing Ryan with its eldritch light. The Plushie hopped away with one last look sent at its old friend, while Magenta waved a hand at his double. Ryan returned the goodbye with a handwave of his own, as he returned to his reality. 
 A second later, the courier found himself standing on a French beach in his full Saturn Armor regalia, right next to an armless and broken Augustus. Ryan looked up as a sun illuminated the night, one shaped like a man. 
 Leo Hargraves glanced at the courier with silent relief, then at his old, broken nemesis. It said something about Sunshine that he seemed to feel equal satisfaction and pity at the sight. 
 "I was worried for you," Leo admitted to Ryan. 
 "Didn't you hear?" The time-traveler smiled beneath his helmet. "I'm immortal." 
 It took them until dawn, the true dawn, to return to Italy together. Ryan carried the broken Augustus in his arms, Pieta-style. By then, Ischia Island’s Bliss factory was no more than burning rubble, and the courier's allies had evacuated to New Rome’s old harbor with their captives. 
 When Ryan and Sunshine reached the area, they found hundreds of people gathered along the docks, near transport bathyspheres. Fortuna and Felix had draped Narcinia in a warm blanket, while Mr. Wave entertained the traumatized child with tales. Len and the reformed Meta-Gang members escorted the shackled Olympians. A bound Venus walked after her husband, pushed forward by Jamie and Lanka. 
 The two had made the right choice in the end. 
 Vulcan and Wyvern arrived with other arrested Augusti lieutenants; not as enemies, but as uneasy allies. Enrique and other Private Security members escorted the gangsters towards Len's bathyspheres, which would transport them to an inescapable prison under the sea. 
 Yet, in spite of their grim situation, the Olympians remained confident. They trusted their invincible leader would rain devastation upon those who dared to stand against him, and come to rescue his loyal minions. 
 Ryan's appearance dashed their hopes. When the Augusti raised their eyes to watch him carry their defeated master in his arms, illuminated by Leo Hargraves' light, they could only respond with shock and denial. Wyvern's eyes almost bulged out of her skull, while Enrique gave Ryan a quiet, respectful nod. Len didn't hide her relief at seeing her adoptive brother alive, and even Bianca grinned ear to ear. 
 Ryan tossed the defeated Augustus to the ground without a word. The broken warlord didn't rise up after hitting the pavement, his will shattered. And when they saw their invincible leader crushed so thoroughly, the remaining Olympians lost the will to fight. They lowered their heads in silent defeat, and walked to their fate. 
 The war was over. 





 39: Farewell, New Rome 
 Livia had foreseen this moment, but never thought she would live to see it. 
 The Augusti villa's marble terrace was almost entirely silent, as Enrique Manada signed the fifty-page long treaty. Wyvern and Leo Hargaves sat on his side of the table, while Vulcan and Uncle Neptune assisted Livia. Len Sabino completed the council, looking quite graceful in a summer dress, while Luigi kindly served cocktails and coffee. Eugène-Henry, that spoiled cat, napped near the pool with his belly exposed. 
 To Livia’s eyes, the new chairman of Dynamis seemed to blur, as multiple possibilities aligned with his real self. Six phantom hands followed his motions. All of them used different signatures, but they signed anyway. 
 "It is done," Enrique said before closing the document, some other possibilities opening their mouths after the deed was done. "I thus officially announce the creation of the New European Republic." 
 Dynamis had officially ceased to exist, as did the Augusti's empire. A new structure would rise from their ashes, greater and better than the sum of its parts. 
 "The United States of Europe would have sounded better though," Leo Hargraves said. His presence still made Livia and her uncle uneasy, but he would soon serve as their go-between with the newborn Republics of Bavaria and Denmark in the north. Though the seer would never quite get along with her mother's murderer, reconciliation was the order of the day. 
 Gentle Len smiled sheepishly. "No, it wouldn’t have. Sounded good, I mean." 
 Livia hadn't seen a single possibility where she supported that alternate name. 
 "I already contacted the French, and they have shown interest in joining us," the seer explained. By which she meant that they would inevitably join the new union, though they would grumble about it first. The French always complained, no matter the timeline. "I believe we could unify all of Western Europe within the next two years." 
 "I never thought I would see that day," Uncle Neptune said, eyeing Hargraves and Manada warily. "Nor that we would end up sitting around the same table without a fight." 
 "Things change," Enrique replied, before joining his hands. "Though I do wonder why the architect behind this conference didn't show up." 
 Livia straightened up on her chair. "He left this morning, and he didn't tell me where." 
 "I... I couldn't find him either," Len admitted. "I thought he was with Fortuna and the others, but... no." 
 Livia didn't need a reminder. Fortuna and her boyfriend intended to escort Alchemo to Denmark, so he might cure Mathias' mother of her neural illness. She knew he would succeed, but her best friend would remain abroad for months. 
 Livia missed Fortuna's presence already. Felix and Narcinia intended to follow her too; the former as a prelude to joining the Carnival full-time, the latter as part of her quest to find out more about her birth parents. 
 "I still can't believe she chose to call herself Lucky Girl," Vulcan snickered. "That's the laziest superhero name I've heard yet, and that includes yours, Laura." 
 "You have a point," her former partner took the remark in stride. "Wyvern was a Dynamis brand. We should think of something else." 
 Vulcan squinted, as she grabbed a drink. "We?" 
 "I hoped we could form a duo again." Wyvern cleared her throat at Vulcan's hard gaze. "Or at least, give it a try." 
 Vulcan wordlessly sipped her drink with a sour face. 
 Wyvern awkwardly shifted on her seat, and Enrique spared her further discomfort. "I've agreed to your proposal about Rust Town's renovation, and to give Miss Sabino complete autonomy on that front," he informed Livia. "The Meta-Gang members who submitted to treatment will join the program, and your donation will cover seventy percent of the budget." 
 "It might have come from drug money, but these funds will serve a higher cause now," Livia replied with a nod. Finally, she could use her father's ill-gotten resources to do good. 
 Rust Town's denizens would only be the first to benefit from them. Livia intended to fully fund a Think Tank of Geniuses to help rejuvenate the Earth. The Architect would get to build her self-sustaining cities, Dr. Tyrano's knowledge would be directed towards developing better healthcare, and Vulcan would equip a peacekeeping force to neutralize the Genome warlords ravaging the countryside. 
 Maybe in time they would introduce Mechron's safe Elixir knockoffs and give everyone the chance to gain superpowers. But that would wait until after Europe had stabilized. 
 "Why me?" Len asked with a frown, her fingers fidgeting. "Why put me in charge?" 
 "Because you have lived among the locals and seen their struggles," Enrique replied. "You understand their needs better than I do from my ivory tower. We bear the responsibility for Rust Town's current state, so I don't expect that we will prove adequate at resolving its issues." 
 "And you have more than earned our trust, Len," Livia added with a bright smile, knowing it would reassure the Genius. After facing so many trials together, the seer almost considered the underwater Genius as a sister-in-law. "You have done more for this place and its orphans than anyone else. You should get recognition for your efforts." 
 "I..." Len cleared her throat, before offering a thankful nod. "I shall prove worthy of that trust. I swear. For the people of Rust Town." 
 The rest of the meeting was spent ironing out details about the new order of things, though Livia more or less zoned out. She had already predicted how things would unfold, and so spoke on autopilot. Still, she would rather take that boring, but constructive monotony over a bad surprise. 
 "Miss Augusti, a question before I leave," Leo Hargraves said, and Livia already predicted what he would say before he even opened his fiery mouth. "How is he doing?" 
 Livia didn't need to see the future to understand who he was referencing. "My father is..." She cleared her throat. "Alive." 
 "That's better than he deserves," Wyvern said harshly. "He should be imprisoned in a cell at the bottom of the sea, like his lieutenants." 
 "My brother is already in a cell," Uncle Neptune replied with a scowl. "One he will never escape." 
 Livia glanced at a window on the villa's second floor. 
 Her father was watching the scene through the glass, sitting in a wheelchair. Or at least his eyes gazed at the garden, while his mind wandered elsewhere. 
 Sometimes, he apologized to Livia, to her mother, to the world. Mostly, he remained silent, or sobbed. Though the body endured, the proud, powerful warlord whom Livia had known all her life had perished in France. Only his ghost remained, trapped in a broken, indestructible body. 
 Her father would rather have died than live like this, weak and catatonic. And... she knew he would get his wish in less than two years. His daughter had seen it across multiple possibilities. Janus Augusti had triumphed over many powerful foes, but in the end, he couldn't outrun cancer. 
 In her sleep, Livia had dreamed that her father would set aside his criminal ways, seek repentance, and live the rest of his days in peace. It had been a sweet dream, and she had felt great sorrow upon waking up. 
 Reality wasn't the ideal ending she had dreamed of, but it was an outcome that she was happy with nonetheless. Ryan had kept his promise and spared her father. She couldn't blame her boyfriend for fulfilling her wish in an unexpected way. 
 Livia would care for her father for the little time he had left, and mourn for him afterward. 
 But she wouldn’t pity him. 
 "I see," Hargraves replied. He understood that Livia's father had paid for his crimes. "In that case, I will take my leave too." 
 "I believe it is the first time that your Carnival leaves a city with more members than it arrived with," Enrique noted. 
 The Living Sun nodded. "I will take that as a good sign, and I know our new recruits will prove themselves. Atom Cat will do very well, and the Panda has his heart in the right place." 
 "I'm still sad to see Felix go," Wyvern said. "He was a good element." 
 "He was," Livia agreed, though not without some regrets of her own. Though she had moved on from their relationship, she still considered Felix a close friend. Someone with his resolve would have helped make New Rome a better place, but Livia understood that her ex-boyfriend would only truly feel happy on the road, fighting the evils of the world. Felix was born to become a wandering knight, not a nation-builder. 
 Enrique's group soon left after a few handshakes, leaving Livia alone with Len and her bodyguards. "Fuck her," Vulcan said, once Wyvern was out of earshot. "Fuck her better-than-you attitude." 
 "You will get to pick the name," Livia pointed out. 
 "Fuck you too, Nostradamus," the weapon-builder replied. "It's only because you warned me of Daddy Dearest’s intentions that I haven't shot you yet." 
 "And because I'm a good boss too?" Livia asked mirthfully, having given Vulcan complete autonomy and a large budget to pursue her intellectual interests. 
 "Don't push it." Vulcan put her drink aside. "Would you even be okay with this?" 
 “We have become a single government,” Uncle Neptune said, while examining his copy of the European accords. “It doesn’t matter which ministry you choose.” 
 "We are all friends now," Livia pointed out with a smile. 
 "You disgust me," Vulcan replied before turning at Len. "Hey, Underdiver." 
 "Uh, yes?" Len asked with a frown. 
 "Let's go to my workshop afterward. I've got a great idea, but I'll need a smart assistant to improve it." 
 Livia gave it a fifty percent chance that Vulcan and Wyvern would end up forming another duo, and forty that they would create a new superhero organization. Beneath all the rage, bitterness, and her inferiority complex, a part of Vulcan had never truly given up on making the world a better place. Her pride would always come first, but now that Wyvern gave her the respect she felt that she deserved, the short-tempered Genius would mellow out in time. 
 Len's newfound idealism would have a good influence on her too, making Vulcan realize that even her weapon-making power could be used for constructive purposes. 
 Humans needed to be at least two others to lift each other up. 
 “It’s really happening,” Uncle Neptune said, as he slouched on his chair. Though he looked very much like Livia’s father, the expression couldn’t be more different. Uncle Neptune was amiable and cautious, with the look of a loving grandfather; while Dad had been a grim and implacable patriarch. “I’ve prayed for this deal for years, and I still half expect it to blow up in our face.” 
 “It won’t,” Livia reassured him. 
 “I always told your father that we should go legit, even when we were a normal mob,” her uncle said. “That way of life, it only ever ends up with a coffin or a cell; no matter how powerful you are. Now my brother is dead inside, and my sister imprisoned. I feel like my dreams and nightmares came true all at once.” 
 Livia knew her uncle was sorely tempted to raise Len’s underwater prison from the depths and free her aunt. In a few possibilities, he almost did. 
 But he never went through with these plans. 
 “Auntie doesn’t want to talk to us,” Livia said with regrets. “Not since we refused to break her out.” 
 “Can’t blame her,” her uncle replied with a sigh. “But better jailed than dead. Do you think she will come around one day?” 
 “Maybe,” Livia admitted, though the possibilities she had seen were remote. Deep down, her aunt loved to kill. It would take her years of introspection before she could even begin to improve as a person. “But not before many, many years.” 
 Neptune sighed. “It all feels so bittersweet.” 
 “Why did you go along with these reforms?” Livia asked her uncle. She predicted a few answers, but she wanted to hear his thoughts from his own mouth. “You never agreed with Father, but you always went along with his wishes.” 
 “Because I loved him, and I thought I could curb his worst ideas,” Uncle Neptune replied with a shrug. “The family that puts the family first will always prevail over the family that puts the whims of its members first. I love Janus, and my sister too… but you’re our family’s future, Livia. I think the path you chose is the only one where you’ll live a long and happy life. Janus wouldn’t, couldn’t see it, but I do. We old people should make sure younger generations live a better life than our own, not repeat the same mistakes.” 
 Livia smiled, and bowed. “Thank you, Uncle. For supporting me in these difficult times.” 
 “It’s only been two weeks and a half since Janus fell, and it feels like years already,” her uncle said with a shrug. “There’s still a lot of things to do ahead of us. Enemies to fight, roads to build. But you can count on me.” 
 Livia kissed him on the cheek, her uncle smiling in response. 
 Before she left with Vulcan, Len wanted to ask the seer a question. "Livia..." 
 "You worry about Ryan," Livia guessed. 
 "I can't find him, and he doesn't answer on his phone. I'm... I'm worried." 
 "It's alright," Livia reassured her. Though her knight spent his nights with her, he usually wandered off in the morning to run errands. Or side-quests as he called them. 
 This time though, she had a pretty good intuition of where he had gone. "I think I know where he is." 
   

   
 It was May 31st, and the sun set on New Rome. 
 Sitting at the edge of the promontory, Ryan thoughtfully gazed at the horizon. His legs dangled in the void, while his loyal Plymouth Fury waited behind him with his mask and hat on the hood. The wind brushed against his cashmere suit and his naked face, and his eyes wandered from one district to the next. 
 Though it had changed, the city looked the same at first glance. All dazzling neon lights and towering skyscrapers, the glorious promise of a new future for mankind. He had spent the whole day marveling at its beauty, watching people living out their lives to the tune of his Chronoradio. 
 For a full day in a long, long time, Ryan had stopped to enjoy the moment and think. To ponder what he should do next. 
 He heard a car stop behind him, and peeked over his shoulder. Livia stepped out of a Mercedes, wearing the same red dress as on their first date. The sunlight reflected on her platinum silver hair, and illuminated the smile on her face. 
 "How did you know I would be here?" Ryan asked his girlfriend with a knowing grin. "I thought you couldn't see me, Miss Augusti?" 
 "I can't see you, Mr. Romano," she replied with a playful tone, "but I still know how you think." 
 "I stopped at this promontory when I first came to New Rome, many loops ago," Ryan explained, as she walked to his side. "I heard it was the best view of the city." 
 "You were lied to," she replied. "Our house has the best sight." 

Our house, Ryan thought. Two simple words, and yet they meant so much. 
 "I thought I would come back to this place after I completed my Perfect Run,” Ryan admitted. “I imagined that I would take one good look at the city, go back to my car, and then drive into the sunset towards new adventures. Maybe with Len in the backseat." 
 She joined her hands together with a hint of anxiety. "Will you leave?" 
 "No," Ryan replied, to her relief. "I was only ever comfortable on the road, mostly because that's all I ever knew… but that wasn’t what I wanted.” 
 “You came for Len. For a friend.” 
 “I would have been happy if I could at least have one friend who could remember me. I spent centuries on a comedy roadshow, trying to fill the void with entertainment. Trying to stave off the loneliness. And now…” 
 “Now you’re no longer alone,” Livia said, as she knelt at his side. “And you shall never be again.” 
 “No. And though the universe is vast and full of wonders… What I want above everything is to spend time with those I love. I see that now.” He chuckled. “I guess I'm old enough to settle down." 
 She giggled like a young maid. "You sound like my uncle, Ryan." 
 "I'm eight hundred and sixty years older than you, young woman. I'm a cradle robber." 
 "Will Grandpa Romano let me climb on his lap then?" She asked him with a coy look. 
 "Sure, Papa Beaver will tell you a tale." Livia climbed on Ryan's lap, and he put his arms around her. "You've gotten a little heavier." 
 Livia looked cute when offended. "Are you calling me fat?" 
 "It's fine, you started a little too skinny," Ryan replied before kissing her on the neck. "But you should stop overeating." 
 "I will," she said while resting her head against his shoulder. "The stressful days are over now that we've hammered out a constitution. Things will slowly settle into a new, peaceful status quo." 
 "How peaceful?" Though Ryan enjoyed the current peace, he wouldn't mind a little action in the future. 
 "As quiet as a republic of Genomes can be... at least for the next few years." She rolled her shoulders. "Afterward, who knows? I foresee dangerous threats, but whether or not these distant possibilities will materialize or not, we won't face them alone." 
 "About that, I want to talk about the 'we' part." Ryan looked into his girlfriend's eyes. He had thoughtfully considered something, and he wanted to broach the subject with her. "Livia?" 
 "Yes, Ryan?" she asked, a little anxious. 
 "Will you marry me?" 
 She responded with a giggle, her face turning as red as a Communist flag. "Ryan, you already proposed to me." 
 "Yes, but now I'm serious." She was the one Ryan wanted to share the rest of his life with. He could feel it, deep within his bones. 
 "I... let's settle on a two year betrothal, alright?" she said with a sheepish smile, as her face regained its original pale complexion. "I love you, Ryan, but I think we're skipping a few intermediary steps. We just moved in together, for God's sake." 
 Well, Ryan guessed it meant he had the time to prepare for the perfect honeymoon. "And if we stay together for over two years? Because we will, and you know it." 
 Her face beamed like the sun. "Then I will gladly become Mrs. Romano." 
 That was what Ryan had hoped to hear. He kissed his girlfriend on the cheek, making her blush. "Hypothetically, how do you feel about having kids?” he asked her. “After we marry, of course." 
 "I thought you were afraid a child would inherit your powers?" 
 "I was. But I talked to my Elixir, and it will make sure it won't happen. Though our offspring will probably be even more overpowered than your dad." 
 "Mmm..." Livia thought about the proposal. "I would love to have children one day, yes." 
 "And if they're half of me, you won't see them. Or maybe they'll blur your sight?" 
 "Whether I can predict their actions or not, I would love them all the same." Livia looked at the twilight sun. "Though I draw a blank about what we should call them. Maybe Iris, if we have a girl?" 
 Ryan suddenly felt a surge of divine inspiration course through his mind. "If it's a boy, how about we call him Eugèn—" 
 "We are not calling our hypothetical future son after your spoiled cat, Ryan Romano!" Livia exploded in laughter. "You're such a gallant fool." 
 "And you love me for it." 
 "I do," she replied softly, before closing her eyes and moving her face closer to his. "I love you, Ryan." 
 As their lips met in a tender, gentle kiss, Ryan froze time and counted to ten. He wanted to immortalize this moment in his own way. 
 The world turned violet, the shadow of an eldritch pyramid manifesting over New Rome. The purple reflection of a man running towards the future flickered into sight, joining with Ryan to fuse past and present into a new history. 
 The last remnants of the Black Particles inside the Violet Genome escaped his body to ascend towards the heavens above... and as they did, visions filled the courier's mind. Wordless pictures as vivid as a lucid dream, fragments of time itself. They flashed one after another in quick succession, all of them showing people the courier had crossed paths with. 
 He marveled as Len oversaw the cleaning up of Rust Town's atmosphere. The Meta-Gang’s cured members helped clean up the roads, all of them wearing vests with the words 'community service' written on their back. Jerome looked happy with the mundane menial work, while Helen, Vladimir, and Bianca simply accepted it as temporary penance for old crimes. The likes of Mosquito, the Reptilian, and Rakshasa’s gremlins raised new houses without enthusiasm, but had no say in the matter. Rust Town's orphans played with Henriette in a new, green park built over the Junkyard's crater. 
 He felt satisfaction, as the Olympians and their kind wasted away in an underwater prison far away from civilization. Venus raged in the cell she shared with her husband, while Mars looked through his oceanic window with remorseful acceptance. Pluto read a book with a scowl on her face, while Mortimer, Night Terror, Sparrow and Cancel played a board game in their shared prison. In his own cell, Hector Manada wrote letters asking his son to appeal the courts’ decisions. None would be opened. 
 He watched Enrique Manada oversee a new team of superheroes, one dedicated to the public good. Wyvern smiled at him while offering a military salute, while Wardrobe gave Jamie, Lanka, and Ki-Jung their new dazzling uniforms. Soldiers stood at their side, making a vow to serve the Republic and its people instead of the almighty Dollar. Vulcan overshadowed them all, wearing a new red power armor worthy of a hero of legends. 
 He gazed at Alphonse Manada floating aimlessly in the void of space, looking at the Earth with heavy regrets. Maybe one day he would return to it a changed man. He also caught a brief vision of Ghoul’s space cell, and the screaming immortal prisoner within it. 
 He cheered as he saw Felix, Fortuna, and Shroud fight a vicious Genome warlord as a team... no, a family. Sunshine and the Carnival took care of the mooks, though none kicked more ass than the Panda among them. After they had won, Mr. Wave patted the manbear in the back before offering him a black and white cashmere suit. 
 He observed Alchemo tend to mentally ill patients in a Danish hospital, with the Doll dressed as a nurse. A blonde woman which Ryan recognized as Mathias' mother exchanged words with a sentient toaster, while a mad priest received medical treatment. One day he would find his sanity back... and perhaps the road to redemption too. 
 He cheered as Simon, Martine, and Monaco's survivors planted the French flag over the rusted ruins of the Eiffel Tower. Far away, a sphere of reinforced glass isolated a cursed city like a giant snow globe, preventing it from ensnaring anyone ever again. 
 He watched Narcinia plant a garden in a greenhouse, one that would one day feed millions of people across Europe. His vision expanded to reveal a new shining city over the ruins of Sarajevo, its construction overseen by the Architect herself. Mighty humanoid dinosaur workers carried the building material. 
 He glanced at a strange rabbit running in a purple world, and a blob of darkness floating amidst the void. Both waiting for him beyond the veil of time, until the end of all things. 
 “THIS IS THE FUTURE YOU FOUGHT FOR.” The Ultimate One’s voice echoed across time and space, as it vanished from Ryan’s sight. “IT MAY COME TO PASS, OR IT MAY NOT. IT IS ALL UP TO YOU.” 
 Maybe the deity meant these visions to serve as a warning not to slack off, or as an encouragement to carry on. But whatever the case, Ryan loved what he saw. 
 His save complete, time resumed at once, yet the kiss continued. Livia's lips tasted of strawberry, of love and passion. 
 They tasted of home. 
 And like all good things in this world, the kiss ended way too soon. The couple exchanged one shy glance, and then watched the sun vanish behind the horizon. 
 Ryan Romano had completed his Perfect Run. 
 And he was happy. 

THE END
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 Author’s Notes 


 And so it ends. 
 First of all, I would like to offer special thanks to my long-time editor and proofreader, Daniel Zogbi, whose invaluable feedback greatly helped in making The Perfect Run the novel it is today. 
 As far as I remember, I always had a peculiar relationship with time. One of my first story ideas involved a man with the ability to see the remaining ‘hours’ of people before their death. I always wondered what would have happened if I could relive my life, make different decisions, etc… I believe everyone has wondered the same at one point or another. 
 I also pondered how it would feel to relive one’s life again and again. What kind of person someone trapped in an eternal recurrence would grow into? Would they go mad, or achieve some kind of enlightenment and state of content acceptance, as Nietzsche believed? Is there a force greater than us that predetermines our actions, some cosmic order behind the randomness of existence? 
 I ended up writing The Perfect Run partly to examine these questions in an entertaining way… and because I’m a huge fan of time-loop stories, but couldn’t find one set in a superhero universe. I always found it weird, like, like superheroes are popular, time-loops too, so why did nobody combine them? 
 Anyway, so... what was planned, and what wasn’t? I always had the ending in mind. I knew The Perfect Run would always end up with Ryan dueling Augustus and having a chat with the Ultimate One about the nature of time. The Bloodstream case, the long-term romance with Livia, the nature of Elixirs and the Alchemist, Darkling, all of these were planned from the beginning. 
 Other things came organically, like the original Jasmine/Ryan romance or the entire Meta-Gang Run (probably the run I had the most fun writing). I had intended to give Lanka and Jamie a greater role, but in the end the Panda, Wardrobe and Felix seized more focus because of their chemistry with Ryan. I feel like the plot should always take a backseat to organic character interactions, because in the end, it’s the people inside a story who make it feel real. 
 Some believed that the story would end with Ryan’s final death, but The Perfect Run was never about an immortal man looking to end his eternal life. It was about a gamer achieving his perfect ending; an immortal finding meaning and happiness. It’s no coincidence that Ryan becomes less maniacal as the story goes, and his loops last longer. He starts not caring about anything but his entertainment, numbing his emotional pain with adrenaline, and slowly rediscovers his humanity. By the end, he has fought something worth fighting for, and he is no longer alone. He has found a family in Len, a lover in Livia, and friends in the people he met in New Rome. 
 Ryan has found something to live for. 
 That was always the point of the ending: that life is beautiful and worth fighting for. That people can lift each other up to reach a brighter future. 
 So is this the end of the Perfect Run universe? Well, probably not. I’ve actually been in love with the idea of a Leaf & Seed spinoff for a while (basically a Metroid/western fusion, with a badass female Genius wandering the ruins of post-Genome War America with her plucky unpowered sidekick), and I will certainly propose the concept in my next story poll on my Patreon. 
 As for Ryan? Well, much like Vainqueur or Walter Tye, his story is done. He has reached the best ending he could, tied up all loose ends, and defeated his strongest enemy. If he reappears in a spinoff, it would be as a secondary character. I have finished the story I wanted to tell, and it’s time to let Ryan Romano enjoy his rest. 
 Because he WILL marry Livia, they WILL start a family, and they WILL live happily ever after. 
 So… thanks everyone. Thanks for following this strange story all the way to its conclusion. I hope it gave you great joy, many laughs, and helped open your mind. I wish you a great day, and I will see you again for Underland. 
 Best regards, 
 Your friend Voidy. 
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