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      Tonight was supposed to be the best night of my life, but it turned into a horrible nightmare. It was the most embarrassing thing that had ever happened to me in the history of ever. I was never going to live it down. Nobody would ever look at me the same way again.

      It wasn’t like I was going to lose friends over it—I didn’t have many to begin with, and the ones I did have weren’t high up on the social totem pole. They weren’t going to go anywhere—nobody would take them. Us misfits had to stay together. But even among misfits, I was going to be the laughingstock.

      I was just a skinny little nerd who’s little social cred’ just dipped into negative territory. The thought of having to face my classmates every day over the next four years was making my stomach turn, and my head spin. My whole body vibrated with anxiety, and the sour acidic taste of bile crept up in the back of my throat. I wanted to puke from embarrassment. But that would only make my situation worse.

      It all started earlier that day in the West Mall by the student center. It was my birthday. I was just hanging out, minding my own business with my face buried deep into a quantum physics book. It was a beautiful day. Clear blue skies and 72 degrees. A small reprieve from the sweltering summer, and the impending blizzard of fall. Texas summers were legendary for their heat and humidity. You could scramble an egg on the hood of your car. If I had to choose between Hell and Texas in August, I’d choose Hell.

      Maybe that’s what this was all about. Maybe this was some sort of punishment. But I hadn’t done anything wrong. Hell, I wasn’t cool enough to do anything wrong. All I did was study, tutor people in math and science, and drink the occasional beer. Like I said, I didn’t have much of a social life. My free time consisted of playing video games with my friends and avoiding getting my ass kicked.

      I wasn’t big or strong enough to play sports. I wouldn’t have lasted two seconds on the football field. One hit and my fragile bones would snap like toothpicks. I was barely 140 pounds, soaking wet. At 5’8”, I didn’t really measure up to the 6’4” muscle heads—but I had always longed to play. Football players always had the best parties, the most friends, and the hottest girls. Somehow, math club just wasn’t that alluring to members of the opposite sex.

      Athletes had all the fame and glory in high school, and here in college, it wasn’t much different. Though the dynamic had changed slightly. Even good high school players couldn’t make a college-level team. You had to be the best-of-the-best to play Division I ball. A lot of the high school athletes had pledged fraternities, which was like being on a team in and of itself. A brotherhood, as the name implied. And the game was to win at life.

      I was never going to be a part of the Greek system. I wasn’t the All-American Hero. I didn’t have the good looks, perfect smile, and sculpted cheekbones. I didn’t have rippling biceps and washboard abs. I didn’t have broad shoulders that made women swoon. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t think I’m an ugly guy. I don’t have a complex about it, I don’t think. But I’m not a men’s underwear model. You’re not going to find my body on the cover of romance novels.

      Whatever. I’m fine with that. Surely, there is the perfect woman out there that will love me for my mind. At least, that’s what I keep telling myself.

      “Dude!” Curtis said, nudging me with  his elbow. His gaze was intensely fixed across the courtyard. His jaw hung low, and his eyeballs bulged out of their sockets. He brushed his curly dark hair out of his eyes and tried to form a smile. He had olive skin and a few pimples on his face that were leftover remnants of puberty.

      “What?” I asked, not really wanting to be bothered. I kept my face buried in my textbook.

      The sharp jab of Curtis’s elbow into my rib cage got my attention.

      “What?”

      Curtis motioned to the objects of his gaze. My eyes followed to discover three gorgeous hotties.

      “She’s been staring at you for five minutes,” Curtis said. “That’s Emma Michaels, isn’t it?”

      My heart hammered in my chest like a stampede of elephants. I swallowed hard, and my skin grew slick with nervous sweat. Emma Michaels was my high school obsession. I sat behind her in trigonometry, and every day the luscious scent of her strawberry shampoo filled my nostrils. She was absolutely gorgeous. Auburn hair, creamy skin, and green eyes like emeralds. Now and then, she would ask me a math question, and I would do my best to help. I’m sure I came across like an over eager geek, fawning all over her. But it never went farther than that. And I never got up the courage to ask her out. I just couldn’t handle that kind of rejection.

      Emma was standing with two friends in the shade. She wore a tight, teal blue spaghetti strap tank top that hugged her perky breasts. I could see the straps of her pink lacy bra underneath. I didn’t know much about bra sizes, but I figured she was a C cup. They had a perfect shape. And her nipples always tried their best to announce their presence, despite being restrained by needless layers of clothing.

      My eyes took in her svelte form. They fell down her slim waist, glancing over her miniskirt, down her toned thighs. Her skin was smooth and flawless. My mind began to drift to thoughts of pure fantasy. If the wind blew just right, it might lift her skirt, and offer a wondrous glimpse of the promised land.

      My junk stretched, and I realized this was not the place to let my mind wander. “You’re crazy. She’s not looking at me.”

      “Yes, she is,” Curtis insisted.

      I glanced around, from side to side and behind me, looking for other possibilities. She had to be staring at someone else. Her two friends were equally gorgeous. Women like that just didn’t look at me twice unless they wanted something.

      Maybe they wanted tutoring?

      My mind raced with possibilities, trying to figure out the mystery. The blonde standing next to Emma wore a bikini top with spaghetti strings that struggled to contain her DD’s. The strings were fighting a losing battle.

      The brunette wore black yoga pants with the sorority’s letters across her tight ass. Both girls were whispering in Emma’s ear. They’d look to me, then giggle, then look away. Despite how hot these girls were, they were acting shy and bashful. It struck me as a little odd.

      I glanced around again, looking behind me to see if anyone else had shown up that might be the subject of their attention. But sure enough, these girls were looking at me.

      The two sorority girls shoved Emma in my direction and she stumbled toward me. Her cheeks flushed, and she lowered her head. Then she looked up at me with those piercing eyes, then looked away.

      I swallowed hard as she approached, and the closer she got, the harder my chest pounded. By the time she was standing in front of me, I was sure she could hear my heartbeat.

      “You’re Benjamin, right?”

      “Uh, yeah,” my voice cracked. It was mortifying. My throat was dry, and I suddenly had a tough time speaking. “Ben. It’s just Ben now.”

      “You sat behind me in trigonometry, right?”

      “Wow, I didn’t think you noticed.”

      Emma smiled. “Of course I noticed, silly.”

      Her words rolled off her tongue and massaged my ears. Her full lips had a freshly applied coat of gloss. I couldn’t help but imagine what they would feel like pressed against mine.

      Her green eyes looked at me with a slightly lascivious glint. “You really have grown up over the summer.”

      “Uh, thanks, I guess.” I didn’t feel much different from high school.

      “Anyway, I just wanted to say thanks for all the math help. I wouldn’t have gotten accepted here otherwise. I needed at least a B in that class to get my GPA up—and I got it!” Her eyes sparkled. “All because of you.”

      A smile tugged at my lips. I couldn’t believe she was thanking me. I’d have done her homework for her, if she’d have let me. I stammered, trying not to sound desperate, “My pleasure. If you need help with anything here, just let me know…”

      She paused for a moment and a curious look curled on her face. “Actually, I kind of do need your help with something.”

      I had an eager look on my face. I was sitting there like a puppy dog waiting for a treat. I would do anything for this girl. I’d polish her floor with my tongue. I’d clean her toilets, do her laundry,  carry her books to class—anything. “Sure, what is it?”

      “Well,” her cheeks flushed, and her bashful eyes looked to the ground as she swayed from side to side.

      I wanted to blurt out “Yes” right then and there, but I figured it would be best for me to wait until she actually asked a question.
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      I couldn’t believe what came out of her mouth next. I thought for sure she was going to ask for help with calculus, defining the area under a curve, or wanting me to explain limits. That in and of itself would have made me jizz my pants, but I thought I was going to have a heart attack when she finally blurted out the question.

      “I’m pledging Alpha Epsilon Omega, and we are having a mixer with Kappa Chi. And…” she glanced away and her cheeks reddened. “I was just wondering if you’d be my date.”

      I swallowed hard. My heart was in my throat. The birds squawked in the trees overhead. I thought for sure one of them was going to take a dump on me. It would be just my luck. I wasn’t sure I had heard her correctly. Did she just ask me out? I had to be hallucinating. Maybe somebody slipped something in my drink when I wasn’t looking. I was dreaming. I was still in bed, in the dorm, dreaming. This was some type of fantasy. The alarm was going to go off any minute now. I was gonna wake up with wood, and my hopes crushed.

      But this wasn’t a dream.

      Before I had a chance to answer, Emma decided to fill the awkward, empty space. “I mean if you’re busy, or you don’t want to go, it’s totally okay, it won’t hurt my feelings.”

      “No,” I said, my voice scratchy and dry.

      She looked genuinely depressed. Her body slumped at the word ”No.”

      “I’m not busy. I’d love to go,” I added quickly.

      Her frown turned into a beaming smile and she hopped up and down, expressing her joy. Her perky breasts jiggled in her bra, and I thought my eyes were going to explode at the sight.

      “Awesome. I was so afraid you were going to say no,” she said.

      “Really?”

      “Sure. I mean you’re smart, funny, and you’re going places. I’m so sick of jocks. All they talk about is football, and they never listen to anything I have to say. I want a guy who has prospects after college. Besides, you were always kind to me in high school. Most guys see this,” she pointed to her body, “and they just want to hit it and quit it. But, I don’t get that vibe from you at all.”

      “Oh, no, I don’t want to… hit… that… I mean… you’re totally hot… but… I’m just going to shut up.”

      Emma chuckled. She dug into her purse and handed me a small flyer with the details of the party. “I’ll meet you there. This will get you into the party. Just show it at the door.”

      I looked over the flyer, still stunned. “Thanks.”

      “You can bring your friend too. There will be plenty of singles there.”

      Curtis’s eyes lit up.

      “Are either of you pledging?” Emma asked.

      “No,” I said. “I don’t think I’m going to have time with my course load.”

      “Kappa Chi is a great fraternity. Don’t rule them out. You might meet some life-long friends tonight.”

      I didn’t care about meeting new friends, I cared about spending time with Emma. But I had to admit, I was a little nervous. I didn’t think I was really going to fit in around a bunch of frat boys. These were the very same types of guys who kicked my ass on a routine basis in high school. But I figured, for Emma, it was worth the risk.

      “I’ll see you tonight,” Emma said. “You better not stand me up.”

      “I won’t.” Someone would have to be crazy to stand her up. I couldn’t imagine it had ever happened to her in all her 18 years.

      She spun around, and her miniskirt twirled, lifting with the breeze. My eyes fixed on her cotton panties and her firm ass. She sauntered away strolling back to her friends. My eyes were glued to her luscious curves.

      Curtis punched me in the deltoid. “Dude! That was insane!”

      “Did that really happen?”

      “No fucking way. You are the man!”

      I shrugged, feigning modesty. “Well, when you got it, you got it. Chicks are drawn to the intellect,” I said casually.

      Emma looked back at me and smiled. She waved as she strolled away with her pledge sisters.

      Curtis had to put his tongue back in his mouth. It took him a few moments to come back down to earth. But then he floated back into space with delusions of grandeur. “Holy shit! We’re going to a party. We got invited to a fucking party. This is the beginning of a new era. We are going to leave nerd-dom behind, and enter the realm of manhood.” He lowered his voice, puffed out his chest, and tried to sound macho and suave. “We’re finally going to be part of the cool crowd. I mean, that girl is hot, and she just asked you out. Playa’!”

      I couldn’t help but grin.

      “I knew college was going to open up a whole new world for us.”

      To this point in my life, it was the greatest thing that ever happened to me. But panic was starting to set in. It enveloped me like a wave and pulled me down to the bottom. I was definitely in over my head with a girl like Emma Michaels. I had never really been on a date before. I didn’t know what to do, or what to say, or when to make a move. Make a move? Geez. I had been dreaming of making a move my whole life, now I was scared shitless about it.

      I took a deep breath and tried to calm down. Every nerve in my body tingled with excitement. My stomach twisted with nervous anticipation. It was probably best not to hyperventilate and pass out. That would be bad. My one chance at spending an evening with a hot girl, and the last thing I needed was to be so freaked out that I couldn’t leave my dorm.

      I figured it was best to get back to my room and start preparing. Brush my teeth, take a shower, style my hair, and hopefully find some clean clothes to wear. Curtis and I lived in Kingston Hall. I'm not sure why the richest sounding names always belonged to the shittiest dorm rooms. Kingston Hall was where all the poor kids lived. I had gotten into the University on an academic scholarship, but even then, it was difficult to make ends meet. My step dad couldn’t afford to spare a nickel, and even if he could, he wouldn’t have spent it on me. But, I wasn't here to live a life of luxury. That would hopefully come later in life, after I had earned my degree. But it seemed like degrees were becoming increasingly useless.

      Our room was a mess. Clothes littered the floor. Empty pizza boxes and soda cans cluttered the desks. The walls were plastered with pictures of girls, exotic cars, and sci-fi spaceships. It wasn't exactly the kind of place where you brought chicks back after a party. In truth, Curtis and I never thought we'd have visitors. That still wasn't guaranteed, but in the back of my mind I was hoping that I might end up back in my dorm room with Emma. I was sure that wasn't going to happen tonight, but maybe someday?

      I decided to tidy up a bit, just in case.

      We shared a bathroom with our suite mates, Mark and Bill. As crappy as Kingston Hall was, at least we didn't have to deal with public showers. That would have been humiliating. The thought of being naked in front of other people wasn't something I was comfortable with. The last thing I needed was people making fun of my dick. I hated PE in high school at shower time. I got teased mercilessly. Hey, I’m a grower not a shower. I certainly didn’t want anyone talking about the size of my junk for the rest of my college career.

      "What are you to dick's doing tonight?” Mark asked as he burst into the room.

      I shrugged. "Not much."

      "Billy and I are going to play Galactic Wars. Want to join in and get your asses kicked?” Mark asked with a confident grin. He had curly red hair and freckles and big teeth. He was a EE major, and a helluva gamer.

      "Love to, but can't," Curtis said, mustering as snooty a voice as possible.

      "What else could you possibly be doing? Don't tell me you need to study?"

      "Are you kidding me? Study? For a freshman class? That's beneath me.”

      "Well if you two dweebs are gonna spend the evening jerking each other off, I'll make sure not to intrude.”

      Curtis and I scowled at him.

      "We're going to the Kappa party,” Curtis said with a smug grin.

      Mark's jaw dropped. Then his eyes narrowed at us. "Bullshit.”

      "No, it's true," I said. I wouldn't have believed it either.

      "Yeah. Emma Michaels invited him. She asked him out!"

      "Now I know you're lying,” Mark said.

      ”God's honest truth,” I replied.

      Mark didn't buy it for a minute. "Okay. Well, you two have fun with your little circle jerk. I think you’re both just afraid to get your asses kicked again." He spun around and strutted back through the bathroom that connected the two suites.

      Curtis and I exchanged a triumphant grin. We knew what the truth was, and that was all that mattered.

      I couldn't find any clean clothes. The best I could do was a slightly wrinkled button down, worn twice, and the jeans I had on. I didn’t have an iron, so I figured I’d hang the shirt up while I was in the shower and let the steam melt away some of the wrinkles. A little deodorant and some cologne might cover the rest.

      I tried to occupy my mind with normal thoughts, but the image of Emma’s panties was burned into my retina. She was all I could think about. I contemplated rubbing one out in the shower, that way if anything did go down later I’d last more than two seconds. But I decided against it. I wanted to be fresh and at full power.

      I spent a ridiculous amount of time primping in front of the mirror, trying to get my hair to look just right. But no matter how much hair gel I used, I couldn’t get it to do what I wanted. It ended up looking like a bad helmet. I took another shower just to wash the junk out of my hair and let it dry naturally. Fuck it. If she was going to like me, I wanted her to like me for me, not for somebody I was pretending to be.

      The rest of the afternoon crawled by. Eight o’clock couldn’t come fast enough. When it came time to leave the dorm room and head over to the Kappa house, Curtis had a strange look on his face. His eyes were filled with dread.

      I wondered what was wrong.

      “I can’t go,” he said, then his shy eyes glanced to the floor.

      “Why not?”
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      It was the lamest excuse I’d ever heard in my life. I wasn’t going to let Curtis off that easy.

      “I think I’m just going to stay in and play Galactic Wars with Mark and Bill,” Curtis said, still staring at the floor. He didn’t have the guts to look me in the eyes.

      “What?”

      “Yeah. I’m just not in the mood anymore.”

      “What’s wrong with you? Have you suddenly come down with dementia?”

      “I just don’t feel like it anymore. That’s all.” He sheepishly averted direct eye contact with me.

      “What happened to the whole new world that awaits us? The beginning of manhood? The era of coolness?”

      “Look, I’m just going to be a fifth wheel,” Curtis said in a mopey voice.

      “There’s going to be plenty of hot babes there!” I protested.

      “Yeah, and they’re all going to be with guys. With my luck I’m going to hit on the wrong girl and get my ass kicked.”

      “I think you’re being a little paranoid. This isn’t high school anymore. People are more mature than that.”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “Have a little faith in humanity.”

      Curtis scoffed. “Look, I’m happy for you. A smoking hot chick asked you out. But I’m just gonna look like a tool. This is Kappa Chi! The best fraternity on campus. You think they’re going to be okay with guys like us at their party, hitting on their chicks?”

      He had a point.

      “I mean, you should go. You’re going to be cool by association. But, I’m having way too much anxiety about this.”

      I sighed. I didn’t know what to say. “It would be great to have my wing man on this, but if I gotta fly solo, I gotta fly solo.”

      “You are not flying solo. You’ll be flying with hottest plane in the skies.”

      I couldn’t hold back my grin. Every time I even remotely thought about Emma, I smiled. “Okay. Fine. I’ll tell you all about it later.”

      Curtis’s eyes filled with a mixture of regret and relief. “Have fun. And, do me a favor? Don’t tell anybody I chickened out.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Happy Birthday, bro,” Curtis said as I stepped out of the room.

      I left the dorm and headed toward the Kappa house. I couldn’t get there fast enough. I wanted to sprint, but I restrained myself. I didn’t want to look too eager, and I didn’t want to work up a sweat.

      I started across campus with a spry step, on top of the world. I held my head high, knowing I was going out with the hottest girl on campus. The sun had dipped down below the horizon, and there was a faint light still in the sky. Birds flocked to trees to roost for the night. I smiled at passersby and carried myself with pride.

      Music from the fraternity house leaked into the street. I could hear it from several blocks away. My heart beat faster as my anticipation increased. I stood in front of the Kappa house for a moment, taking it all in. It was my first college party. It was everything I had imagined. People milled about in the yard. Frat boys hollered from windows, slugging beers down in one gulp. There were people perched on the roof, taking precarious shots from a bottle of tequila. The house seemed to move in rhythm to the music. It was jammed packed with college students. Scantily clad hotties filtered in and out. It was the place to be on campus.

      It was a white colonial house with large Greek letters above the door. Doric columns lined the front facade. As I climbed the steps to the porch, a wave of fear pierced my body. My adrenaline spiked, and the flyer trembled in my hand. What if they didn’t let me in? Doubt began to creep in my mind, an unwanted visitor, trying to steal my confidence. I handed the flyer to the bouncer at the door and held my breath.

      He was a big guy who’s head disappeared into his muscular shoulders. He had short blonde hair, blue eyes, and a chiseled jaw. His biceps were twice the size of my legs. He could swat at me, miss, and still break bones.

      He took the flyer from my trembling hands, looked it over, and his eyes pierced into mine. For a moment, I thought he was going to pick me up and toss me off the porch. But instead, he handed the flyer back to me and motioned for me to step inside.

      As I crossed the threshold of the fraternity house, it was like entering another dimension—a dimension full of hot girls. I had never seen as large a congregation of beauties in one place in my entire life. I was beginning to understand the purpose of joining a fraternity. If they had these kinds of parties on a regular basis, count me in.

      Everywhere I looked there were miniskirts, tight shorts, toned legs, and sculpted claves. Pert asses and perky breasts jiggled throughout the house. There were pigtails, ponytails, and lots of bows. There were blondes, brunettes, and redheads. Green eyes, brown eyes, blue eyes. Beer flowed from kegs into red plastic cups. Oranges, pineapples, and berries floated in red trashcan punch, which reeked of vodka and grain alcohol. A mix of perfume, stale beer, sweat, and cologne filled the air. Lights with colored gels painted the rooms in various hues. A steady stream of bodies milled throughout the house.

      To my right, there was a closet with a sign taped to the door that read Make Out Room. A couple slinked out of the closet, fastening shirts and buttoning zippers—their faces filled with satisfaction. It wasn't long before another girl pulled a guy in the closet and the door slammed shut behind them.

      This. Was. Awesome.

      I weaved through the horde of revelers, scoping out the house. It was enormous. Senior members of the fraternity lived upstairs. I imagined that the party was never ending, day in and day out. How could anyone ever get any studying done in a place like this?

      The backyard looked like a tropical resort. The teal blue pool water was illuminated with brilliant lights. Tiki torches lined the pool. Amber flames flickered in the air. A fraternity member wearing a Hawaiian shirt tended bar under a thatched roof made from palm leaves. Slim pieces of fabric that masqueraded as bikinis covered supple endowments. Tight bikini bottoms practically vanished between butt cheeks. More than one bikini top was floating in the water, having been separated from its owner after a jump into the pool.

      For a nerd like me, this was sensory overload. My eyes must have looked like saucers, and I was probably standing there slack-jawed. A familiar voice pulled me out of my testosterone fueled daze.

      “Hey, I was beginning to think you weren’t going to come,” Emma said. “Or, that you found someone more interesting.”

      I struggled to speak again. She seemed to have that effect on me. “I don’t think I could find anyone more interesting than you.”

      She smiled. “Awe, that’s sweet.”

      Her eyes twinkled at me. The flame from the tiki torches illuminated her stunning features with an amber glow.

      “You look like you could use a drink,” Emma said. She grabbed my hand and pulled me back inside. Her hand felt soft and warm.

      “Uh, I don’t really drink all that much.”

      “This is college. Let loose a little.” She weaved through the crowd with expert precision. “College is great. You can completely start over. It doesn’t matter who you were before. You can totally reinvent yourself.”

      I was definitely trying to reinvent myself.

      Emma grabbed a red cup from a stack on a table and dipped it in a trashcan full of punch. She let the excess drip from the cup, then wiped it with a napkin that she pulled from the table. “Go easy with this stuff,” she said as she handed me the cup of liquid Satan. “It can creep up on you.”

      I took a sip and could barely taste any liquor. It was fruity and sweet and went down smooth. “This isn’t very strong.”

      Emma grinned. “That’s why you need to be careful. That stuff is wicked and will catch up with you before you realize it.”

      “I guess it’s up to you to keep me out of trouble,” I said as I took another sip.

      “But what if I’m looking for trouble?” She had a naughty glint in her eyes. She brought her drink to her plump lips and let the punch slide down her throat.

      I couldn’t believe this was happening. She seemed like she was really into me. I did not want to screw this up. I fumbled for something to say, but just ended up sounding stupid. “So, what are you majoring in?”

      I wanted to slap myself the instant I said it. It was the most overused line in college.

      “I haven’t really decided yet. But I’m thinking business with a focus on entrepreneurship. What about you?”

      “Biomedical engineering.”

      “Sounds fascinating. And difficult.”

      “It’s pretty intense.”

      “I don’t want to think about class, or studying, or grades. Tonight, I want to have fun!”

      “Right. No more school talk.”

      “Can you dance?”

      I hesitated, trying to maintain my composure. I was concerned that if I started dancing, someone might mistake me for having some type of seizure. I could keep time, and move in rhythm with the beat, but it wasn’t going to look pretty. “Uh, yeah, sure.”

      She grabbed my hand and pulled me into a nearby room where the music pumped and colored lights swirled. A DJ spun tunes from behind a booth.

      Emma made dancing look effortless. She had natural ability, merging with the beat as if it stemmed from her own heart. The mesmerizing movement of her hips enthralled me. I moved my feet in sync with the beat, but the whole thing just felt awkward. Emma seemed to lose herself in the rhythm.

      She leaned in and shouted over the music. “Just dance like no one is watching.”

      “Yeah, but everyone’s watching.”

      She grinned and kept undulating her body in sync with the music. The torture of dancing was worth it to see her move. It was hard to believe I was this close to her—and about to get closer. She grabbed my shirt and pulled me into her. Then our bodies rocked back and forth, grinding against one another. The little man in my pants definitely took notice. It was like the alarm clock buzzed and he woke up, stretched, and looked around.

      I backed up a little, embarrassed. I didn’t want Emma to think I was a total perv. But she was totally hot, and my hormones surged.

      Maybe dancing wasn’t so bad after all?

      After a few songs, Emma grabbed my hand and pulled me off the dance floor. A wave of relief washed over me. We left the sweaty horde of dancers behind. I had worked up a thin mist from the exertion, and my shirt stuck to my chest. I worried that I might begin to stink, but Emma had worked up a sweat too. Then my mind naturally drifted to activities that could get us both hot and sweaty together.

      Emma took notice of my ring as she held my hand. “Is that your class ring from high school?”

      “No. It’s my father’s ring from Vanden Academy. My real father.”

      It was a gold ring with a red gemstone. A fissure ran through the gem, dividing it into three pieces. I figured it had been dropped at some point in time before I got it, or maybe Dad had punched a wall. Who knows? But the fracture didn’t seem to affect the setting. The stone was solidly attached to the ring, and you had to look close to see the cracks.

      “Vanden Academy? I’ve never heard of that.”

      “I don’t think it’s around anymore. I tried to look it up, but I couldn’t find any information. Both my parents died when I was young. I don’t really remember them. I grew up in foster homes.”

      Emma looked at me with sad eyes. I realized I was pulling the conversation down. I was sure she didn’t want to hear the sad story of my lousy childhood. Besides, I wanted to think about fun things.

      Emma gulped the last bit of her drink down and pulled me back toward the trashcan punch. The stuff was no joke. I was already feeling the effects. My nose and face were numb and tingly. I felt pretty good. Life was perfect.

      The next thing Emma did made it even better.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      I had made a lot of mistakes in my life, but I was sure coming to this party and meeting Emma wasn’t going to be one of them. Boy, was I wrong.

      The way she looked at me with those green eyes and wide pupils was enough to make me go weak in the knees. Her every word cast a spell, making me fall deeper for her charms. This girl had definitely crawled into my chest and staked a claim on my heart.

      She leaned in and whispered over the music. Her velvety voice seduced my ears. “Do you believe in instant attraction? When you take one look at someone and you know they get you? Like you’ve been friends forever?”

      “Uh, yeah, sure.” I mean, I was instantly attracted to every hot girl I saw. But I knew what she meant. She was talking about something deeper than physical attraction.

      “I just feel like we clicked. I don’t know why I never saw it in high school. Maybe I was just too stupid to know what I should have been looking for?”

      I tried to contain my glee and act cool. “Well, it seems you’ve been enlightened.”

      She grinned lasciviously. “Yes, I have.”

      Emma grabbed my hand and pulled me away from the can of punch.

      I couldn’t believe where she was taking me. My heart fluttered with nervous anticipation. Emma weaved through the crowd of inebriated college students, marching toward the Make Out Room.

      My eyes widened, and a goofy grin curled on my lips.

      Another satisfied couple stumbled out of the closet just as we arrived. Emma pulled me into the darkness and closed the door behind us. I couldn’t see anything, just a faint hint of light that seeped underneath the door. The dull beat of music rumbled the walls. From what I could tell, the closet was completely empty. A few stray coat hangers hung in the racks. They chimed as our bodies brushed against them. Before I could think, or say anything, Emma’s luscious lips pressed against mine.

      Oh. My. God.

      They were soft and smooth and had the faint taste of cherry lip gloss. She felt like heaven, her warm body pressed against mine. I trembled slightly, having never really been in this situation before.

      It didn’t take much for my root to perk up and grow into a redwood.

      My hands traced the curves of her body, gliding over her rib cage down her waist, and across her hips. I didn’t want to be too forward. I wasn’t sure what was off-limits—if anything was off-limits. So, I figured I’d let her guide the situation. I didn’t want to make the school paper with the headline Engineering Student Assaults Business Major in Closet at Frat Party.

      Emma’s delicate fingers worked the buttons on my shirt. The cotton shirt flew open, exposing my less than muscular chest. She pulled the shirt  over my shoulders, and down my arms.

      Her plump lips kissed my neck, then she traced her tongue down my chest, down my stomach, past my bellybutton.

      She had my full attention.

      I never imagined this kind of thing would happen to me. I never realized Emma was so aggressive. But college is kind of like Vegas—anything goes.

      She unbuttoned my jeans and pulled my zipper down. She slipped her fingers in the waistband of my underwear and pulled both my pants and my boxers down to my ankles.

      I was glad it was pitch black in the closet. I was a little embarrassed and self-conscious as it was. I would have been more so in full light.

      Emma pulled off my shoes, and I stepped out of my pants and kicked them aside. I was completely naked and throbbing. All of my blood had rushed to a particular area which didn’t leave much left for my brain. I felt like I was in some type of daze. A fantasy filled stupor. But this wasn’t a fantasy. This was reality. I pinched my arm just to make sure.

      “Close your eyes,” she whispered. “I’m shy.”

      If this was her definition of shy, I’d certainly like to see bold. I could feel her hot breath on my junk as she whispered. The sensation sent me through the roof. I didn’t know for sure what she was going to do next, but I had a pretty good idea. The anticipation was killing me.

      I started making plans for how I was going to deal with the ecstasy. I needed to be able to last long enough to satisfy her, but I was seriously worried about that. My first time, with the hottest girl on campus? I might make the record for shortest duration. I was pretty confident that running calculus equations in my mind, recounting baseball statistics, or visualizing unpleasant scenarios might allow me to hold out longer. But as it stood, I felt like I was going to pop the instant she touched me.

      I kept waiting for her hands, or mouth, to embrace me. But that never happened. Instead, I heard the door fling open, and a brilliant shaft of light illuminated the closet like the rays from a burning sun.

      It took me a moment to realize what happened. I glanced around the closet—Emma was gone.

      So were my clothes.

      I was standing there, buck naked, with my little man pointing toward the stars.

      The music had stopped, and the entire party laughed at me.

      I tried to cover my junk, but it was hard to do in its current state. My hand reached for the door handle in an attempt to yank it shut, but a big frat boy held it open for all to see.

      I had been set up.

      Sorority girls pointed and snickered. Frat boys laughed maniacally. My eyes found Emma standing with her sorority sisters giggling. She shrugged, unapologetically, holding my crumpled clothing. I figured this prank was part of her initiation into the sorority.

      It didn’t take long for my redwood to wither and die. I was mortified. My cheeks flushed red.

      “Hey, you fucking freak!” the big bouncer guy yelled. “What the hell are you doing?”

      I gulped as my eyes glanced up at the big fellow. He snarled at me, his face flushed with anger. His clenched fists were like blocks of concrete. The muscles in his biceps flexed, and veins bulged under his skin.

      “You better get your ass out of here before I call the campus police, you little creeper!”

      “But, I didn’t do anything,” I stammered.

      “I’ve got a bunch of brothers that say you forced the girl into the closet.”

      My eyes widened with disbelief. “That’s bullshit!” My eyes searched for my high school crush, hoping for support. “Emma, tell him!”

      Emma started to say something, but a nudge from her pledge sisters silenced her quickly. She had a conflicted look on her face, and I could tell she saw the little prank was quickly getting out of hand. But she wasn’t about to jeopardize her chances of being accepted into the sorority.

      “Get out!” the door guy commanded.

      “Can I at least get my clothes back?”

      “Now!” he growled.

      His voice rumbled through my chest. I decided it was best to get out of there as soon as possible, but the thought of marching across campus in my birthday suit was terrifying. I wanted to crawl under a rock and die. The last thing I needed was to get arrested and charged as some kind of perverted wacko.

      I was so distraught. I wanted to cry. My world had collapsed. Even if I didn’t get arrested, this incident was going to follow me the rest of my campus career.

      I shot Emma a pitiful look that was mixed with rage, betrayal, and sadness. It was hard to fathom how someone that I had been so attracted to could be so cruel.

      I should have known better. The promise of tonight was too good to be true. A girl like Emma couldn’t possibly have been interested in me. Why couldn’t I have seen that?

      Stupid hormones.

      I wondered how many bad decisions my dick was going to make for me over the course of my life. I wished I’d stayed in my dorm and played Galactic Wars with the guys.

      The crowd of partygoers parted as I scurried toward the front door. I heard one of Emma’s sorority sisters say, “I can’t believe you had to kiss him. Gross!  You should, like, totally wash your mouth out.”

      “It was all for a good cause,” another sorority sister said.

      I streaked across the porch and down the steps, into the yard. People outside shrieked and laughed and pointed.

      I ran down the street, clutching my boys. Streetlights overhead buzzed, bathing the avenue in a sickly light. I felt like a vampire trying to avoid the exposing rays. I ducked into an alley between the houses and took cover in the shadows behind a shrub. Somehow I was going to have to get across campus to my dorm room, without getting arrested.

      The world began to turn as I grew lightheaded. My stomach rumbled, and I felt like I was going to puke. I needed to calm down and come up with a plan. I’m sure I wasn’t the first college kid in history that had to run across campus completely naked.
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      I had one chance at survival. Kingston Hall was just too far across campus. There was no way I could make it there in my current condition.

      From where I was standing, I could see the tall light poles of the stadium. Fortunately, they weren’t on. The open-air stadium was massive. A concrete monument to gladiatorial combat. Weekends brought throngs of crowds to watch these heroes of the turf demolish each other. Fortunately, the game was tomorrow night.

      The stadium sat lifeless and empty. It was only a few blocks away. The athletic center was attached, and housed the locker rooms, training facility, coaches’ offices, and medical center.

      I stayed in the shadows, weaving my way between houses and academic structures. Landscaping was my friend. I dashed from tree to tree, shrub to shrub, trying to avoid crowds. Students with backpacks slung over their shoulders strolled the sidewalks. It wasn’t as crowded as in the daytime, but plenty of studious types visited the library and gathered with friends on campus.

      The athletic center was ensconced with a chain-link fence. The gate was secured with a padlock and a heavy chain.

      I let go of the boys and grabbed onto the links and climbed up the fence. Snagging my sack on the top of the fence wasn’t something I was keen on doing, so I was particularly careful straddling the ridge. I dropped down to the asphalt on the other side and ran across the lot. The first door I found to the locker room was locked. I tugged on it to no avail.

      I sneaked around the side of the building. There had to be another way in. I checked the windows, but they were all latched shut. Every door I found was secured. There was no getting into the building.

      I was about to give up hope when my eyes caught sight of a second-story window that was slightly ajar. I knew if I could get inside the athletic center I could find a jersey or a pair of sweatpants—something, anything, to cover my privates.

      A black vertical pipe ran alongside the building. I assumed it fed the sprinkler system. I grabbed onto the pipe and shimmied skyward. Fortunately, I was on the far side of the building, away from the street. Nobody was going to witness my pale ass climbing the side of the building.

      The pipe was dirty and grimy, and after a few pulls, my hands were covered with a coat of greasy dirt. My biceps flexed with all their might, pulling my small frame up the pipe until I was about 12 feet off the ground. I reached for the window ledge, but it was just out of my grasp. I exhaled with frustration as my fingers danced inches from the sill.

      It was only a second-story window, but when I looked down, I felt like I was on top of the Empire State building. A fall from 12 feet would likely break something in my body.

      If I was going to get inside the athletic center, I was going to have to take a leap of faith. I would need to swing out, grab the ledge with one hand, hang on for dear life, and pull myself in through the open window.

      A row of thorny hedges below the window taunted me to fall. I imagined the prickly thorns slicing my skin, embedding into my flesh, needing to be surgically removed.

      Note to self: no more frat parties.

      Crickets chirped. Frogs croaked. The brilliant moon shone down upon me, the overlord of all things mischievous.

      I took a deep breath, said a small prayer, and jumped for the ledge.

      Life slowed down and seemed to move frame by frame, like some type of over-cranked action movie. I flew through the air. My sack dangled in the breeze. One hand grabbed the ledge. Then the other.

      I made it!

      I was still alive!

      For the time being.

      I glanced down at the spiky shrubs and sneered at them. This was one time when I was glad I had a light frame. I pulled myself up and climbed through the window, rattling the horizontal blinds. They clamored, swaying back and forth as I crashed to the floor.

      I staggered to my feet and breathed a sigh of relief. I was in a coach’s office. I was finally out of sight. No one could see me here.

      The room was small. There was a desk, a chair, a bookshelf, a computer terminal, and athletic gear. A signed football was in a glass case on the shelf. Posters of football players lined the wall. A team schedule was tacked against the sheet rock.

      I moved to the door and cracked it open, peering into the hallway. The area was clear. Pale moonlight filtered in through windows. I slid out of the coach’s office and walked down the hall, toward the stairwell. My bare feet slapped against the tile. I pushed through the steel fire door and spiraled down the metal steps to the first floor. Then I slipped into the locker room.

      It smelled like muscle cream and body odor. I guess this is what victory smelled like. Rows of jerseys and pants hung in cubbyholes. Players names, carved into acetate plates, were affixed to the top frame of each cubbyhole.

      A smile tugged at my lips, and my heart settled. It wasn’t ideal, but at least I was going to have something to wear home. I grabbed a jersey and a pair of football pants.

      The red jersey swallowed me whole. It fit me like a dress and came down to my knees. I pulled up the pants and cinched them at the waist. I drew the belt strap as tight as it would go, and the waistline still hung low on my hips. These things were supposed to fit tight and stop at the knees, but these were baggy and came down to my ankles. I looked like a kid playing dress-up. It was ridiculous, but it was better than walking home with my dork hanging out.

      A flashlight beam raked across the wall.

      I dashed out of its path and took cover around the corner. It looked like a security guard was nosing about, but I wasn’t going to stick around to find out. Maybe someone had seen me enter the building and called the campus police?

      Great! Exactly what I needed! The charge of breaking and entering and theft added to my public nudity and assault charges.

      This was shaping up to be a stellar evening.

      I ran down the hall and ducked into an office. I gently pulled the door shut behind me, then scampered to the window. I pulled the string and drew the blinds, unlatched the window, and carefully slid it open, trying not to make any noise.

      The night air hit me in the face, along with the sounds of the night creatures. Just beneath the window were those damn prickly bushes.

      I crawled onto the ledge and balanced myself, squatting on the edge. Then I catapulted myself into the air, launching over the shrubs. I tumbled and rolled as I landed on the grass on the other side of the hedge, staining the white football pants green.

      I sprang to my feet and ran toward the chain-link fence. I didn’t look back. I hit the links, rattling the metal and scaled the fence like a parkour expert. I hit the ground on the other side and took off running. My legs drove me forward, and my chest heaved for breath. Wind rustled my hair and whipped past my ears. I don’t know if anybody was following me or not, but I didn’t stop until I was several blocks away. I drew plenty of curious looks along the way.

      I ducked into an alley and hunched over my knees, sucking wind. My lungs were on fire, and my quads burned. Sweat covered my body. The adrenaline had burned off any effects of the alcohol that I had imbibed earlier. My sweat smelled like vodka.

      I huddled there for a few minutes, trying to catch my breath. I stood tall and started toward the mouth of the alley, but a figure rounded the corner and blocked the path. He was covered in shadow. I couldn’t see his face.

      My heart jumped.

      Maybe it was campus police?

      I squinted my eyes, trying to get a better look.

      He didn’t look like campus police. But he took an aggressive stance.

      I decided to go the other way. As I spun around, another ominous figure blocked the other end of the alleyway.

      This seemed like trouble.

      Maybe these were angry frat boys from the party looking for somebody to play punching bag? I swallowed hard, and my heart tried to punch through my chest.

      There wasn’t anywhere for me to go. I glanced around the alley, looking for an escape route—a doorway, a fire escape, a pipe to shimmy up. But there was nothing.

      The alley was littered with a few scraps of paper that fluttered in the breeze. A full dumpster spewed a foul smell into the air. Brick buildings towered above me. The two goons at either end of the alley were twice my size, and it didn’t seem like they had any intention of letting me pass.

      A light flickered in one of the goon’s palms. At first I thought it was the flame from a lighter. But then it grew into an amber ball of swirling energy. It illuminated his diabolical face and cast a glow on the brick walls.

      This whole evening had been so bizarre already that I was convinced it was some kind of crazy nightmare. This couldn’t be real. These kinds of things just don’t happen.

      The ball of energy grew, then suddenly, the goon hurled it toward me. It rocketed down the alleyway like a bolt of lightning. The ball hit me in the chest and knocked me to the ground. My back slapped the asphalt, and my head cracked on impact. Pain enveloped my entire body. My head throbbed. I couldn’t breathe. I felt like I was dying, and I probably was.

      I struggled to bring air into my lungs, but my body had stopped listening to my brain. My vision filled with a brilliant white light. Was I going to heaven?

      Or Hell?

      Out of the glowing light, and angelic face appeared before me. She knelt down beside my immobilized body. She was gorgeous. She had to be a hallucination. She had purple hair, and long elf-ears. She had flawless skin, sculpted cheekbones, and crystal blue eyes. If I was going to die, at least she would be the last thing that I saw.
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      I couldn’t explain what happened. Nothing made any logical sense. And things were only going to get stranger.

      My eyes fluttered open. The alley slowly came into focus. I gasped for breath, and my body finally responded. Air filled my lungs, and the burning sensation dissipated. I sat up on my elbows and glanced around. My head still throbbed. The girl that had hovered over me was gone. And so were the thugs.

      Something else was strange.

      The alley didn’t look familiar.

      It wasn’t the same one.

      I had awoken in a completely different location!

      I blinked my eyes a few times, trying to clear my vision. I pinched my arm again to make sure I wasn’t dreaming. I staggered to my feet and felt my chest where I had been hit by the ball of energy. That’s when I noticed something really weird.

      The big jersey that I had been wearing fit me like a glove. My chest was no longer flat, but rippled with muscle. I glanced down to my bulging biceps.

      What the hell was going on?

      I looked at my football pants, and they were tight. They came up to my knees instead of my ankles. I had to be at least 6’2”.

      I flexed my arm and watched my bicep curl into a mountain. It felt good. I felt powerful.

      Somehow, my father’s ring increased in size to fit my finger, which was clearly bigger than it had been.

      I stumbled through the alleyway to the sidewalk. Passersby stared at my strange choice of clothing—their eyes wide with perplexed faces.

      I had to admit, their clothing looked strange to me as well. Sleek and futuristic. Shimmering fabrics that didn’t wrinkle. My eyes scanned the surrounding architecture.

      I certainly wasn’t on campus anymore.

      None of this looked familiar. I wasn’t even in the same city. The towering skyscrapers were architectural marvels. Smooth lines, graceful curves, steep angles. Futuristic cars and trucks zipped down the avenue. Aerodynamic masterpieces. I noticed that some of the cars didn’t even have drivers. They were fully automated. I shook my head and blinked several times, trying to clear my eyes. But this was no hallucination.

      I glanced to the sky, but it wasn’t really there. A clear dome encased the city. It had octagonal patterns in the glass. Beyond it was the cosmos. Stars flickered, and the blackness of space enveloped the city.

      I was pretty sure I was no longer on Earth.

      Where the hell am I?

      Just as the thought entered my mind, a stat screen appeared before me.

      [Location: Vega Station.]

      [Population: 5,654,231.]

      The screen disappeared from my vision an instant later. What the hell was that about, I wondered?

      I strolled down the sidewalk as hordes of people passed by. Vega Station was a sprawling metropolis somewhere in space. It seemed to function like any other city. I couldn’t imagine how I could have gotten here. Unless it had something to do with the angelic girl? Was I in Heaven?

      I could smell the exhaust from passing cars. Certainly they didn’t have pollution in Heaven.

      I stopped in my tracks as I caught a glimpse of myself in the reflective glass of a building. It was me, but different. My jaw was squared. My features were chiseled. I still had the same blue eyes. But I was a lot better looking. I lifted up my shirt and stared at my rippled apps. The muscle cuts were deep and defined. I could certainly model underwear with a body like this. But where the hell did it come from?

      I walked a few blocks, taking in the sights and sounds of this bizarre city. The fantastical place was home to more than just humans. Aliens of all shapes, sizes, and colors roamed the streets. I saw aliens with tentacles, some had four arms, others had three eyes. I saw one with a set of antennas. There were creatures from all across the galaxy.

      I began to think that maybe someone had put a hallucinogen in my punch.

      My mouth was pasty and dry. The alcohol had dehydrated me. My bladder was about to burst. I needed to find a place to take a leak. I ducked into a convenience store hoping to get a bottle of water, or a soda. They had to have water on space stations, didn’t they? Wherever I was, these people and aliens needed to drink.

      I felt for my wallet, then realized I didn’t have it. No money, no keys, no phone, nothing. Another wave of panic rushed through me. How was I going to survive in this strange place with no currency?

      I hovered just inside the doorway of the store. It wasn’t all that different from a store on Earth. There were rows and rows of packaged items. There was a cooler in the back with all sorts of beverages. A woman stood behind the counter at the cash register.

      Her eyes widened, and she looked at me with fear. My face crinkled, confused. Was I considered ugly? Did I somehow look menacing?

      When I felt the barrel of a gun placed against the back of my skull, I no longer had any question about why she was afraid.

      “Don’t try anything stupid, and nobody gets hurt,” the would-be thief barked. He turned his attention to the clerk. “Give me all your money, or I’ll blow Pretty Boy’s head off. Then I’ll shoot you next.”

      Pretty Boy? Was he talking about me?

      The clerk’s hands trembled as she opened the cash drawer of the register. She scooped up a small wad of bills and held them across the counter. The paper money shook.

      The face of the bills had holographic images that scrolled like a rolling billboard. They were some type of digitized currency.

      The thief’s associate brushed past me and marched toward the counter. He wore a mask, obscuring his face. He snatched the money from the woman’s hand. He thumbed through it quickly, and rage filled his eyes. “Is this all you’ve got?”

      She stammered, “We don’t get a lot of cash transactions.”

      “What about the safe?”

      Her face crinkled, confused. “We don’t have a safe?”

      “Bullshit!”

      “I swear!”

      The goon glanced to his buddy that was holding the gun at my head, looking for guidance.

      “Waste her,” the goon behind me said.

      My face tensed as the thug took aim at the cashier. He brought the pistol to her forehead, and his finger wrapped around the trigger.

      Again, life seemed to move frame by frame. I don’t know what came over me. But I had to do something. All of my senses were hyper-aware. I moved with blistering speed. I spun around and elbowed the creep in the face, and stripped the weapon from his hand. I don’t even know how I did it. It all happened before the other goon could shoot the cashier. Before I knew it, the barrel of my pistol was aimed at the thug, and I had squeezed the trigger twice.

      His chest erupted, spewing geysers of blood as he tumbled to the ground.

      The cashier shrieked with terror.

      Muzzle flash flickered.

      The creep managed to get off two shots before he expired, slumping against the cabinet that held the fountain drink dispenser.

      I felt the sharp sting as the bullets slammed into my chest. The impact knocked the wind out of me, and I staggered forward a few steps. I gasped for breath. It felt like I had been punched in the sternum by a 900 pound gorilla.

      I clutched my chest and looked down expecting to see blood, but there was nothing there. It hurt like hell, but I was still alive, and seemingly unharmed.

      I grimaced as I spun around toward the other thief. He stared at me in disbelief then ran out of the store.

      My eyes found the ground, and I saw flattened copper rounds on the floor. The bullets had bounced right off my chest.

      How was that even possible? This was a real gun, and those were real bullets.

      I looked to the clerk, and she was equally stunned. “You saved my life.” Her voice was shaky.

      My eyes flicked from her to the gun in my hand. Smoke wafted from the barrel. I had never fired a weapon before. I was here for less than 20 minutes, and I had already killed someone. I didn’t know what the laws were in this place. My body filled with nervous energy. It was the same feeling that I had when I got called to the principal’s office back in high school. How could I not be in trouble for killing someone? It seemed like justifiable homicide, but I didn’t really want to stick around to find out.

      I glanced to the doorway and saw the angelic woman standing there. She was the last face that I had seen back on Earth. She had perfect skin and full lips.  Her vibrant purple hair almost glowed. She had long pointy elf ears, and she wore a bodysuit that looked almost painted on. It accentuated every curve on her body and left nothing to the imagination. Glowing blue strips accented the outfit. They seemed more than just decoration.

      “I’ve been looking for you,” she said, her stunning blue eyes piercing into me.

      Needless to say, I had a lot of questions.
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      “Are you okay?” The purple-haired woman’s concerned eyes surveyed me.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. I’m not sure how, but I’m fine.”

      The worry vanished from her eyes after she scoured my body. She grabbed my hand and pulled me out of the store. Her hand was soft and smooth, but strong. Her touch felt energetic. Maybe I was just excited to hold a beautiful girl’s hand.

      The clerk smiled and waved. “Bye.” Her tone was appreciative and hopeful.

      I shoved the gun in my waistband. I figured it might come in handy later.

      The purple-haired woman marched down the sidewalk, and I struggled to keep up.

      “You should try not to draw attention to yourself.”

      “I didn’t really have a choice in the matter. Do you want to explain to me what’s going on?”

      “I’m not real good with teleportation, so I lost you when I transported you here.”

      “Where is here?”

      “Vega Station.”

      “I gathered as much from my stat screen. Do you want to tell me what that’s about?”

      “You ask a lot of questions.”

      I scoffed. “You would too, if you were in my situation.”

      “I’m not in your situation.”

      She was hot as fuck, but not exactly friendly. She moved with a purpose and didn’t slow down for anything.

      “Who were those guys back on Earth… in the alley? I assume they were trying to kill me?”

      She ignored me.

      “Why did you bother to save me if you’re not going to talk to me?”

      “Because it’s my job.”

      “Job?”

      “Professor Zyrco believes you’re…” Her voice trailed off.

      “Believes I’m what?”

      “He believes you could be useful.”

      “I’m still kind of in the dark here. How did you even find me? I wouldn’t even recognize myself here.”

      “I recognized your energy. Your true self.”

      I gave her a skeptical glance. It all sounded hokey. But so many unbelievable things had already happened, I just started to go along with it.

      “Where are we going?”

      “I’m taking you to the Academy. You’ll be safe there.”

      Safe sounded good to me. “Do you have a name?”

      “My friends call me Surge.”

      “Surge. I like that.” She didn’t seem to care whether I liked it or not. “I’m Ben.”

      “I know who you are. And for the record, I don’t think you’re anything special.”

      My face twisted up. “I never said I was special." I never thought of myself as anything more than average. Maybe not even that. “I think maybe we got off on the wrong foot. Thank you for saving my life.”

      She stopped and finally looked at me. Her expression softened a bit. “You’re welcome. I’m sorry if I’m a little—”

      “Rude?”

      Her eyes narrowed at me. “Professor Zyrco believes you can help us. But I just can’t allow myself to get hopeful. I don’t know whose side you’re on, or where your loyalties lie. I hardly know you.”

      “I hardly know you, so we’re even.” I smiled.

      She didn’t smile back.

      I followed Surge to a train station. It reminded me of the subways in New York, but above ground. We waited on the platform for the next train to stop. A million questions raced through my mind, but I tried to keep quiet. I didn’t want to annoy her any further.

      I held out for as long as I could, but then I broke my silence. “So, let me get this straight—”

      “We’re in an alternate dimension,” she said, seemingly knowing what I was going to ask. “The Ultraverse.”

      “Ultraverse, right. And the stat screen?”

      “Think of it like this. In your world, you only see the user interface. Here, you can see the back-end code as well.”

      “Is this some type of simulated reality?”

      “It’s as real as the world you left behind.”

      That was the kind of answer that made me wonder if the world I left behind was real.

      “This dimension exists alongside yours. This station orbits above Earth. But it can’t be seen from your dimension. There are areas in the Ultraverse where the two dimensions merge. If you want more answers than that, you’ll have to talk to the creator.”

      “Who is the creator?”

      Surge shrugged.

      I pondered this for a moment. But thinking about the nature of the universe always seemed to wrap my brain in knots. The infinite possibilities were mind-boggling. I let it go and just accepted this strange new world for what it was.

      “My powers aren’t strong enough on Earth. If I didn’t bring you here, you’d have died.”

      “Thanks again.” I paused a moment. “But I don’t see how I’m going to help you. Maybe you can explain to me why I got shot in the chest and didn’t get hurt?”

      “Professor Zyrco will be able to tell you more.”

      The train pulled to the platform, and the monorail whisked us across the station. It was sleek and fast and crowded. I gazed out the large windows, taking in the sprawling city. Towers of metal and glass streaked by. The train snaked through the futuristic city and dumped us off on a platform a few blocks from the Academy.

      The sun was dipping down over the horizon. I can only assume that the station rotated to replicate a night and day cycle. I began to wonder what was on the other side of the ground-plane.

      “There’s a mirror city underneath us. We like to call it Under-Vega,” Surge said as I asked.

      “So, what’s this. Over-Vega?”

      “Upper-Vega.”

      We entered the main gate of the Academy. The plaque on the wall read: Vanden Academy.

      Holy shit! No wonder I could never find anything about Vanden Academy. It didn’t exist on Earth. My mind began to  bristle with questions.

      Towering walls guarded the campus like a fortress. Inside, there was a sprawling courtyard with green grass. Students frolicked about. It wasn’t all that different from a college campus back on Earth. The architecture was more modern. And I had never seen a student back on Earth levitate books like a girl was doing in the courtyard. She juggled them without touching them, and they swirled around in a strange orbit.

      I stared at her, somewhat surprised. The unusual was becoming less shocking, but it was impressive nonetheless. My intense gaze caused a stat screen to appear in my field of view.

      [Name: Olivia Martin.]

      [Nickname: Feather.]

      [Power: Telekinesis.]

      [Level: 2]

      [Special Attribute: None]

      “I just stared at that girl, and a stat screen appeared,” I said.

      “Concentrate on objects, and you can learn about them. Most of the time.”

      My eyes fixed on Surge and another screen appeared.

      [Name: Chloe Powell.]

      [Nickname: Surge.]

      [Power:  Energy Manipulation.]

      [Level: 9. ]

      [Special Attribute: Undisclosed.]

      “Chloe?”

      “Like I said, my friends call me Surge.”

      “I like Chloe. It’s cute.”

      She glared at me. “Do I look cute to you?”

      She was hot as hell. Cute didn’t even begin to describe her. “Is this a trick question?”

      She rolled her eyes and continued marching towards the main building.

      I thought about my own stats, and they appeared before me.

      [Name: Benjamin Scott.]

      [Nickname: None.]

      [Power: Strength.]

      [Level: 1.]

      [Special Ability: Omni.]

      “Omni? What the hell does omni mean?”

      “It means you’re not limited. You can acquire other powers besides the one you are innately gifted with.” There was a hint of jealousy in Surge’s voice.

      “Powers?”

      “Yes.” She didn’t expound any further.

      “It says your power is energy manipulation. What does that mean, exactly?”

      “Haven’t you figured it out by now? The bullets bounced off your chest. That girl can lift objects with her mind.” Surge held out her palm and formed a glowing blue ball of energy. It swirled around like a galaxy in the palm of her hand. “I can manipulate energy. We’re all gifted. That’s why those men on Earth wanted you dead. They transported from this dimension to assassinate you.”

      “Why me? I’m a nobody.”

      “Professor Zyrco doesn’t think you’re a nobody.”

      I pondered that for a moment. “So, what exactly is this place?”

      “It’s an academy for people like us. To help nurture and grow our abilities. To keep us safe from those who would wish to do us harm.”

      “Are there a lot of people who wish to do us harm?”

      “Supers have always been persecuted. We’re different. And most people don’t like different. Different is scary.”

      She looked me over with disapproving eyes. “You can’t meet the others looking like that. That outfit is ridiculous. I think I’ve got something you can wear.”

      She led me to her dorm room on campus. It wasn’t anything like mine back home. Hers was nice. And she didn’t have a roommate. There was a small living area, a kitchen, and a floor-to-ceiling window that overlooked the campus. Surge slipped into her bedroom, pulled an outfit from the closet, and returned to the living room. She handed the garment to me. “It was my ex-boyfriend’s. He left it here when we split up. You two are about the same size.”

      It was a formfitting black outfit with red sleeves and a red emblem on the chest. It looked like a superhero costume.

      “About the size thing? How did I get so ripped?”

      “This is another dimension. Who you are here is not who you were back home. You’re on the path to becoming your true self.”

      It was a lot to process. I wasn’t sure about this whole true self thing. I still felt like a nerdy little kid inside.

      “Why did you and your ex split up?”

      “Did I mention you ask too many questions?”

      “Just trying to get to know you. Seeing how you’re the only person I know in this place, you’re kind of stuck with me.”

      She sighed. “Why does anybody split up? They lose commonality. They want different things. They become different people. He turned into an asshole.”

      I chuckled.

      “It’s not funny. He left the Academy and joined Titus.”

      “Who is Titus?”

      “A bigger asshole.”

      “Sounds like there are a lot of assholes around here?”

      “The men who tried to kill you were Titus’s underlings. You need to be careful.” She had a grave look on her face and her piercing eyes stared into me.

      “I’ll do my best.” I paused for a moment. “You have anywhere I can change?”

      “I’ll step into my bedroom and give you some space.” She closed the door behind her and left me alone in the living room.

      I pulled off the jersey and unbuckled my pants and shimmied out of them. My eyes widened as I caught a glimpse of my package. My biceps weren’t the only things that had grown. A sly grin curled on my lips.

      Awesome-sauce.

      I was beginning to like the Ultraverse.

      I put on the suit that Surge had given me and looked at myself in the mirror. I couldn’t resist. I had to flex my biceps and make bodybuilder poses. This was just too cool. No amount of steroids and pumping iron back home would have ever gotten me this big and ripped.

      Of course, Surge stepped out of the bedroom and caught me mid pose as I was obsessing over my new form in the mirror. My cheeks flushed with embarrassment. I tried to act casual and struck a pose like a model in a catalogue, but I just looked ridiculous. “Just making sure the fabric stretches and fits.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Come on. Let’s go meet the professor.”
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      Zyrco wasn’t what I expected. When Surge spoke of the professor, I envisioned a frail old man wearing a tweed jacket and a red bow tie. I figured deep lines would carve his face and that he’d have a large nose and small spectacles and speak in a soothing, dignified voice. But Zyrco was anything but old and frail.

      The walls of his office were lined with holographic images of the professor with former students and various Academy related events. Large windows offered a nice view of the campus. The professor’s desk had two translucent display screens, and on the far wall there was a collection of old leather-bound books. Some looked ancient. Tattered and worn, probably containing knowledge from a lost age. They stood out in contrast to the modern decor of the office.

      Zyrco was a walking, talking crystal. He looked like he could have been some type of ice monster from the North Pole, or a walking bag of crystal meth. He had sharp angular features, and the pointy crystals atop his head resembled a spiky haircut. I had to see this guy’s stat screen.

      [Name: Stuart Phillips.]

      [Nickname: Zyrco.]

      [Power: Crystal Manipulation.]

      [Level: 50]

      [Special Attribute: Intelligence.]

      “So nice to finally meet you,” the professor said as he extended his hand.

      His crystalline hand glistened in the light. It was hard as a rock and looked like quartz.

      “Nice to meet you, too.”

      “I’m sure this is a lot for you to process. But I think you’ll do just fine here. I too am from Earth. This is who I became in the Ultraverse. It was who I was always destined to be.”

      I sure hoped I wasn’t going to turn into a crystal-like creature. But I was pretty sure my physical transformation had already completed.

      “I’ve been anticipating you for quite some time.”

      A quizzical look crinkled on my face. Was this guy some type of clairvoyant?

      “You are an Omni. That is a very rare gift. You have the potential to become very powerful. And that makes you dangerous. I’m here to see that you reach your full potential. And stay on the right path.”

      “What’s the right path?”

      The professor exchanged a momentary glance with Surge, then his eyes flicked back to me. In that brief millisecond, I could see the concern the two shared.

      “The path of truth and justice.” He paused for a moment, and his face grew solemn. “Dark forces are gaining power in the Ultraverse.”

      “Titus?”

      “As his strength increases, he will seek to dominate and enslave the people of this world—and yours. I believe that you could be the one to stop him.”

      “I appreciate the vote of confidence. But are you sure you’ve got the right guy?”

      “The oracles have told of the coming of a great hero. Only time will tell. Titus must not be allowed to acquire the tri-stone.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      The professor smiled. “That is a conversation for another day.”

      “Did you know my father?”

      “Indeed, I did. I knew both of your parents. They were good people.”

      “Were they both supers?”

      Zyrco nodded.

      “Do you know how they were killed?”

      Zyrco hesitated. “My fear is that if I tell you, you will set off on a path of revenge before you are ready. I am not here to train you to become an assassin. But there is no sense in withholding the inevitable. Titus killed your parents.”

      My whole body tensed, and rage boiled under my skin. Titus was the one who robbed me of a childhood. Destroyed my family. I hoped Zyrco was right about me becoming a great hero because I wanted to kick this Titus’s ass.

      “I require all students here to swear an oath of allegiance to uphold the principles of truth and justice.”

      I took the oath without hesitation.

      “Surge will be your liaison here and oversee your progression. You must level up your skill, increase your power, and reach your ultimate potential if the Ultraverse is to remain free.”

      Surge’s face crinkled like a kid who had been given unwanted chores.

      “Introduce him to the others, and keep him out of trouble.”

      “Professor, do you mind if I have a word with you?”

      He smiled, then glanced to me. “Ben, would you mind waiting in the hall while we speak for a moment?”

      “Sure thing.”

      I let myself out of his office and waited in the hallway. But as they spoke, I could hear their conversation as plain as day. I wasn’t really trying to eavesdrop, but it sounded like Surge was speaking into my ear. Everything about me seemed improved. I was stronger, faster, had remarkable vision, and apparently I could hear conversations in the next room.

      “I think this is a mistake,” Surge whispered. “We don’t know anything about him.”

      “I understand your hesitation,” the professor said with an assuring tone. “But I have faith in this man.”

      “You’ve been wrong before.”

      I couldn’t imagine that the professor liked that comment. But it sounded like he maintained his composure.

      “I misjudged Titus. I take full responsibility for that.”

      “If Scar can join forces with Titus, anyone can.”

      “Scar always had darkness in his heart. I think, perhaps, you chose not to see it.”

      There was a long silence.

      “You’re right. He was a bad boyfriend, and I chose to ignore the warning signs.”

      “Keep me posted on Ben’s progress,” the professor said.

      I stepped away from the door and pretended like I didn’t hear anything. Surge emerged from the office and glared at me with disdain.

      I tried my best to flash a charming smile, but it didn’t seem to crack Surge’s stone face.

      “I’ll show you to your room and give you a tour of the campus. Then you’re on your own.”

      Surge marched down the hallway, and my eyes were instantly drawn to her luscious assets. The whole tough outer shell thing was kind of turning me on. It made me want to see what was on the inside. I knew the people with tough exteriors were usually big softies on the inside. Cold hands, warm heart. That kind of thing. It was clear she had been burned by her ex and probably didn’t want anything to do with men for a while.

      Maybe it was the fact that she saved my life, but I was instantly drawn to her. And not just for her looks. Maybe there was some truth to what Emma had said to me back at the frat party. Some people you just take one look at and know your lives are going to be intertwined somehow. For better, or worse, your life will be changed forever. Hell, she had already changed my life. She had extended it.

      We walked across an inner courtyard toward the dorms. There was a large blue tree with many forked branches. Large, knotted roots dug into the ground. It looked both sinister and benevolent at the same time.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “The Tree of Eternal Being. It is believed to bring good luck and renewal. Some believe it has healing properties.”

      “What do you believe?”

      Surge shrugged. “I don’t know. But I think it’s pretty.”

      The dorm room I was assigned was identical to Surge’s, except the walls were empty and it had bare-bones furniture. It lacked the warmth and coziness of a lived in place. But I would make it mine over time.

      “Are you hungry?” Surge asked.

      “Are you kidding me? I’m starving. And I’m seriously jet-lagged.”

      Surge chuckled. “Yeah, we’re not exactly in the same time zone anymore.”

      I wasn’t sure how food worked here, or if I was going to be able to find anything that resembled what I could get back home. But at this point, I think I would have eaten just about anything.

      The cafeteria was packed with supers from across the galaxy, and other dimensions. Food fabricators created a variety of meals on demand. The devices contained proteins, fats and carbohydrates, along with colorings and flavorings. The appropriate mix was pushed through nozzles and actuators and 3D printed into just about any meal imaginable. I scrolled through the menu screen, and the device contained offerings from every corner of the universe. There were plenty of entrées that didn’t look appetizing in the least. I finally found the option for good old-fashioned pizza, and I decided to go with that. How could you screw up pizza? I figured I might get more adventurous and try some of the other fare later, but right now I needed something that I knew would hit the spot.

      I punched in my selection, and the machine went to work. I watched it create a steaming hot piece of cheese pizza in front of my eyes. It looked just like the real thing. The cheese was stringy and gooey, and the red sauce was sweet and zesty. Just like pizza back home, I had to be careful not to burn the roof of my mouth as I took the first bite. But I figured if bullets couldn’t hurt me, neither could scalding hot pizza.

      My teeth tore into the gooey cheese and dough. I didn’t even wait to sit down at a table. I bit into it right then and there in front of the machine. Surprisingly, it was pretty damn good.

      I followed Surge to a table with a few other supers and sat down. She introduced me to the gang.

      “Everybody, this is Ben. Ben, this is everybody. He is new to the Ultraverse, so, make him feel at home.”

      “Hi Ben!” a spunky little blonde said. “I’m Chrome.”

      I shook her hand, and she smiled. The smile gave way to a slight giggle. She had big blue eyes and olive skin. Her shimmering metallic silver suit was indicative of her name. It hugged her sumptuous form, and I made a mental note that if I were ever to be reincarnated, I wanted to come back as her body suit.

      “I’m Zepha,” the girl next to Chrome said. She had a soft, breathy voice. She had creamy skin, violet eyes, and lavender hair that she wore in long pigtails. She was equally gorgeous. Her black leather bodysuit competed with Chrome's for the tightest fit.

      The dude sitting at the table didn’t look as thrilled to meet me. I can’t say that I blamed him. If I had these girls to myself, I wouldn’t want some lame dude crashing my party.

      He extended his hand and gripped mine so tight he could have cracked a coconut. But with my newfound strength, it didn’t bother me. I just grinned and squeezed back as hard as I could. But my grip didn’t seem to bother him either. Confused looks played on both our faces.

      “I’m Ranger,” he said, eyeing me suspiciously.

      “Nice to meet you, Ranger.”

      I’m sure they were all pulling up my stats screen, trying to see what I was all about. I did the same thing to them. It sort of made introductions pointless, but it was nice to see that the courtesy still existed in this world.

      Chrome had the power to manipulate metal. I assume that’s how she got her nickname. Zepha could control the wind. Ranger had strength, just like I did.

      “So, how strong are you?” Ranger asked.

      “I don’t know, how strong are you?”

      “Stronger than you.”

      Surge rolled her eyes. “If you two are going to measure dick’s, do it somewhere else.”

      “Just trying to get to know the new guy, that’s all,” Ranger said.

      “Have you had a chance to see the campus?” Chrome asked with a flirtatious smile. “I’d be happy to show you around if you need a tour guide.”

      “Surge showed me around a little, but I still have a lot to learn.”

      Chrome’s eyes glimmered. She was totally hitting on me. I could get used to this kind of thing.

      Surge’s face tensed, but she tried to act disinterested.

      Ranger’s face grew redder by the minute. I was definitely invading his turf.

      “Mika is throwing a party tonight,” Chrome said. “You should come with us.”

      “Yeah, sure. Sounds fun.” After last night, I had sworn off parties. But I held out hope that tonight would be different.

      A few bits of crust were all that was left of my piece of pizza. The rumbling in my stomach demanded another slice. I grabbed my plate and stood up. “Does anybody need anything while I’m up?”

      Chrome’s blue eyes gazed at me with lascivious intent. “I’ll take some ice cream. Vanilla.”

      “One vanilla ice cream, coming right up.”

      I strolled back toward the food fabricators. My newfound hearing picked up the conversation between Chrome and Surge.

      “So, what’s the deal?” Chrome asked. “Are you into him?”

      Surge scoffed. “Please. No. What gave you that idea?”

      “He’s hot. Are you sure you still have a pulse?”

      “He’s totally not my type.”

      Chrome rolled her eyes. “So you don’t mind if I fuck him?”

      “Hey, am I invisible?” Ranger interjected, not liking the direction of the conversation.

      The girls ignored him.

      Surge glared at Chrome. “No. It’s a free universe. Do whatever you want.”

      “If you’re into him, just say so. Nothing to be ashamed of.”

      “I’m not into him.” She spoke  in a slow, deliberate voice.

      “If you say so.” Chrome wasn’t buying it for a minute. The jealousy in Surge’s eyes betrayed her true feelings. “Don’t get all butt-hurt when I recount all the juicy details tomorrow.”

      It looked like Surge’s cheeks were burning. She tried her best to keep a dispassionate face. But she wasn’t doing a very good job of it.

      I grabbed another piece of pizza, and a swirl of soft serve vanilla ice cream for Chrome. But it was hard for me to focus on what I was doing—their conversation had my mind spinning.

      As soon as I turned away from the food fabricator, both my pizza and the ice cream hit the floor. The pizza slapped face down and the cheese stuck to the tile like glue. The ice cream was a pile of mush, and it splattered in all directions. But that wasn’t the worst part. The red sauce and ice cream stains on the guy’s shirt that I had stepped into was going to be the bigger problem.

      He was taller and wider than I was, and he didn’t look happy. I forgot all about my newfound superpowers. In my head, I reverted to the nerdy, scrawny kid that I used to be.

      I looked up at the towering super, my heart thumping in my chest. This guy’s muscles put me to shame. He had a lot of bulk, but was still defined. Veins and muscles striations ran through his sculpted body. He had dark hair, a thick neck, and broad shoulders. He was like a tank. A wrecking machine. Why the hell did Zyrco need me when he had a guy like this?

      “Watch where you’re going, jackass!”

      I was about to say I was sorry, but the jackass comment stuck in my ear. I had a sudden rush of rage and testosterone. My chest puffed out, and my muscles flexed. I couldn’t seem to restrain myself, and I blurted the words out before I really thought about it. “Why don’t you watch where you’re going?”

      It was the wrong thing to say.
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      Fuckballs.

      Maybe I should have just apologized and called it a day. His fist wound back, then something unreal happened. I should have been used to the unreal part. I took a glance at his stat screen.

      [Name: Deacon Cook]

      [Nickname: Crusher.]

      [Power: Strength, Morph.]

      [Level: 11.]

      [Special Abilities: Unknown.]

      Level 11? Level fucking 11?

      His fist tripled in size and turned into steel. It looked like it was bolted and riveted together, forged in the Middle Ages.

      He swung hard, and his fist careened through the air, rushing toward my face. The metal knuckles cracked against my cheek, knocking me from my feet. The blow sent me rocketing through the air, across the cafeteria. My back slammed into a wall, crumbling the sheet rock. A plume of dust and debris blossomed from the damaged area. My body was covered in a small coat of gypsum.

      Gasps filled the cafeteria. Stunned faces and wide eyes fixed on the commotion.

      My cheek and jaw throbbed like hell. I shook my head and focused my gaze on the big behemoth. My hands tightened into fists, and a snarl pulled on my lips. I snorted like a bull and charged at my opponent. My powerful legs drove me forward at a speed that I had never attained in my entire life. Wind raced through my hair. Before I knew it, my legs were no longer carrying me across the room.

      I was airborne!

      Flying a few feet off the ground, I slammed into Crusher. The force of my impact carried him across the room and the two of us slammed into the opposite wall, destroying more sheet rock, sending more debris into the air. Chunks of the wall clattered to the floor, and the chalky gypsum covered us both.

      Crusher kicked me away. I flew several feet in the air, crashed on my back, and slid across the floor. I staggered to my feet and was about to charge back into the fray when a piercing voice halted me in my tracks.

      “Enough!” Zyrco’s voice rumbled. It rattled my skull and moved through the cafeteria like a shock wave from an explosion.

      No one moved.

      No one said a word.

      Crusher climbed to his feet and dusted himself off.

      “Both of you, in my office. Now!”

      Now I really felt like I was being sent to the principal’s office.

      My eyes glanced across the cafeteria and found Surge. She just shook her head.

      Crusher and I filed out of the cafeteria and made a beeline toward Zyrco’s office.

      We both stood in front of his desk with our heads hung low like scolded children.

      “I will not have this kind of disruption on my campus. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” we both mumbled.

      The professor’s angry eyes blazed into me. “I’m extremely disappointed in you. Has my faith in you been misplaced?”

      “No, sir.”

      Zyrco’s gaze turned to Crusher. “And you’ve been here long enough to know better than to start trouble.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Zyrco split his fury between the two of us. “War is coming. And there will be plenty of time for the two of you to test your mettle on the battlefield.” Zyrco took a solemn pause. “One more altercation between the two of you, and I will send you both back where you came from.”

      I sure as hell didn’t want to go back to Earth. I was beginning to like who I was here.

      “Yes, sir,” I said.

      Zyrco scowled at us for another moment. “Dismissed.”

      As soon as we were in the hall, and the office door had closed, Crusher muttered, “Stay outta my way.”

      He brushed past me and stormed down the hallway. Something told me that staying out of altercations with Crusher was going to be difficult.

      I ran into Surge on the way back to my dorm room. The scowl on her face indicated she wasn't happy with me. "You realize I'm going to catch hell for what you did?"

      "Why?"

      "Because I'm in charge of you. What you do reflects on me."

      "I'm sorry. He started it."

      "Yeah, but you didn't have to engage with him. You could have been the bigger man and walked away."

      “Isn't being a super all about kicking ass and taking names?"

      "No. It's not. It's about restraint and good judgment. Of which you seem to have neither."

      "Cut me some slack. I'm new here."

      "The cardinal rule of the Academy is that supers don't fight supers. Despite our differences, we're in this together. And if we are to have any chance of keeping evil from ruling the galaxy, we can't turn on one another." "

      "I understand. It won't happen again."

      “It better not!"

      “How can I make it up to you?"

      She looked a little stunned that I asked. "I don't know…"

      "Well, when you think of something, let me know. I owe you one. Probably more than one."

      Surge's expression softened.

      "Are you going to this party tonight?" I asked.

      "Maybe."

      "Maybe we can go together?"

      Surge arched an eyebrow at me. "Are you asking me out on a date?"

      "No. I'm asking you to go to a party with me."

      Her blue eyes stared at me for a long moment. "Okay. But only because I need to keep an eye on you. Who knows what kind of havoc you’ll wreak if I let you out on your own."

      I tried to contain my joy, but a smile formed on my lips. "Great."

      "I need to get changed. Do my makeup. Girl stuff. Why don't you come by in an hour?"

      "I'll see you then."

      “Oh, I need to warn you. Mika and Crusher kind of have a thing. So, he’ll probably be there tonight.”

      “You’ll get no trouble from me.” I said. I meant it with all sincerity, but it was probably wishful thinking.

      I went back to my dorm. Someone had left several uniforms for me. I had seen a few other students wearing the same outfit in the cafeteria. It was the default uniform for people new to the Academy. A way for staff and students to easily identify the newbies. It was a basic navy blue suit with gold accents, and boots to match.

      I took a shower and attempted to make myself look presentable. I put on my new, rookie uniform and swung by Surge’s place. My jaw dropped when she opened the door. She looked even more stunning than before. Her ultrashort miniskirt clung to her shapely thighs. She wore knee-high boots with stiletto heels. Her tight tube top clung to her breasts, accentuating her shapely form. Her makeup was done to perfection—smoky eyes and a light lip that complemented her purple hair. She took my breath away. It was hard to speak. I managed to stutter the words, “You look great.”

      She smirked and looked over my new outfit. “You look… new.”

      I scowled at her playfully.

      We headed to Mika's party. Her place was almost like a sorority house. She lived with several other supers. Electronic music pumped through the house. The bass vibrated my chest. The music sounded richer and fuller than music back on Earth. I wondered if it was my super hearing that made the difference, or if stereo systems in this dimension were more advanced. The music seemed to wrap around my body and envelope me completely. It almost felt like a living breathing entity. It had a three-dimensional quality.

      Just about anything you could find on Earth, you could find in this dimension. There were supers who would make regular trips back to Earth, crossing inter-dimensional boundaries, just to bring back familiar indulgences like beer and liquor, movies and music. I watched as a super behind the bar took a bottle of beer and replicated it into 11 more. That was his power. His life was all about abundance. Seemed like a pretty handy gift to have, in certain situations.

      Underneath the music, the subtle murmur of chatter filtered throughout the house. I had the uncanny ability to hone in on any conversation and listen in with clarity. It was almost annoying. I couldn't escape it. It took me a few moments to learn how to tune it out. I had noticed it earlier in the cafeteria. Stimulation overload.

      "Do you want to get a drink?" Surge asked.

      The last time a woman asked if I wanted a drink, I ended up naked and the subject of ridicule. Her question brought all of those embarrassing feelings back in a rush of awkwardness.

      "It's not a difficult question," Surge added."

      “Yeah, I'll have whatever you're having."

      Surge weaved her way through the crowd to the bar. The duplicating super passed out drinks with speed and efficiency. He replicated them as necessary with the wave of his hand.

      A sultry voice whispered in my ear, “You must be the new guy everyone's talking about."

      The voice belonged to a sexy little vixen with jet black hair, green eyes, and inviting lips. I hadn't met a super girl yet that didn't have an amazing body, and this woman was no different. She snuggled her cleavage up to me, and I fought the temptation to glance down. Despite my best efforts I lost the battle.

      “That was pretty brave, standing up to Crusher like you did."

      “You saw that?”

      “Word travels fast.”

      “I should have let it slide. Supers don’t fight supers, right?"

      "I guess. But sometimes people just need to be put in their place." She batted her eyelashes at me.

      This girl was trouble, no doubt about it. But I had an affinity for trouble.

      "So, are you here with Surge?"

      "Yeah. She's been kind enough to show me the ropes."

      "I could show you the ropes.” Her breathy voice was full of naughty undertones. “I’m way more fun."

      "Are you?"

      "Try me and find out." She ran her tongue seductively across her slick lips.

      "I see you've met Mika," Surge said as she returned with two drinks. Her eyes blazed into the little vixen.

      I took the drink that Surge offered. I didn't ask what it was. It was probably best that I didn't know. "Thank you."

      "Aren't you lucky to be Benjamin's liaison?" Mika said to Surge. "He's all the talk on campus. You know how everyone loves to gossip about new people."

      Surge forced a courteous smile.

      Mika smiled back. "Well, I should be a good host and go mingle with the other guests. You two have fun tonight."

      Mika winked at me as she sauntered away. She had a nice saunter.

      Surge practically gagged and rolled her eyes. She caught me staring at Mika’s ass as she walked away. "Watch out for her. She likes drama."

      "I can imagine."

      “Don't think you're special. She hits on every new guy that comes to the Academy."

      "Oh, was she hitting on me. I hadn't noticed."

      Surge’s eyes narrowed at me, not amused by my sarcasm. "You don't think she's attractive, do you?"

      I shrugged, casually.

      "Ugh. Why do guys always go for the hot slutty type?"

      “If I didn't know better, I'd say you were jealous."

      Surge looked insulted. "I am not jealous of that tramp. Please. Give me a little more credit."

      “Totally jealous."

      "Hey, if that kind of thing floats your boat, have at it, kid."

      I had to admit, watching Surge get riled up was amusing. The more she protested, the more obvious it became that she was attracted to me.

      “Just be careful around her,” Surge said. “She likes to crawl around in peoples heads, and start trouble. Don’t think about anything you want to keep to yourself.”

      “She’s a telepath?”

      “Among other things.”

      Surge introduced me to more supers. And we mingled about. It was cool meeting new people, and learning about their abilities. Everyone had a unique gift. And, for the most part, people were pretty cool. Throughout the evening, I kept catching Surge glancing at me. She’d look away when I’d catch her and pretend to act disinterested. Anytime I talked to another girl, I soon found Surge glancing in my direction.

      I wasn't sure how alcohol would affect me as a super. I was pretty buzzed last night from one drink, but after three tonight I still hadn't felt any effects. My newfound strength had boosted my tolerance as well. But one thing it didn't change was the size of my bladder. I wandered through the house, looking for a restroom. I took care of my business, washed my hands, and stepped back into the hallway. Surge was waiting for me.

      “Do you need to get in here?" I asked.

      She didn't say a word. Her blue eyes pierced into me. Then, without warning, she sprang forward and planted her full lips on mine. We melted into one another, devouring each other. Her lips felt amazing. Soft and wet. My hands traced the curves of her body. We had just met each other, but there was a magnetic attraction. My heart pounded, and blood flowed south. The captain of the ship stood at attention. Surge pressed her hips into mine and ignited my desire. It was like throwing gasoline on a fire.

      Her tongue found my neck, then my ear, and her hot breath whispered, "I want you. I've wanted you since the moment I saw you."

      I could hardly believe what I was hearing. We needed to find some privacy. Fast. My mind raced with ideas. Maybe there was an empty room upstairs? I glanced around the hallway to see if anyone was watching us. I had gotten so lost in the moment that I almost forgot where we were.

      My eyes went wide when I saw who was standing at the end of the hallway staring at us.
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      I did a double take. My mind must have been playing tricks on me. Either that, or someone slipped something into my drink. The woman at the end of the hall staring at us was Surge!

      Her eyes bulged, and her mouth was agape. Her surprise quickly gave way to anger. She clenched her jaw, and her face flushed red. Her blue eyes narrowed with rage.

      I looked back to the woman I was holding in my arms—she looked like Surge as well. Then, before my eyes, she transformed into the raven-haired vixen. I hadn’t realized that Mika was a mimic. I didn’t bother to look at her stats when we first met.

      A devious grin curled on Mika’s lips and she giggled. “Oops,” she said, putting her fingers to her lips. “My bad.”

      Mika turned and sauntered back to the party.

      I knew making out with Surge was too good to be true. I looked to the real Surge and shrugged innocently.

      She huffed, spun around, and stomped out of the house.

      I chased after her. “I thought she was you.”

      “There’s nothing between us. You can do whatever you want.”

      “Really?” I asked, incredulous.

      “Really.”

      “Then why are you so pissed off?”

      “I’m not pissed off,” she growled.

      “So, this is what you look like when you’re in a good mood?”

      She glared at me.

      “You’re clearly upset,” I murmured.

      “Hey, if you are dumb enough to mess with Crusher’s girl, be my guest. But I’m going to request that you be transferred under someone else’s supervision. Like I said, I don’t need your negative behavior reflecting on me.”

      “I think it’s more than that.”

      She scoffed. “You can think whatever you want.”

      “I swear, I thought she was you.”

      “Am I supposed to be flattered?”

      “I’m just saying, I’d like to try the real thing. See how it compares.” I knew that would rile her up.

      “Please. She can’t compare to me.”

      “Prove it.”

      Surge stopped in her tracks and stared at me. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

      “Yes, I would.”

      I could see the wheels turning behind her eyes. I was convinced she wasn’t going to kiss me, then she planted a fat one on my lips. It was like picking up where I had left off with Mika, only better. More intense. There was real energy between us. My whole body tingled.

      After a moment, our mouths separated. It was like someone pulled the plug from the socket.

      Surge realized what she had just done and regret filled her eyes. She shook her head and stormed off mumbling to herself. “That was a mistake.”

      I caught up to her. “That was a pretty fun mistake.”

      “That’s never going to happen again. It was a one-time deal. Hope you enjoyed it.”

      “I did.” A sly grin curled on my lips. “Don’t you want to know how you measure up?”

      “No. I’m confident Mika doesn’t compare.” An almost imperceptible smile tugged at her luscious lips.

      “I think you enjoyed that,” I said with understated confidence.

      “Absolutely not.”

      “You’re a terrible liar,” I said.

      She scowled at me again.

      “You’re really cute when you’re angry.”

      She punched me playfully in the chest. “I hate you,” she said, knowing that something was brewing between us.

      She stormed away from me, marched about 10 paces, then spun around and marched back. She planted another kiss on my lips. This one was even more passionate than the first.

      After a moment, she pushed away, and her eyes narrowed at me. “You can’t tell anyone about this, or I swear I’ll vaporize you.” She produced a glowing energy ball in her hand as a threat.

      There was definitely something hot about a woman who could kick your ass.

      “I can keep a secret,” I said with a hopeful voice.

      We made our way back to her place and burst through the door with our lips locked. Her delicate touch traced my body. I slid my hand behind her neck and grabbed a fistful of hair. I pulled her hair gently, exposing her neck. My tongue found her soft skin and licked its way up to her earlobe. Her hair smelled amazing. Fresh and fruity. I could breathe her in all day and all night.

      She moaned with ecstasy. She reached down and grabbed my ass, pulling my hips against hers.

      I slid a hand up her smooth thigh, lifting her miniskirt over her hips. I reached around and cupped her ass. It was firm and round. Turnabout was fair play.

      I glided my hand over her hips, along the curve of her stomach, over her rib cage, and fondled her perfect breasts. They were soft yet firm. Her nipples poked through the thin fabric.

      I pulled the tube-top down, and her luscious breasts sprang free with a gravity-defying bounce. I cupped them and gently played with her nipples. I had never gotten this far with a girl before, and I was stiff as could be. My tongue slithered its way down her neck, across her collarbone, and over her voluminous breast, finding her nipple. My tongue dance around the delicate area, and she moaned again. I didn't really know what I was doing, but she seemed to like it. So, I was going to keep doing it.

      Surge rubbed her hand up the inside of my thigh and gripped my root. I stiffened even more. She began to stroke it up and down, over my pants. If she kept doing that, I was going to have to think about baseball stats or calculus.

      I slid my hand back down her ass, lifted up her skirt and slid my fingers inside the frilly waistband of her panties. My fingers slid down between her cheeks and grazed her slickness. Another breathy moan filled my ear. My finger teased little circles around her opening, fueling her steamy desire.

      The heat of her body, pressed against mine, felt amazing. Her passionate lips embraced me, and her tongue danced across mine. Then she broke free and stared at me with lustful eyes. She dropped down to her knees and her fingers plunged into my waistband. She slid my pants down over my hips and I sprang free.

      The last time I was in this position it turned out badly, and I was praying that nothing was going to interrupt this moment.

      She grabbed my shaft with her soft hand and started jerking me off. Her hand was warm, and I felt subtle vibrations. She could manipulate energy, and she was somehow using that to great effect. This was no ordinary hand job. This was something otherworldly. I'm not going to lie, I had years of practice rubbing my root out, but even I couldn't do near as good a job as she was doing. She had a magical touch, and she stroked me to perfection.

      A rush of endorphins flooded my brain. Pleasure washed through my body. I tried to think about baseball, I really did. But her handiwork just felt too good. The floodgates opened, and my core pulsed. I exploded, sending my essence streaking through the air.

      Surge flinched as my little swimmers smacked her in the face and drizzled down her cheek. She swiped it with her finger, like icing from a cake. She licked it clean, wrapping her full lips around her finger. The sight of her sucking on her finger drove me insane. I was almost ready to go again. If a hand job felt this good, I couldn't imagine what her lips would feel like wrapped around my thick shaft.

      She looked up at me with sultry eyes. "Not a fucking word, you hear me?”

      She stood up and grabbed my hand and pulled me into the bedroom. I followed behind her as she dropped her skirt to the floor. I got a full view of her great ass. Remarkable doesn’t even begin to describe it.

      Her fingers plunged into the waistband of her cotton panties, pulling them down over her hips. They fell down her thighs, over her knees, and pooled on the floor. She stepped out of them, then sat on the bed. She leaned back and spread her legs. "Your turn!”

      She had a devious glimmer in her eyes.

      She had the prettiest box I’d ever seen. A perfect peach—smooth, pink, and glistening with desire. It was the only one that I had actually seen in person, but I had seen plenty in magazines and in movies.

      I knelt down beside the bed and gazed with wonder at the promised land. Nerves fluttered in my stomach. What if I wasn't any good at this?

      Well, there's a first time for everything. My tongue started at the inside of her thigh, just above the knee. From there I licked my way up to her pelvis. I slid my tongue across her smooth core to the other thigh, teasing her.

      She growled with a mix of ecstasy and frustration. She wanted me to plunge in right away. But I was going to taunt her a little more.

      I finally decided I had tortured her enough and my tongue slithered its way to her slickness. I flicked and sucked her mercilessly as she bucked and writhed with ecstasy. Her moans grew louder and louder.

      I could tell by her reaction I was doing the right thing, so I kept doing it. She tasted sweet, and I couldn't get enough. Neither could she. I worked her up into a frenzy, and orgasmic pulses moved through her. Her thighs tightened, and she clenched my skull like a vice. She screamed with pleasure, and exploded on my tongue. I thought she was going to rip my head from my shoulders while she was in the throes of orgasm.

      She twitched and convulsed for a moment as wave after wave of pleasure overcame her. She flopped back on the bed and breathed a satisfied sigh. "Wow. That was amazing!”

      I couldn't help but let a prideful grin curl on my lips. No way was I ever going back to Earth now. This was just too cool.

      I climbed onto the bed beside her and wrapped my arms around her. I drifted off to sleep in post-orgasmic bliss. I don’t know how long I was out for, but she nudged me awake in the middle of the night. “You can’t stay here.”

      I didn’t want to leave. She felt good in my arms. But I climbed out of bed pulled myself together. I kissed her on the forehead and slipped out of her dorm room. I glanced down the hall in both directions, hoping no one was watching. I made my way back to my room and crashed out.

      I slept like a rock.

      I rolled out of bed the next morning and staggered down to the cafeteria to grab breakfast. Surge was already in the mess hall, and the mere sight of her put a smile on my face. I strolled to her, but she didn’t exactly look happy to see me. Her narrow eyes blazed into me, and she clenched her jaw. Her face flushed red with rage. Before I had a chance to say anything, her fist cocked back, and she took a swing at me. Her knuckles cracked my cheek, and the blow knocked me on my ass.

      What the hell did I do wrong, I wondered?
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      The cafeteria went silent. All eyes fell upon the two of us. Surge towered over me, her hateful gaze sending mental daggers in my direction. "Just couldn't keep your mouth shut, could you?"

      She stormed out of the cafeteria before I had a chance to respond.

      With a bewildered look on my face, I sprang to my feet and chased after Surge. "I didn't say anything!”

      "Really? Then how come everybody knows?"

      I shrugged. "I haven't seen anyone since I left your place. And I wouldn’t betray your trust."

      Her eyes met mine, and I hoped that she would see the sincerity in them.

      A wave of realization washed over her. "That fucking bitch! Mika!”

      Surge stormed back toward the cafeteria, but I blocked her path.

      "Hang on there. Supers don’t fight supers. It's not worth the trouble."

      Surge looked like she was about to explode. She took a deep breath and tried to calm herself down.

      I held onto her with my arms around her. "I don't see what the big deal is anyway. Unless, you're embarrassed by me?”

      Her eyes snapped to mine. “I’m not embarrassed by you. It just happened really fast between us. I don't usually move that quick.”

      "Well, I am irresistible," I said, teasingly.

      Her eyes narrowed at me. "You don't have mind control powers, or compulsion, do you?"

      I raised my hands innocently. "No. I swear. That was all you."

      She grumbled. "I'm so stupid. I couldn't get you out of my mind. I was thinking about you all morning. Mika must have read my thoughts."

      Surge looked at me and frowned. "Are you okay?” She moved her fingers toward my face and I recoiled, still a little sore from her fist. She packed a hell of a punch.

      "I'm fine. You don't hit that hard."

      She scowled at me playfully. "Yeah, well that's because I was going easy on you. You couldn't handle it if I really punched you."

      "I think I can handle just about anything you throw at me."

      "Can you?" she asked with a healthy dose of skepticism.

      I got the impression that Surge liked challenges.

      "Since I've got a lot of pent-up aggression that I need to work out, and you need some training, how about we get into the gym and spar?"

      I raised an eyebrow. “You can't be serious?"

      “I am in charge of your training." She said dryly, as a matter of fact.

      "I'm not going to hit a girl."

      "Trust me. You won't have the opportunity." She gave me a sassy wink.

      Surge led me to the training facility. It resembled an athletic center back home, but there were key differences. Thousand pound dumbbells were used for warm-ups. There were 2 ton kettle bells that could be hauled around, or levitated by those with telekinetic powers.

      "Let's see how strong you are?" Surge said. She handed me a metal bar. "That's titrontium. The strongest alloy known in this dimension. Let's see if you can bend it?”

      She had a smug grin on her face, sure that it was going to give me trouble.

      I gripped the bar and focused my energy. My biceps and pectorals flexed. The veins in my neck bulged. I really thought I was going to have to strain to accomplish anything, but the bar bent without much effort. The two opposite ends were now touching.

      "Impressive," Surge said with wide eyes.

      She led me over to a heavy bag that dangled from the ceiling. She stood behind the bag and held onto it, putting her weight against it. “Let’s see what kind of punching power you’ve got.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “This bag weighs 2000 pounds, and with my strength behind it, it’s not going anywhere. Trust me.”

      I shrugged. “If you say so.”

      I cocked my fist back, pushed off my right leg and stepped into it. I threw a right cross as hard as I could. My fist snapped the synthetic material, ripping the bag. It swayed like a pendulum, throwing Surge into the wall. Sheet rock crumbled and dust flew in the air.

      My eyes widened, and I dashed to her. “Are you okay?”

      I helped her to her feet, and she dusted herself off. She had a confused look on her face, like she couldn’t figure out how I had just done that. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      “Still think sparring is a good idea?”

      Surge wasn’t one to back down. “I think I can manage.”

      The sparring room was an octagonal space with a domed ceiling. The walls were lined with gel pads that could absorb a tremendous amount of impact. They were 3 feet thick and made of a blue translucent material. I pressed my hand against the jiggly substance and it deformed around the shape. It was like memory foam, but way more advanced. The floor was covered in a soft material stretched tight over padding underneath.

      Surge and I moved to the center of the ring and squared off against each other. I still wasn’t sure about this whole thing. I didn’t want to hurt her.

      She smiled at me with a cocksure grin. “Give me your best shot.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive.”

      “What about the no fighting rule?”

      “We’re not fighting. We are training.”

      I hesitated for a moment. It was a moment too long.

      Surge spun with a roundhouse kick to my face. Her heel smacked against my cheek, wrenching my neck to the side. I dropped to the mat with my jaw aching, practically seeing stars.

      I stretched my jaw and tried to shake off the momentary spike of pain. I flashed her an angry look.

      She smiled. “That’s what you get for letting your guard down.”

      I staggered to my feet and rubbed my jaw. My eyes blazed into her. ”Okay. If that's the way you want to play it."

      I brought my fists into a defensive position and Surge and I circled each other in the ring like a pair of boxers. My eyes locked into hers. I threw a light punch and hoped it didn't connect. But I didn't have to worry about that. Surge sidestepped the blow, almost anticipating my move.

      "You're going to have to do better than that."

      We danced around the ring for another moment, then I threw another punch. This time I threw it for real. My fist rushed through the air, and once again Surge avoided it with ease.

      She giggled at me.

      I decided I was going to play for real. I bobbed and weaved and threw another punch as fast, and as hard, as I could. My fist whipped through the air, missing her as she slid aside. My momentum carried me forward, and I almost fell flat on my face. She kicked me in the ass, sending me the rest of the way to the mat.

      I grimaced.

      This was embarrassing.

      I sprang to my feet and spun around to face her. "All right, the gloves are coming off. No more screwing around."

      “Promise?”

      I was determined to redeem myself, but I still didn't want to hurt her. I was getting the impression that I was incapable of hurting her.

      I sunk into my fighter’s stance, ready to engage her again.

      Surge lifted off the ground and hovered 10 feet in the air. She had an almost maniacal tone to her laugh.

      I glanced up at her. "That's not fair."

      "Yes it is." She giggled again.

      I jumped up, hoping that I could fly, but gravity brought me back down. I tried again, to no avail.

      Surge kept laughing.

      "I flew earlier. I don't see what the problem is."

      "Stop trying to jump, and start trying to fly. You flew earlier because you channeled your rage. But your energy was uncontrolled. You need to focus your mind."

      I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and willed myself to leave the ground. I felt my body light, and my toes lifted from the mat. I floated up to her level with a grin on my face. I felt a little unsteady at first. My body pitched and rolled as I tried to stabilize myself.

      Floating felt remarkable. It was like a dream. With this power, there were no limits. I could go anywhere. Climb any building. Scale any peak. The sky would literally be the limit. And maybe not even that could stop me? I wondered if I would be able to venture into space?

      “Now try to hit me again," Surge said.

      I tilted my head, and my eyes narrowed at her. My fists clenched tight, and I streaked through the air, racing toward her. I tried to anticipate the fact that she might dodge out of the way at any second. But she stood still. My body was about to crash into her when she created a glowing shield of blue energy in front of her.

      My face slammed into the energy shield, and I flopped down to the mat. Padding or no, it didn't feel good dropping from 10 feet. My head felt like I had rammed it into a brick wall.

      Surge hovered above me, laughing her ass off. She glided down to the mat and stood over me. Her hands rested on her hips, and she stood proud and tall like a true superhero. "I think you've learned a valuable lesson today."

      "What's that?"

      "You can't win a fight with brute strength alone. Supers have different abilities, and you must learn how to handle people who outmatch you in different areas."

      I swung my leg around and swiped her feet from underneath her. Her grin faded as she crashed to the mat. I rolled on top of her and smiled. A spark of desire ignited between us.

      "Easy there, stud muffin. We're here to focus on your training."

      "I am focusing on training. I'm learning how to please my instructor." I kissed her before she could say anything else. Our mouths melted into one another. She spread her legs and wrapped them around me. Her hips pressed firmly against mine.

      She felt amazing underneath me. I stiffened, and she thrust her mound against me. Our hips slid back and forth. Her soft moans of pleasure filled my ears. Her tight core stroked my shaft, and all I could think about was getting out of these clothes and getting into her.

      Things were getting pretty hot and heavy. We were like insatiable animals, going to town on the sparring room floor. Then she came to her senses. "Not here."

      She pushed me off, and I tumbled aside.

      "I hope I'm not interrupting anything?” Chrome asked with a lecherous grin.

      Surge and I sprang to our feet. We tried to compose ourselves. I shifted awkwardly, trying to hide my boner. That was an impossible task in skintight superhero pants.

      Chrome’s eyes focused on my package and she licked her luscious lips.

      Surge’s rosy red cheeks betrayed her embarrassment. "How long have you been here?"

      "Long enough to know I'd like to see more," Chrome said. "But unfortunately we don't have time. There’s been an incident, and the professor wants us to handle it.”
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      "Where do you think you're going?" Surge asked.

      "I'm going with you," I replied.

      Concern filled her eyes. "You don't have enough experience. It could be dangerous."

      "I live for danger," I said, half joking.

      "Don't be such a worrywart,” Chrome said. “He'll be just fine. I'll take care of him, if you can’t handle the job.” She winked at me seductively.

      Surge's eyes blazed into her.

      "Ladies, no need to fight,” I said. I flashed a hopeful smile. “There's enough of me to go around.”

      Surge's glare redirected toward me.

      Chrome flashed a seductive grin.

      “You’re a big boy,” Surge said. “I guess you can take care of yourself.”

      I got the impression she wasn’t just talking about the mission.

      She spun around and marched out of the sparring room.

      Chrome and I followed after her.

      Surge weaved through a maze of underground passageways to a hangar bay. A sleek dropship sat on the flight deck. It had aggressive lines and graceful curves. Swept wings and dual tail fins. StarHawk and the tail number 29983 were painted on the hull. The ship was part stealth fighter, part hornet, part BlackHawk helicopter, and part tank. The smoke gray composite alloy was made of titrontium.

      Zepha and Ranger waited by the dropship, arms folded.

      "Hurry up!" Zepha yelled.

      "What's going on?" I asked.

      Nobody bothered to answer. It wasn’t high on the priority list.

      I climbed into the dropship and buckled into a passenger seat in the cargo area.

      Zepha climbed into the pilot’s seat. She pressed buttons and flicked switches. The control panel came alive with flickering lights and gauges. 3-D holographic control screens projected around the pilot seat, providing additional information and control options.

      Zepha flicked a switch, and the side doors slid shut and sealed. The engines spun up to a high-pitched whine. Zepha engaged the vertical thrusters, and I felt the craft lift from the tarmac. She flicked another switch, and the roof above the hangar bay opened. Massive metal doors slid apart, and brilliant rays of sunshine beamed down.

      Heat distorted the air beneath the vertical thrusters as the craft rose into the sky. Zepha engaged the rear thrusters and throttled up. The force of acceleration slammed my head against the seat. This thing was fast.

      Zepha pulled on the controls and banked the vehicle around. The craft rocketed through the sky, winding through the narrow passageways between the skyscrapers. It was like flying through a metallic canyon. Glowing blue thrusters rippled the air behind the vehicle, and we tore through the sky, leaving a sonic wake that rattled buildings and practically shattered glass.

      Zepha maneuvered the craft to the Vega Bank Building and hovered over the street.

      Surge handed me an earbud. “So you can communicate with the rest of the team.”

      I placed the device in my ear canal and tapped it to activate it. The device crackled with static for a moment, then went silent.

      “Surge climbed from her seat and hit a button on the bulkhead. The side door slid open. "Everybody out."

      Surge jumped out of the door and glided down to the street below.

      Ranger followed after her.

      Chrome jumped out of the door, and her body turned to liquid metal as she leapt. It was easy to see how she had earned her name. Her shiny chrome-like surface reflected the nearby buildings. Her curvaceous form glimmered in the sunlight. She spun around and latched onto the edge of the craft, and her metallic arm expanded, setting her down gently on the street below. She released her grip, and her elongated arm snapped back into its usual form.

      I unbuckled my safety harness and moved to the edge of the door. I peered down at the street below. We were only 20 or 30 yards in the air, but it might as well have been a million miles.

      "You don't have to go if you're not up to it," Zepha said.

      Her lips didn’t move. The sound of her voice didn’t crackle through my earbud. She hadn’t screamed over the roar of the engines. Her soothing voice filled my ears as if it had originated within my head.

      She flicked the vehicle on autopilot and climbed out of her seat. She moved to the door as the craft hovered in the air.

      “You’re a telepath?”

      “To a degree. I can send thoughts, and I can receive those intentionally directed at me.”

      “Can you hear me?” I said silently in my head.

      “Yes,” she said out loud.

      I swallowed hard and peered one more time at the ground below. “Here goes nothing.”

      I leapt out of the vehicle, hoping I had this flying thing down.

      Wind rushed through my hair. My heart was in my throat—and so was my stomach. It felt like I just crested the top of a roller coaster and was plummeting down to my doom. But I managed to slow my descent. My boots smacked against the concrete. Cracks webbed in the sidewalk upon impact.

      I stood tall and surveyed the area. Cop cars had skidded up to the bank, red and blue lights flashing. Officers stood behind their vehicles with their guns drawn, aimed at the entryway.

      A cop on the sidewalk glared at me. "Are you going to pay for that?"

      I looked at him, perplexed.

      "You cracked the street. You supers think you can do whatever you want.” His voice was full of disdain. “I ought to write you a citation."

      "Sorry,” I said. “I didn't mean to do that."

      He scoffed and shook his head. He didn't care about my apology.

      I heard the officer in charge tell Surge that there were three men inside and about thirty hostages, including women and children. “We've got everything under control. We don't need your help."

      Zepha had jumped out of the vehicle and landed beside me. She glided down gently like a breeze.

      Surge and Ranger marched toward us, getting no cooperation from the officers.

      "These cops sure are friendly, aren't they?" I said, my voice thick with sarcasm.

      ”Can you blame them?" Surge replied. "With Titus and his gang wreaking havoc across the city, it's no wonder people have a bad taste in their mouths about supers."

      "Yeah, but we're here to help,” I protested.

      "Try telling that to them," Ranger said.

      "So, what do we do now?" I asked.

      "I'd like to know who we're dealing with," Surge said.

      The officer in charge was on the radio with one of the bank robbers. It looked like the conversation wasn’t going well. A moment later, he marched toward Surge with a scowl on his face.

      "This guy says he'll only talk to you," the officer said, handing the radio to Surge.

      "Me?" Surge flashed us a curious look as she took the radio. "This is Surge. How can I help you?"

      A man's voice filtered through the small speaker. He was surprisingly casual and upbeat, considering the situation. ”So good to hear your voice."

      Surge's face tensed, and her cheeks flushed. “What are you doing, Scar?"

      "I always wanted to rob a bank." He made it sound like it was a glorious accomplishment. Something to be proud of.

      "Let the hostages go,” Surge demanded.

      "I'm more than willing, if certain demands are met."

      "What demands?" Surge asked.

      "I think perhaps we should discuss those face-to-face.” He paused a moment. “Tell the goon squad to back off. I'm coming out. If anything happens to me, the hostages will die. I've got MegaStrike and SuperFrost with me. You remember them, don't you? They are much less civilized than I am. I have to admit, I'm having a hard time keeping them from going overboard. If it was up to them, half the hostages would be dead already. No one wants that, do they?”

      Surge looked to the officer in charge. He nodded and called to the other officers. "Stand down! One of the perps is coming out to negotiate."

      There were subtle moans and groans from the officers. They would have preferred just to shoot it out.

      Moments later, the lobby door opened, and Scar stepped out of the bank. I guess you could say he was a handsome man. He had long flowing blonde hair and chiseled features. But he just looked like a douche-bag to me. He had a smug grin on his face. He strolled down the bank steps and across the street like he owned the place.

      "You used to date that guy?" I muttered.

      "Don't remind me," Surge said.

      "I'm seriously questioning your judgment in men."

      "Doesn't say much for you, does it?" She quipped.

      Scar strolled up to Surge, looking like he expected a warm welcome or a hug. "Look at you. You are even more stunning than I remember."

      "What do you want, Scar?" Surge asked, tired of his nonsense.

      "I see you're still hanging out with the same group of losers." His eyes flicked to me. "Plus some new ones."

      I wanted to punch the guy in the face.

      The douche-bag addressed the group. "I'd like a private word with Surge. So, if you children would run along and let the adults speak." He shooed us away with his hand.

      This guy was really getting on my nerves.

      Surge gave us a nod to back off.

      I grumbled to myself and stepped a few feet back. I could hear everything that was said between them, and I was close enough to step back in if things got out of hand. I didn't know what this guy was capable of. I pulled up his stat screen.

      [Name: Unknown.]

      [Nickname: Scar.]

      [Power: Shifter, Strength.]

      [Level: 11.]

      [Special Attribute: Unknown.]

      Shit. This guy was dangerous. No doubt about it.

      "I have to be honest, I had an ulterior motive,” Scar said.

      "You mean, besides robbing the bank?" Surge asked.

      "I was hoping you'd be the one to come. I knew you wouldn't see me otherwise."

      "So, you robbed a bank and took hostages just so you could speak with me? Am I supposed to be flattered?”

      "How many other guys would go to such lengths just to speak with the woman of their dreams."

      "You had your chance."

      "Perhaps you're the one who missed an opportunity?"

      Surge sneered at him.

      "I'm willing to give you another shot with me. If it will make you feel better, I'll release the hostages, provided you come away with me. It’s so much more fun on this side. I promise. No stuffy rules. Pure indulgence."

      "No thanks."

      Scar looked genuinely surprised. "You mean, you are willing to let all these hostages die when you could just come away with me and have the time of your life?”

      "Is that really what this is about?"

      Scar grinned. "Let's just say I wanted to kill two birds with one stone. I have my reasons for wanting to rob the bank, and maybe I can persuade you to switch teams. It’s a win/win.”

      Surge rolled her eyes.

      “Maybe if you saw what you were missing, you’d leave that silly academy. You’re on a losing team right now. Change is coming.“

      "I don't know what you've been smoking, but you've clearly lost your mind."

      Scar smiled. "I can't help it. I'm just crazy about you."

      “It didn’t work out between us before, what makes you think it will now?”

      “Hope springs eternal.” Scar smiled.

      “Well, I hate to burst your bubble, but I found somebody else.”

      Scar scoffed. “Who? Ranger?” He dismissed the idea as soon as he said it. His eyes flicked to me. “Not the pathetic newbie?”

      My jaw flexed, and my fists tightened.

      Surge’s face tensed.

      Scar chuckled, amused by the prospect of Surge and I together. “I’ll give you five minutes to decide. If you don’t leave with me, I'm going to go back in there and tear those hostages apart, one at a time."

      Scar spun around and strutted back into the bank.
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      "Can you get inside the lobby?" Surge asked Zepha.

      "Consider it done," Zepha replied.

      She dissipated into the air, barely visible. Like mist, she floated with the breeze and drifted across the street. Her translucent smoke-like form vanished almost completely. She was nothing more than a barely perceptible distortion in the air. She slipped into the lobby through the cracks in the door.

      Zepha moved around inside the bank in her mist-like state, unnoticed. My head soon filled with her voice. “The cop was right. There are three of them."

      Surge heard her too. ”Do you think we can take them?"

      “I think we should try.”

      Surge glanced to me and Ranger. “Get up to the roof. See if there’s an access point.”

      “What are you going to do?” I asked.

      “I’ll figure something out. Wait for my signal.”

      Ranger leapt into the air. I followed suit. I launched into the sky like a rocket. With the wind in my face, I soared above the street. An instant later, I landed on top of the roof.

      The bank was on the first floor of a 20 story building. HVAC units, piping, and conduit covered the roof. Ranger and I scaled the obstacles, moving toward an access door. Ranger grabbed the handle and ripped the locked door from its hinges. It tore away like tinfoil. I followed him into the stairwell, and we spiraled down.

      “I’ll take the opposite stairwell, and we’ll flank them,” Ranger said after we had descended a few floors.

      He pushed through the steel fire door and ran down the hallway to the opposite staircase.

      I continued my descent, trying not to make a sound on the metal steps. I reached the bottom floor and moved to the door. I hovered there for a moment, waiting to hear from Surge. But patience had never been my strong suit. I twisted the door handle gently and eased the door open just a hair. I peered into the hallway.

      SuperFrost stood in front of the vault, using his powers to freeze the heavy steel door. A cool blue beam flowed from his outstretched palm. Ice-cycles hung from the vault handle, and the door itself was frosted with a sheet of ice.

      SuperFrost stood about 6 feet tall. He wore a shiny, silver suit, with dark blue accents. His muscles weren’t bulky, but were well defined. His formfitting suit displayed his ripped abs and sinewy muscles.

      The vault door popped and crackled as ice formed and the metal cooled. Thin wisps of icy fog wafted from the frigid surface.

      Once the door was cooled well below subzero temperatures, SuperFrost balled his hand into a fist and cocked his arm back. He swung at the door with all his might.

      The heavy vault door shattered into a million particles, made rigid from the cold. Shards of metallic crystals pinged across the floor like broken glass. Debris crunched under SuperFrost’s feet as he stormed into the vault. I heard him smash something—probably a safe deposit box.

      A moment later, he marched from the vault “Got it!“

      SuperFrost disappeared around the corner, moving back toward the lobby.

      I pushed into the hallway and leaned around the corner. I could see the hostages huddled in an office adjacent to the lobby. Tears streamed from red puffy eyes. Tortured faces were bathed with fear and uncertainty. A scrawny guy in a suit begged for his life as MegaStrike approached.

      "What are we going to do with them?" MegaStrike asked.

      "Kill them," Scar said. “It's not like we need them.”

      The hostages shrieked with terror. Moans and sobs filled the air. Desperate pleas for mercy spewed from terrified lips.

      Zepha drifted around the lobby as a distorted swirl of air. The evil supers hadn't noticed her yet.

      MegaStrike reared his hand back, and a ball of white energy formed in his palm. I didn't need to pull up my stats screen to know what his ability was. He wore a navy suit with lightning bolt accents. He was about to send a bolt of lightning into the crowd of hostages.

      I saw Zepha streak across the lobby. She swirled into a furious funnel cloud, encircling MegaStrike. Before he could unleash his electric charge, Zepha's tornado-like winds threw him across the lobby. He crashed through a pane of glass, flopping into a neighboring office. Crystalline shards showered in all directions. MegaStrike slammed into a conference table, splintering the mahogany like balsa-wood. The table legs collapsed.

      Having expended her energy, Zepha materialized in the lobby, taking a defensive posture.

      SuperFrost was about to throw a freeze beam at her, but I wasn't going to let that happen. I charged at him. Just like my fight with Crusher in the cafeteria, I left the ground and flew across the lobby. I planned on ramming into the overgrown ice cube. But Frost spun in my direction and hit me with a freeze beam.

      Ice encased my body, and I crashed to the ground. The thick block of ice enveloped me like a sarcophagus. The heavy slab slammed to the ground and slid a few feet from the momentum.

      I couldn’t move or breathe. I had never considered myself claustrophobic, but this totally freaked me out. I summoned all of my strength and flexed my body, breaking free of the frozen tomb. Chunks of ice clattered across the floor, and I sprang to my feet.

      SuperFrost threw another beam at me.

      I held up my hand—an instinctual reaction to deflect the blow. What happened next surprised the hell out of me. A glowing blue energy shield formed in front of me. I absorbed the frigid beam. The energy shield was just like the one Surge had created. Had I somehow acquired her powers?

      I didn't have time to check my stat screen. I formed a ball of energy in my hand and threw it like a baseball at SuperFrost. The glowing ball raced toward him, but he created a wall of ice. The ball of energy slammed the frozen wall, and chunks of ice toppled to the ground.

      Scar morphed into a hulking behemoth. The vaulted ceilings of the bank lobby rose into the air 20 feet—Scar’s transformation took him almost to the ceiling. His grotesque orc-like features caused the lobby to fill with terrified screams from the hostages. Large fangs protruded from his lower lip. Razor-sharp claws extended from his massive hands. His bulky muscles were rippled and striated. He flexed like a bodybuilder and roared, rumbling the entire structure.

      I could smell his foul breath across the room. A twinge of fear rumbled in my stomach. His cold gaze focused on me. I was going to be his next victim.

      Ranger attacked SuperFrost from behind, tackling him. The two crashed to the ground, and the crystal launched from Frost’s hand. It scuttled across the lobby floor. I didn't know what it was, but I assumed it was valuable. I dashed for it, but the swipe of Scar’s fist sent me flying across the room.

      I crashed through the teller window, shattering bulletproof glass and splintering the wood counter. Paper currency fluttered in the air as the cash drawers broke apart.

      Scar scooped the crystal into his massive palm.

      Surge stormed in through the front door, blocking the exit.

      I crawled out of the wreckage and squared off against the green ogre. But a lightning bolt from MegaStrike knocked me back on my ass. Blinding light filled my eyes, and it took me a moment to regain my wits.

      MegaStrike focused his attention on Surge, sending another jagged bolt in her direction.

      Surge formed an energy shield, deflecting the charge.

      I created an energy ball in my hand and hurled it at MegaStrike. It slammed into his torso, knocking him into the wall. He absorbed the energy. It didn’t kill him.

      Chrome charged Scar. Her arm formed into a large broadsword with razor-sharp edges. The blade glimmered in the light. She let out a primal growl as she stabbed the blade into Scar’s back. But it didn’t penetrate his skin. Instead, the blade curled around his tough exterior.

      Rage twisted on the ogre’s face. He roared and backhanded Chrome. But his fist passed through her liquid metallic body, separating it into two distinct blobs. Small particles of metal sprayed out upon impact. Like a magnet, Chrome pulled the parts back together and re-formed.

      Chrome snarled and leapt through the air like she was going to tackle the ogre. As she wrapped her arms around the beast, her liquid metallic form enveloped his body like a mold. Then her metallic body hardened, encasing Scar inside.

      My eyes widened with astonishment. I had never imagined such a thing possible, and it was amazing to see. But my joy didn’t last long.

      Scar flexed his massive muscles, ripping through Chrome’s makeshift tomb. Metal twisted and warped, and the big beast pried himself free. Scar climbed out of the metallic sarcophagus and barreled toward the exit like a freight train.

      He bowled over Surge and smashed through the glass doors. Shards scattered everywhere. The metal door frame twisted. Scar stomped across the sidewalk, leapt into the air, and sprang from the roof of a car, crunching it like a tin can. He vaulted into the sky, transforming back into his normal shape.

      MegaStrike and SuperFrost followed, racing out of the lobby in a blur.

      I staggered to my feet, still woozy from the bolt of lightning.

      “Are you okay?” Surge asked.

      I nodded.

      Zepha materialized out of the air next to me. Ranger staggered to greet us. Chrome re-formed.

      The terrified hostages huddled in the office, not quite believing the chaos was over.

      Surge moved to reassure them. “You’re safe now. Everything’s going to be okay.”

      “I’m never going to be okay,” a woman said. “I’m traumatized for life. I wish all you supers would just go away.”

      An emergency response team flooded into the lobby with their weapons in the firing position. They were a day late and a dollar short. Dressed in black tactical gear and helmets, they cleared the room with textbook precision. Shouts of “Clear” filled the room.

      The officer in charge strolled in behind them with a disgruntled look on his face. He surveyed the demolished lobby and shook his head. “Think you could have made a bigger mess?”

      “Hey!” Surge shouted, anger creasing her face. “The hostages are still alive.”

      The officer in charge didn’t seem to care. “I can see the headlines now. Supers save day. Demolish bank.”

      Surge looked to the rest of us. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “You people never have to deal with the aftermath, do you?” the officer in charge muttered with disdain.

      Surge ignored him.

      I shot him a dirty look as I brushed by.

      Reporters and camera crews swarmed the sidewalk. Red and blue lights from the patrol cars flickered. Crowds of onlookers had gathered.

      “Do you know who perpetrated this  crime?” the reporter asked, shoving a microphone in Surge’s face.

      Cameras flashed.

      “What were they after?”

      “Were they members of the Academy?”

      “Crime by supers has skyrocketed. What do you plan to do about it?”

      Surge ignored them all. We flew to the dropship, which still hovered in the sky above the bank. Chrome extended her metallic arm, gripping the side of the craft. She pulled herself up and climbed into the cargo bay.

      Surge mashed the button on the bulkhead, and the side door slid shut. We all buckled into our safety harnesses and Zepha flew us back to the Academy.

      The somber mood kept everyone silent for a few minutes. Then Ranger finally verbalized what everyone was thinking. "I can't believe we just got our asses kicked."

      "At least we're all still alive, and none of the hostages were killed," Surge said.

      "Amen to that, sister," Zepha said.

      Surge’s eyes flicked to me, and she surveyed me curiously. "And you! How did you learn how to manipulate energy?"

      I shrugged. "I don't know. It just happened."

      Surge checked my stats screen. “Un-fucking-believable! You leveled up, and you gained energy manipulation."

      "He's an Omni," Chrome said. "What did you expect? He takes on the attributes of those who have feelings for him. Just think how much of your power he’ll have once you start fucking him."

      “Who said I'm going to fuck him?" Surge replied.

      Chrome grinned lasciviously. "Well, if he's back on the market again, I'll put my hat in the ring."

      Surge scowled at her.

      "So will I," Zepha whispered into my head telepathically.
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      A lot of hot-button issues swirled around in the media on Vega Station. But one was always front and center.

      Coverage of the bank robbery transmitted across every channel. I watched with Chrome, Surge, Zepha, and Ranger in Zyrco's office.

      A large display screen showed a reporter standing in front of the bank building. "Supers terrorized hostages and demolished the Vega Bank Building today. Cash was left untouched in the vault, and the perpetrators appeared to be after a specific item contained within a safe deposit box. Fortunately, the Vega PD thwarted the robbers. But the incident has sparked an outcry among residents, with one council member proposing a ban on supers altogether.”

      The segment cut to a clip of the councilman in front of the podium, addressing reporters at a press conference. “We must take back our city. So long as one of these supers roams the streets, we are at risk. We’ve seen how easily these freaks can change their loyalty. I’m sorry to use such harsh terminology, but that’s what they are.”

      Zyrco turned off the display before the segment could annoy him any further.

      "That's complete bullshit!” Surge protested. "The cops didn't do anything! Now they're taking all the credit?"

      "My bigger concern is the attitude of the public towards supers." Zyrco said. "It's growing increasingly hostile."

      "I don't think these people realize how much trouble they're going to be in if they ban supers completely,” Ranger grumbled. “There will be no one around to save them!”

      "Titus and his henchmen are only going to continue their reign of terror," Zyrco said. “It's going to get much worse."

      "The only thing they took from the vault was a crystal," I said.

      "Part of the tri-stone," Zyrco said. "I had heard rumors that one had been acquired by a collector and was brought to the city.” A regretful sigh billowed from his lips. “Titus must not be allowed to acquire the other two stones."

      "Where are the other two?" I asked.

      "One is safeguarded in the temple of Kravva on Cygnus Reticuli 3. The other is here at the Academy."

      Eyes widened with surprise.

      “You mean part of the tri-stone has been here all along?" Surge said.

      “It only recently came to the Academy,” Zyrco said.

      "What exactly does this crystal do?" I asked.

      "If the stones should ever become united, the wielder will have the ability to neutralize the power of other supers."

      Gasps filled the room. For a super, that was a fate worse than death.

      "Permanently?" I asked.

      "That remains to be seen," Zyrco said. He paused. “There is no doubt in my mind that Titus will attempt to recover the other shards. I want you to recover the stone from the temple. It is no longer safe there.”

      “Why don’t we just destroy one of the shards?” I asked.

      “Because the stones can’t be destroyed,” Zyrco said.

      “Don’t worry, Professor,” Surge said. “We’ll get the stone.”

      “Find Ja Ni Vu at the temple,” the professor commanded. “He will assist you.”

      “Well, what are we waiting for?” Ranger asked. “Let's get going.”

      The professor called to me as we headed toward the door. “Ben, I heard you performed admirably today, despite your lack of experience.”

      “I didn’t do much. These guys deserve all the credit.”

      “You acquired new powers. You’ve already leveled up. You need to continue to build your strength. I have full confidence in you.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      I only leveled up because I had hooked up with Surge. He was basically telling me to get as much ass as I could get. That didn’t sound like such a horrible thing to me.

      Jealousy filled Surge’s eyes. Getting her to go along with the professor’s recommendation was going to be an interesting task.

      I followed the others to the StarHawk, and we climbed aboard. I strapped into my safety harness and prepared for takeoff. Zepha powered up the craft and went through a series pre-fight checks. Within moments, the roof opened, and we lifted from the tarmac. And electromagnetic portal in the station’s dome allowed ships to come and go, provided they received clearance from air traffic control.

      We flew through the glowing portal shield, and my ass lifted from the seat. The safety harness dug into my hips, restraining me as we entered the weightlessness of space. The sensation was almost as cool as flying. My eyes widened, staring out the window at the vast expanse. I had never been in space before.

      Zepha angled the craft around, and we circled the station. The massive structure flickered with lights, and I caught a glimpse of Under-Vega. From this view, I saw just how large the floating city in space was.

      Zepha fiddled with the nav computer.

      “Are you sure you know where you’re going?” Ranger asked.

      Zepha sneered at him. “I’ll get us there. Trust me.”

      She programmed in the coordinates, and the nav computer made its calculations.

      “Is everybody ready?” Zepha asked.

      “You’ve never traveled through quantum subspace, have you?” Surge asked.

      I shook my head.

      “Don’t worry. The discomfort passes momentarily.”

      I wondered what discomfort she was talking about. My eyes narrowed at her curiously. But before I could ask any questions, Zepha engaged the quantum drive.

      My stomach twisted in knots. Time dilated. My body felt like it was stretched in all directions--pushed and pulled and squeezed and twisted. Then everything snapped back into place as we completed the transition into quantum space.

      My face grew pale, and I had to admit I was a little queasy from the transition.

      "Don't feel bad,” Surge said. “I puked my first time."

      “That was intense,” I mumbled.

      Surge chuckled. “You haven’t seen intense yet."

      Ranger angled his seat back, closed his eyes, and nodded off to sleep within minutes. He snored, and his sinuses rattled with each breath. It was already starting to grate on my nerves. Was he going to do that for the entire trip?

      Chrome took advantage of the down time to recharge. She kicked her feet up on the dash and leaned back.

      "You really shouldn't have come with us today," Surge said.

      "Careful, I might think you're worried about me."

      "Not worried about you." She was totally lying. "I just think you need more experience before you go up against the likes of Scar, or God forbid, Titus."

      "That really sounds like worry to me."

      She shrugged, sheepishly. "Maybe a little."

      I grinned.

      "You should get some rest. You need to recharge. Using your superpower is draining. Without rest you'll grow weak."

      "I can think of a few ways to recharge my power," I said in a lecherous tone.

      Surge's eyes narrowed at me. "Is that all you think about?"

      "No. I'm just following the professor's advice."

      "You don't really think that we're going to get busy on this flight, do you?"

      "Would this be considered the million-mile high club?"

      "Not if you don't get any action."

      I frowned at her.

      She turned away and settled into her seat. She hit a button on the armrest, reclining the seat. She closed her eyes. "You may not need to recharge, but I do."

      I figured she was probably right. I closed my eyes and tried to get some rest, but my mind was racing a million miles an hour. My veins were still overloaded with adrenaline from the fight at the bank, and now traveling across the galaxy. How was I supposed to sleep through this?

      My mind drifted back to Earth. I thought about Curtis, Mark, and Bill. They'd shit their pants if they could see me now. I thought about my step-dad. I'd like to see him try to hit me now.

      All the time growing up, I had so many questions about my real parents. And there were never any answers. As strange and fantastical as this all seemed, I felt like I belonged here. I only wish I could have learned the truth sooner.

      I drifted into a semiconscious state. As I was about to nod off, I felt Surge's gentle hands slide up my thighs. I peeled open my eyes to see her on her knees, in between my legs. She put a finger to her pillowy lips and shushed me.

      I glanced around—the rest of the crew were fast asleep. Ranger sawed logs in a staccato rhythm. Chrome's eye’s were shut. I couldn't see Zepha's face from where I was seated, but she wasn't moving. I assumed she was crashed out as well while the autopilot did its work.

      Surge ran her hand up my thigh and over my package. It grew in her hand. Desire burned in her eyes as she caressed me. Her full lips glistened.

      Hormones searched through my body. My cheeks flushed, and a wave of heat overcame me.

      Surge unbuttoned my pants and her fingers tugged at my zipper. The fabric went slack, and she dug her hands inside my underwear, pulling out my joystick. She licked her lips and plunged toward my pelvis. From then on out, all I saw was the top of her head. I felt her hot breath against my shaft, and her velvety tongue trace over the ridges and veins. She swirled her tongue around my helmet, then her full lips wrapped around me. Her wet lips slid up and down, and her moans vibrated my shaft. Her ability to manipulate energy gave the experience an otherworldly quality.

      Amazeballs!

      Her purple hair enshrouded me. Her head bobbed. I knew I was probably getting some type of power up from this, but it felt like she was sucking the life force out of me. In a good way.

      I was quite confident that there was no other woman in the galaxy that could make me feel the way Surge did.

      I leaned back, put my hands behind my head and enjoyed the ride. I looked through the front windshield as we blazed through quantum space.

      Now this is what I call flying first class.
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      Lights flickered on the dash. Alarms sounded the moment we emerged from quantum space. Zepha pulled hard at the controls, trying to avoid the unavoidable.

      The StarHawk barreled toward a large chunk of space debris.

      The twisted hunk of metal looked like it could have been from the bulkhead of a star destroyer.

      Impact was imminent.

      My heart leapt into my throat.

      Zepha engaged the forward navigational thrusters as she attempted to evade the debris. But the ship clipped the space junk with the port wing.

      The bulkheads rattled.

      A secondary explosion rumbled through the tiny craft.

      My safety harness dug into my hips and shoulders. Both Chrome and Ranger snapped out of their nap.

      The collision sent us spiraling toward the planet. Another alarm sounded—we’d lost our port-side engine.

      It was a good thing Surge and I weren’t engaged in oral activities, or the results could have been catastrophic. I knew a guy in high school who had gotten into an accident while his girlfriend was blowing him and things didn’t turn out too well.

      Zepha couldn’t get the StarHawk under control. Tension creased her face as she frantically pulled at the controls, flicking switches and pressing buttons.

      The ship spiraled into the upper atmosphere. The hull glowed orange from the heat. The uncontrolled descent created too much drag, and there was less thermal protection on the sides and rear of the ship. The StarHawk wasn’t meant to enter the atmosphere this way. We were going to burn up.

      Even as a super, that had me worried.

      My teeth chattered in my skull as the craft rumbled and shook through the turbulent atmosphere. The bulkheads were moments away from ripping apart.

      Zepha wrestled with the controls, and activated navigational thrusters. Panic strained her voice, “I can’t break out of the spiral!”

      “I don’t know about you, but I’m jumping out of this mother fucker,” Ranger said.

      “I second that notion,” Zepha said.

      Ranger unbuckled his safety harness and staggered to the bulkhead. He opened the side door. Air rushed out of the compartment, almost sucking him into the stratosphere. He held onto the bulkhead until the pressure stabilized. “See you on the other side!”

      He leapt out of the craft and disappeared into the swirl of atmosphere.

      The thin atmospheric pressure and low oxygen had me concerned. I didn’t know how long any of us would survive at this altitude. Not to mention the fact that Chrome couldn’t fly. At least, not in the same manner that the rest of us could. “Do you need help getting to the ground?”

      “I think I can make it.” Chrome unbuckled her safety harness and staggered toward the door.

      Wind whipped around the cabin, flailing her hair in all directions. I was curious as to how she was going to get to the ground, but I figured she knew what she was doing.

      Surge followed after her.

      “Well, what are you waiting for?” Zepha asked.

      “Ladies first.”

      “I’m the captain of the ship, I’ll be the last one off.”

      I wasn’t going to argue with her.

      Heat filled the vehicle. Sweat dripped down my brow. I climbed to the door and grabbed a handle on the bulkhead to steady myself. The air coming off the fuselage felt like a furnace. I sprang into the sky, flying away from the tumbling debris. I let myself fall toward the ground naturally. I watched the blazing StarHawk plummet down like a brick.

      Zepha materialized beside me.

      We both angled ourselves down, diving through the air. We caught up to the others. But there was a problem.

      I was feeling light-headed due to the lack of oxygen. My eyes glanced to Chrome—she had passed out from the thin air. Her limp body was at the mercy of the wind.

      I flew toward her and scooped her in my arms. Then I plunged toward the surface of the planet, trying to get her below 15,000 feet as fast as I could. I knew that back on Earth, altitudes above 15,000 feet required supplemental oxygen. Commercial airlines mandated that pilots take supplemental oxygen above 8000 feet. But we were a long way from Earth, and I didn’t know what the makeup of the atmosphere was on this planet.

      The wind rushed through my hair, and the ground raced up to greet me. I landed gently on the dirt and set Chrome down. She still hadn't regained consciousness.

      After a moment, her eyes fluttered, and her curious gaze found my face. "What happened?"

      "You passed out from hypoxia.”

      "Oh. I guess my plan didn't work out so well."

      "What was your plan?”

      "I was going to transform into a glider, but I must have blacked out before I had the chance." Her brow crinkled. "My head is killing me.”

      “Lack of oxygen. Next time you jump from an airborne vehicle, have a better plan.”

      She smiled. "I guess you saved my life."

      “I guess I did."

      A sultry glimmer flickered in her eyes. "What can I ever do to repay you?"

      "I'm sure you'll think of something."

      "I could think of a few things." Her sexy voice dripped with naughtiness.

      Surge and the others landed beside us. I could see the jealousy in her eyes.

      I helped Chrome to her feet. "Your boyfriend’s a keeper. Hang on to him."

      “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      “You keep saying that, but I’m not sure I believe you.”

      Black smoke billowed into the sky from the StarHawk’s flaming wreckage.

      "Sorry about that, guys," Zepha said.

      "It wasn't your fault," Surge replied. "Shit happens."

      “The professor is going to be so pissed. That ship was brand-new!” Zepha deflated.

      "What are we going to do now?" Ranger asked.

      "We're just going to have to get to the temple the old-fashioned way," Zepha said. She turned into mist and flew through the air.

      Chrome held her thumb out like she was hitchhiking. Her eyes stared into me. "Can anybody give me a lift?"

      "Uh, yeah, sure," I said.

      Surge’s jealous eyes narrowed at me.

      I shrugged. What was I supposed to do? The girl couldn't fly on her own.

      “You can fly with me,” Surge said.

      Chrome flung her arms around Surge’s neck and hopped into her arms. Chrome winked at me just before Surge leapt into the air. “Maybe next time.”

      The sight of the two of them together made my mind spin. Thoughts of a threesome flooded my synapses. I knew it was never going to happen, but a guy could dream.

      I launched into the air and ascended several hundred feet. From this altitude, I had a spectacular view of the planet. Verdant fields covered the land. Snowcapped peaks stabbed at the sky. A sprawling metropolis shimmered on the horizon, nestled in the valley between the rocky peaks.

      The planet wasn't all that different from Earth. From space, I had gotten a glimpse of its vast oceans, large continents, sprawling deserts, and icy poles. But Cygnus Reticuli 3 was a third the size of the earth.

      Perched amid the craggy peaks, the ancient temple sat 8000 feet above sea level. But the black smoke wafting from the venerable structure indicated that something was wrong.

      I had the distinct feeling that we were too late to the party. I raced through the sky with the others, and we circled the stone temple. Bodies lay strewn across the ground, dotting the white snow with crimson blood.

      We touched down and got a firsthand look at the carnage. Limbs had been ripped from bodies. Torsos had been eviscerated, exposing bone and fascia. Intestines spilled out of thoracic cavities. The tinny metallic smell of blood and entrails filled the air.

      The grim faces of my companions stared at the mangled corpses with horror.

      “I’ve never seen supers do this kind of damage to civilians before,” Surge said.

      “How could they do this?” Zepha asked.

      Snow crunched under my boots as I marched toward the temple steps. In the main hall, amber flames flickered from wall sconces. More bodies lined the floor. I stepped over the fallen corpses as I pushed deeper into the structure. The place smelled of death. I moved cautiously into the next antechamber and found more of the same. The final chamber was a large rotunda that housed the crystal. It had set upon a pedestal in the center of the room.

      The sullen eyes of my compatriots fell upon the empty pedestal. It meant that Titus was one step closer to having a devastating power. And the carnage here was evidence of what he was willing to do to non-supers.

      A frail moan echoed from the far side of the chamber. I rushed through the darkness in the direction of the sound. The dim wall sconces barely illuminated the area. I knelt beside a wounded guardian of the temple. Blood painted his armor. It had been punctured in multiple sections. Crimson goo flowed from the wounds. His labored breath rattled with fluid as blood seeped into his lungs.

      There was nothing I could do for the man, besides hold his hand—be there for him as he drew his last breath. He choked out a few weak, scratchy words, “They took the stone. You must get it back.”

      “We will,” I assured him. He didn’t need to waste his breath on the obvious.

      The guardian started to say something else, but the life faded from him. His eyes went blank, staring at the ceiling. I gently closed his eyelids and stood up.

      “What the hell are we going to do now?” Ranger asked.

      “Titus has two of the three stones.” My eyes widened with concern. “He’ll attack the Academy next to acquire the third. And he’ll do it while we are all off on this wild goose chase.”

      “We’ve got to get back to the Academy immediately,” Zepha said.

      Fear and frustration filled Ranger’s voice. “How are we going to do that without a ship?”
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      A brisk wind whipped across the face of the mountain. From the steps of the temple, I could see the hazy outline of the metropolis below. Zorca Nova was the largest city on Cygnus Reticuli.

      Surge pulled her mobile phone from her pocket. Her face wrinkled with disappointment. “We are way too far out of range to connect to Vega station. We should be able to find a pilot in the city,” Surge said.

      “I sure hope you’re right,” Ranger added.

      "Do you need a lift?" Surge asked Chrome before she had a chance to ask me.

      "Actually, I think I’ve got this." She ran down the slope of the mountain and spread her arms like a bird about to take flight. They turned into alloy wings. Her body morphed into a shiny metallic fuselage. She soared through the clouds and angled toward the city.

      Ranger leapt into the air. Surge and I exchanged a glance and followed after them. Zepha turned into mist and drifted on the breeze.

      We flew through the clouds and landed on a rooftop in the city. The buildings extended as far as the eye could see, only stopping at the ocean on the west side. The center of the city was pristine and stylish—modern architecture with elegant lines. But the outskirts of the city didn't share the same visual appeal. The architecture wasn’t as innovative, and the structures were in disrepair. A rim of slums lined the outskirts of the city. Transport ships came and went from a spaceport on the east side of downtown.

      “Let's get to the spaceport. Maybe we can pick up a commercial flight," Surge said.

      We flew across the city and landed in an alleyway near the spaceport. We figured it was probably a good idea to keep a low profile—you could never predict how someone was going to react to supers. We didn't need any additional conflicts.

      The terminal was bustling with activity. Passengers of all shapes and sizes from all across the galaxy came and went. My eyes darted about, observing all the people and aliens. Where were they coming from? Where were they going? How many civilizations were out there?

      We made our way to the ticketing counter and inquired about flights.

      A large, blob like alien woman with three protruding eyes, orange skin, and entirely too much makeup assisted us. “There’s only one flight to Vega station a week, and that flight is booked out for the next six weeks.”

      “Can you put us on standby?” Surge asked.

      “I can. The standby list is long. I doubt all five of you would make the same flight.”

      Surge’s face tensed. “This is an emergency.”

      “You might be able to buy passage on a cargo ship? But industrial ships don’t fly out of this port. You’ll need to go to the Gray Hook Terminal on the south side of town. It’s in the industrial district.” The ticketing agent pondered the situation for a moment. “Protons is a pilot bar around the corner. You should be able to find someone there who could help you out. Just be careful. There are all sorts in there.”

      “Thanks, you've been helpful," Surge said.

      We left the port and walked a few blocks to Protons. It was a dingy place with red accent lighting and an eclectic crowd of people. It wasn't a tourist spot. It was the middle of the afternoon, and the place was packed. The smell of stale beer and spilled liquor filled the air. Ambient music wafted through the club. The center bar was surrounded by regulars sitting on stools. The outer rim of the club contained dim booths. A smoky haze hung in the air.

      We paused at the door and surveyed the establishment, then weaved through the crowd and found an empty place at the bar. I perused the shelf of liquor behind the bartender. They were all brands that I had never heard of. There was nothing from Earth here.

      Surge ordered a round of shots.

      The bartender yanked a bottle from the well and poured blue liquid into five shot glasses. He slid them across the bar and Surge handed him some cash.

      I held the glass to my lips and sniffed the liquor. “What the hell is this?”

      “Navaca. It’s like tequila, but stronger.”

      Stronger than tequila wasn’t good news. I had an encounter with a bottle of tequila one time that left me hugging the porcelain god. I ended up sleeping on the tile floor in the bathroom all night and waking up in the morning with a desert for a mouth, and the planet still spinning. I had sworn off tequila, but I figured as a super, this Navaca wasn’t going to kill me. And when in Rome…

      My hand brought the shot glass to my lips, and I tilted it back. The blue liquid spilled over my tongue with a sweet burn. I swallowed it down, and warmth flowed through my belly.

      The stuff wasn’t bad.

      Within moments, my skin felt tingly, my mood elevated. I motioned to the bartender to pour me another one.

      “Don’t go overboard on that stuff,” Surge said. “We’ve got work to do.”

      “Sure, no problem.”

      The bartender poured me another shot and waited for payment. But I didn’t have any money. My hopeful eyes glanced to Surge like a kid begging for a piece of candy.

      She shook her head and dug into her pocket and slapped another bill on the counter.

      I grinned and slugged the intoxicating liquor down.

      Surge leaned into the bartender. “Do you know where I could find a private pilot?”

      “In this place, throw a stick. But you might try DE. He’s amenable to flying strangers.” The bartender pointed to a booth in the corner.

      “Thanks.”

      Surge turned her attention back to the rest of us. “Why don’t you stay here? I might be able to get a little further on my own,” she said with a wink.

      I didn’t mind her teasing her assets to get us what we needed.

      She weaved through the crowded bar sauntering up to the dim booth. I couldn’t get a good look at the guy. The corner was dark. The guy had long hair, and I could see his head tilt and check out Surge’s shapely form. After a few minutes, she waved us over.

      “DE Armstrong, at your service.” He stood up and shook our hands. “The name’s Duane Earl Armstrong, but you can call me DE, Duane, or Earl. My mom always called me Duane Earl when I was in trouble. My ex-wife calls me shit-head.”

      “Nice to meet you, shit-head,” Chrome said.

      A lecherous grin curled on DE’s lips. “You and I are going to get along just fine. I’m always looking for the next ex-Mrs. Armstrong.”

      He had long blonde hair, blue eyes, and a goatee. He had a rockstar vibe about him. He wore a skull ring, and a green crystal hung around his neck. It glowed slightly as we all drew near. His leather boots and trench-coat completed the outlaw’s outfit.

      “There’s one slight problem,” Surge said. “We can’t pay you right now. But as soon as we get to Vega Station, I can get your fee.”

      DE’s grin faded. “Well, little lady, that’s expecting me to take a giant leap of faith. And I’m not the religious type.”

      “I’ll pay you double,” Surge added.

      “20,000 credits?” he mumbled to himself. DE scratched his chin as he thought about this. “You know, we might be able to work out some other type of arrangement,” he said as his eyes looked Surge up and down.

      I clenched my jaw. “That’s not negotiable.”

      DE raised his hands into the air innocently. “No need to get hostile. I think 35,000 credits will suffice.”

      Surge arched an eyebrow at him. “35,000?”

      “Take it or leave it.”

      She sighed in frustration. “Deal. When can we leave?”

      “Earliest I can get out is tomorrow.”

      “This is urgent!”

      “If you want to find another ride, be my guest. But you’re not going to find too many people that want to deal with supers.  Your kind is getting a bad rap lately.”

      “What makes you think we’re supers?” Chrome asked.

      “I wasn’t born yesterday, sweetheart.”

      “Then you know we could make you take us,” Ranger added.

      “Give it your best shot, tough guy. Nobody makes DE do anything he doesn’t want to.”

      Ranger puffed his chest out and bowed up to the man.

      Surge put her hand on his chest, “Ease up.”

      Ranger reluctantly backed down.

      “Tomorrow is fine,” Surge said.

      “Docking Bay 23,” DE said. “Meet me there at noon.”

      DE slugged the rest of his drink and slammed the glass on the table. He put his shoulder into Ranger as he brushed past.

      Ranger snarled at him.

      “What do you think his story is?” Zepha asked. “He didn’t seem too threatened by Ranger.

      “That’s because Ranger is a big pussy,” Chrome said.

      Ranger glared at her.

      “Did anybody else feel a little weak when he was around?” I asked.

      “Yeah. Come to think of it, I did,” Zepha replied.

      “The crystal around his neck,” Surge said. “It must have some type of energy transference power. Maybe that’s why he didn’t back down?”

      “I say we keep looking,” Ranger added. “No telling what we could be getting ourselves into with this guy?”
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      I wasn't sure how this was going to work out. I wasn't too keen on sleeping on the couch. We had gotten a suite at the Vanguard. The luxury hotel was well appointed. We had a full kitchen, living room with a large screen TV, and two rooms—each with two double beds.

      I was reasonably certain that Surge would let me share one of the beds with her, but it wasn't guaranteed. She had gotten bent about Chrome flirting with me when I saved her. Circumstances beyond my control.

      Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a panoramic view of the city. There was a small terrace—large enough for a few chairs. We were on the 37th floor. The dull rumblings of the city filtered in through the open sliding glass door.

      ”Who's sleeping where?" Chrome asked.

      "I'm not sleeping with Ranger," Zepha said. "He snores.”

      "I don't snore,” he protested.

      "Yes, you do!” everyone said in unison.

      "I'll flip you for it," Chrome said.

      "How about we all draw straws?” Zepha moved into the kitchen and found some toothpicks. She snapped one of them, making it shorter than the others.  She positioned them in her fist, so they all looked even. She strolled back into the living room and extended her hand to Chrome.

      She drew a full length toothpick. Now it was Surge’s turn. She reached for one, but then switched for the other at the last moment. She pulled the tip out, and a full length toothpick slid free.

      “Damn!” Zepha grumbled.

      Chrome’s eyes lit up with glee. She wrapped her arms around Surge and gave her a squeeze. “We’re going to be roomies!”

      “I guess that means I’ll take the couch?” I said.

      Chrome scoffed. “Please. We all know where you’re sleeping tonight.”

      Surge arched a defiant eyebrow at Chrome.

      “Oh, stop. You know it’s true.”

      I tried to withhold a grin.

      “I don’t know about anybody else, but I’m hungry,” Ranger said. “What time is it here, anyway?”

      “I think it’s around 1600 hrs,” Zepha said.

      “You know, right now Titus and his thugs could be attacking the Academy,” Surge said. Her face was tense, and it was easy to see she was stressed out. “How can you think about food at a time like this?”

      “I gotta eat,” Ranger said. I get hangry when I don’t eat.”

      “Me too,” Chrome added.

      “There’s nothing we can do until we get back to Vega Station,” Zepha said. “We need to take care of ourselves and conserve our strength.”

      “You’re right. I’m just in panic mode,” Surge said.

      “We had a stressful day,” Zepha said. “I think we deserve to unwind.”

      “I could unwind with a little more of that Navaca,” I mumbled.

      “I second the notion,” Ranger said.

      “Let’s find a good restaurant, then hit a bar,” Chrome added.

      “Come on, Surge,” Zepha pleaded. “We might as well have a little fun while we're here.”

      “Alright, fine. But I don’t want anybody having so much fun that they can’t function tomorrow.” Surge’s eyes blazed into me. “That means go easy on the Navaca.”

      The hotel concierge pointed us in the direction of a good local seafood restaurant. Zorca Nova was a port city known for its fresh seafood. But the fish swimming in the seas of Cygnus Reticuli were unlike those of Earth. It took all of Surge’s persuasive powers to get me to try the sushi. Some of it was great, and some of it made me gag. Superhero or not, I was a little leery about eating uncooked things that had just stopped squirming.

      The waiter tipped us off on a trendy bar around the block and we took our full bellies there. It was the kind of place that had a long line, a velvet rope, and a dick-head doorman picking and choosing who got to enter. After standing in line for half an hour, the doorman let the girls inside, but held out his hand stopping Ranger and me.

      It was a bad move on his part.

      It didn’t matter how big this guy was, he wasn’t going to stand a chance against us.

      “We’re altogether,” I said.

      “Tough shit.”

      I smiled and tried to play nice. “I think you misunderstood me. I said we are all together.”

      “I think you misunderstood me. I said get the fuck out of here before I give you a beating.”

      Ranger and I exchanged a wry glance. Then I stared the douche-canoe down. “Give it your best shot.”

      My eyes must have made me look like a crazed psychopath. I flexed my muscles and practically growled at the man.

      The big guy swallowed hard, then backed down. I don’t think he realized we were supers, and I don’t think many people stood up to him.

      “Uh, I’ll let you in,” he stammered. “But just this one time.” He unlatched the velvet rope and pulled it aside. Ranger and I strolled into the club. Music pumped, vibrating my chest. Colored spotlights swirled in the hazy air around the dance floor. Densely packed bodies undulated in rhythm to the music.

      “What happened to you guys?” Chrome asked. “Did you get lost?”

      “No. We just had to give someone an attitude adjustment.”

      Surge grabbed my hand and pulled me away from Chrome. “Come on, let’s get a drink.”

      We weaved through the hordes of revelers and squeezed into a space at the bar. Surge ordered two shots.

      “Do you want to start a tab?” the bartender asked.

      “No. I’ll pay cash. Surge slid several bills across the counter.

      The bartender filled two glasses and slid them over. Surge picked them up and handed one to me.

      "What is this?"

      “Navaca and Red Dragon."

      I gave her a skeptical glance.

      "Trust me. It's good." She had a devilish glint in her eyes. “To supers,” she toasted. “The good ones.”

      We clinked glasses and slugged the shots down. The Red Dragon added carbonation and a zesty flavor to the Navaca. It was good. The sedating effects of the Navaca mixed with the stimulant qualities of the Red Dragon made for a helluva rush. We gulped the shots down, then she ordered another round. As the second drink hit my belly, my face and nose tingled again.

      Surge grabbed my hand and pulled me onto the dance floor. I may have been a super, but I was still just as awkward.

      Surge took to the dance floor like a seal to the sea. Her svelte form moved in rhythm with the beat. Her hips swung from side to side in mesmerizing fashion.

      I needed another drink before attempting this, but Surge didn't seem to mind my modest gyrations. She sauntered toward me and wrapped her arms around my neck. Our bodies pressed against one another, and our hips interlocked. It didn't take much for my junk to take notice. Surge ground her hips against my bulging rod. My core burned with desire.

      Her wet lips pressed against mine. We melded into one another. A rush of energy flowed through me. My hands traced the curves of her body. We became that couple on the dance floor, grinding and groping. I pulled her hair and nibbled at her neck, then found her ear. She shivered with passion as my tongue traced her ear lobe.

      “Get a room!” Chrome teased as she danced with Ranger beside us.

      Surge moved her full lips to my ear, and her hot breath set my body on fire. “Maybe she’s right. If we go back to the hotel now, we’ll have privacy.”

      “I’m not going to argue with that.”

      Surge grabbed my hand and pulled me from the dance floor. “Thanks for the idea,” she said to Chrome, rubbing it in.

      My heart pounded with anticipation. We couldn’t get back to the hotel room fast enough. But two goons that flooded into the bar with plasma rifles put a damper on things.

      A goon blasted two rounds into the ceiling. The glowing blue bolts of plasma exploded a light fixture. Sparks showered down, and the fixture crashed to the floor. The crowd parted and shrieked in terror. The music stopped.

      “Everybody on the ground! Now! Face down!” The goon swept his plasma rifle over the crowd. The massive weapon packed a hellacious punch. Its big black barrel could spit out 200 rounds a minute. The plasma generator assembly glowed blue, illuminating the thug’s face with under-lighting. It accentuated his ominous appearance. He had dark hair, and his gaunt face was pocked with acne scars. His brow protruded low, almost obscuring his narrow eyes. His nose was flattened, like it had been broken a few times and hadn’t quite healed correctly.

      His counterpart covered the door. He rocked a purple mohawk and mirrored shades. Both thugs wore long black trench coats, which allowed them to hide their weapons upon entry.

      “Hand over your money and your jewelry, and nobody gets hurt!” the dark-haired man shouted.

      The crowd sank to the ground, flattening themselves on the dirty floor. Countless drinks had been spilled in the past. Dirt from across the galaxy covered the concrete. Nose to nose with the floor brought patrons up close and personal with the stench of vomit from past over-indulgences. There wasn’t enough bleach in the galaxy to ever fully wipe it away. The only thing dirtier than this floor was, perhaps, the sticky floor of an adult movie theater.

      With the rest of the patrons on the floor, it left our gang of supers standing tall. It made us stick out like sore thumbs.

      The dark-haired man didn’t appreciate our defiance. “What the hell is your problem? I said get down!”

      He marched toward me, the big black barrel staring me in the face. Bullets didn’t have any effect on me in this dimension. I hoped it was the same for plasma projectiles.

      “I think you’ve made a tragic mistake. Why don’t you and your friend apologize to these people and go home?”

      “Do you have shit in your ears?” the man growled. He clenched his jaw, fuming at the fact that I refused to comply.

      The barrel of his weapon hovered inches away from my nose.

      “I’m going to give you one last chance,” I said. “Then things are going to get ugly. Me and my friends here don’t like to see people taken advantage of.”

      “Get on the ground and shut your pie hole, or I’m going to fry off that ugly face of yours.”

      I balked. “You’re one to talk.”

      His face tensed, and his eyes filled with rage. His finger wrapped around the trigger. Before he could squeeze off a plasma round, I grabbed the barrel of the weapon, stripped it from his hands, and bent the barrel. The muzzle device was now touching the butt-stock.

      The goon stared at me with wide eyes.

      “What was it you were saying?” I flashed a smug grin as I watched the man tremble with fear.

      The Mohawk blasted two plasma bolts in my direction. The searing projectiles rocketed across the club with a hiss. Both bolts slammed into my chest, staggering me back. My chest burned like the sun. It felt like someone had jammed a red hot poker into my rib cage. Maybe I had overestimated my abilities?
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      My hands clutched my chest, and I gasped for breath. My eyes glanced down to survey the damage, but there wasn't any. I thought for sure two holes would have been seared into my flesh. But my skin, and my uniform, were still intact. The blistering sensation dissipated. Apparently I was capable of surviving a direct hit from a plasma projectile, though it wasn't something I wanted to happen often.

      I scowled at the Mohawk and formed a ball of energy in my palm. I was going to hurl it at the jerk, but Surge grabbed my forearm.

      My face crinkled. “Why the hell not?"

      "We're trying to improve the image of supers, remember?"

      The thug fired two more shots, then scurried out of the building.

      Surge deflected the blasts with an energy shield.

      The leader raced for the exit, but Ranger grabbed him by the collar and slammed to the ground.

      Cheers erupted throughout the club.

      Zepha and Chrome chased after the Mohawk. They caught up to him on the sidewalk. Zepha stripped his plasma rifle from his grasp, and Chrome formed a cage around him. The criminal yanked on the bars and tried to escape, but he wasn't going anywhere.

      We held the two goons until local authorities arrived and took them off our hands.

      “See," Chrome said. "There's a reason we all came out tonight." Her face beamed with accomplishment. "Just think of what might have happened had we not been at the club."

      "Maybe if we can keep doing things like this, it will outweigh the bad things that people like Titus and his gang do,” Zepha said.

      "That ain't going to happen. People will always see us is different,” Ranger said. “And they'll always worry about the power we wield."

      Two smoking hot babes strolled up to me on the sidewalk. Tight leather miniskirts hugged their thighs. Stiletto boots climbed to their knees, accentuating their toned calves. Low-cut tops exposed ample cleavage, exaggerated by push-up bras. One was blonde, the other was brunette.

      The brunette nuzzled beside me, putting her hand on my chest. “That was amazing! You saved our lives back there.” Her breathy voice was just shy of a pleasurable moan. “You should let Zoe and I buy you a drink. Show you a good time. Express our gratitude.”

      Surge’s cheeks flushed red. She grabbed my hand. “Showing him a good time is my department.”

      “Sorry,” the brunette said. “I didn’t know he was taken.” Her eyes flicked back to me. “But if you get bored with Little Miss Jealousy, will be at Pulsar’s for the rest of the night.”

      She winked at me, and the two girls sauntered down the sidewalk. They put an extra sway into their hips, and their round asses bounced invitingly.

      Surge glared at me as I watched the ladies strut away.

      “I’m not jealous, am I?” Surge asked later at the hotel room. We had a brief moment of seclusion in the bedroom.

      “Is this a trick question?”

      Her eyes narrowed at me playfully.

      “You might be a little territorial.”

      “Ugh, I’m not usually like this. You and I haven’t even… you know.” Her face crinkled with frustration. She let out a deep exhale. “I’m sorry. I just apparently like you. And I don’t want anything to derail this thing that’s developing between us.”

      “Nothing’s going to derail that. I think your pretty fucking amazing. And all the gorgeous women in the galaxy aren’t going to change my opinion.”

      A glimmer flashed in her eyes, and a thin smile curled on her plump lips. She wrapped her arms around me and kissed me. “I promise, if we hook up, I’m not going to turn into psycho girlfriend.”

      “That’s good to know.”

      She kissed me again. My hand found the small of her back, and I pulled her close. Her body felt amazing pressed against mine. The temperature in the room went up about a million degrees. I traced my fingers along her zipper that ran down her spine. I pulled the tab down, and her bodysuit went slack around her shoulders. Surge grabbed the bottom my shirt and pulled up, exposing my rippled abs. I held my arms in the air as she pulled the shirt over my head and tossed it on the floor.

      Our lips locked once again, and we staggered toward the bed, as I helped her shimmy out of her bodysuit. I pulled the fabric from her shoulders, and her beautiful breasts bounded free.

      Surge pulled her arms from sleeves and shimmy the bodysuit down to her waist. I slid my hands up her rib cage, cupping her breasts, fondling her nipples. She moaned with pleasure as we continued to devour each other. Her hand stroked my rock hard staff. Even through my pants, I could feel her energy flow into me.

      Just as things started to get interesting, Chrome marched into the room. “Don’t mind me. I’m just going to be getting ready for bed. Carry on.”

      Our lips parted momentarily as Chrome slipped into the bathroom.

      “I’d rather not have an audience on our first time,” Surge said.

      “I totally understand,” I stammered. My throbbing shaft wasn’t so understanding. The damn thing was screaming for attention, and I was beginning to think it wasn’t going to get any. The poor guy was probably going to turn blue.

      Surge slid her body suit over her hips and slinked out of the tight fabric. It pooled around her ankles and she kicked off her shoes and stepped out of it. The only thing left on her gorgeous body was a pair of skimpy panties that hugged her tight mound.

      My heart fluttered in my chest, and with that visual stuck in my mind, I wasn’t going to go soft anytime soon.

      Surge scooped her clothes from the floor and toss them into a chair in the corner. Then she slipped into bed and pulled the covers over her.

      I stood there contemplating my next move. My junk was begging for attention.

      “You’re not going to sleep in your pants, are you?” Surge asked.

      “No.”

      “Well, take them off.” She had a lecherous glint in her eyes.

      I wondered if she was going to tease me all night. I shimmied out of my pants and kicked them across the room. I stood there, buck naked with my soldier pointing north.

      Chrome strolled out of the bathroom completely naked as well. Her eyes focused on my package. And I couldn’t help but gaze at her luscious assets. Her round breasts jiggled, swinging from side to side as she sauntered toward the bed. “I hope you don’t mind, I like to sleep in the nude.”

      She crawled onto the bed, arching her ass into the air for dramatic effect. Her pert butt was perfect. From that angle, she intentionally flashed me a shot of her peach before she slid under the covers.

      I was staring wide eyed, and my jaw hit the floor. I felt Surge’s eyes burning into me.

      “Which bed are you sleeping in tonight?” Surge asked sharply. It wasn’t a question.

      “Uh, right here,” I said as I slid into bed beside her.

      “Don’t mind me,” Chrome said. I’m just going to read a book until I fall asleep.”

      My body tensed. I wondered how long she was going to stay awake. I knew Surge wasn’t going to do anything under the covers as long as chrome was watching. I thought maybe if Chrome fell asleep, I might at least get a blowjob from Surge.

      Chrome grabbed her mobile phone from the nightstand and launched a reading app. She flipped through a few screens.

      Surge and I exchanged a conspiratorial glance, like two people plotting a crime. By the sparkle in her eyes, I could tell she was thinking the same thing I was. Maybe I was going to get some action after all?

      I was laying there, pitching a tent. Surge traced her fingertips up my thigh. She cupped my balls, then gripped my shaft. Her hand moved with slow, gentle strokes. She tried not to draw attention to her actions, the fluffy comforter somewhat hiding our activities.

      I try to look casual, like I wasn’t enjoying anything in particular. I slid my hand across the sheets and found her breasts. I played with her nipples for a moment, then slid my fingers down her tight stomach. I circled her belly button with my fingertip, then continued my journey south. My fingers slipped inside the waistband of her frilly panties and traveled down to her smooth mound. My fingers parted her wet lips, and I traced circles around her.

      Surge stifled a moan. It was all she could do to keep from rocking her hips and arching her chest. Her breathing grew heavy, and a thin mist of sweat coated her body. She nearly gasped as I slipped my finger inside.

      It was like we were playing a little game, trying to see if we could get each other off while maintaining a calm demeanor.

      I continued working my magic, and Surge grew wetter and wetter. She cupped her hands over her mouth to stifle a scream of pleasure. Then she grabbed my hand and pulled it from her panties, unable to take anymore. The frilly things were soaked with passion. Surge was on the brink of orgasm, and there was no keeping that quiet when it happened.

      The tip of my sword dripped with honey, and Surge used that to lube my head. I kept think about how great her lips had felt wrapped around my shaft, and I was dying to have her go down on me again.

      Chrome read maybe a chapter of her book. Maybe. Then she clicked out the light on the nightstand, placed her phone on the charger, and pulled the covers up to her chin. I think the whole thing was just for show to get under our skin. “Nighty, night.

      Surge and I fondled each other for another few minutes, waiting for Chrome to fall asleep. With my luck, she was an insomniac.
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      Not more than five minutes had passed. I guess Surge was comfortable pretending that Chrome had fallen asleep because she rolled over and straddled me. Her hot wet core rubbed against my shaft. She might as well have taken her panties off because there wasn’t much between us—just a barely existent piece of fabric.

      Her lips pressed against mine. My hands cupped her ass, rocking her hips back and forth. We moved in perfect rhythm. I may not have been much of a dancer, but I had the moves were it counted.

      Our hands explored each other’s form. I traced a finger up her spine, across the back of her neck, and grabbed a fistful of hair. Her exposed neck was meant for my tongue. I flicked and sucked on her delicate skin and that was enough to drive her over the top. She pulled her panties aside and her warm wet lips engulfed me. Her pretty peach slid across my shaft, and it was all I could do to keep from exploding.

      I thought about protection for a moment. Then I realized that if bullets couldn’t hurt me, I probably wasn’t going to catch any diseases. But I wasn’t exactly ready to replicate. I wanted a family someday, but a bunch of little Bens running around right now seemed counterproductive.

      Surge grabbed my shaft and teased the head with her opening. Heat radiated from her core. Her warm center practically sucked me in. She took me inside, squeezing tight. The sensation was sublime. She rocked back and forth, taking control. I cupped her sweet ass as she ground against my throbbing manhood.

      “Uh, what about birth control?”

      “Don’t worry about that,” she said in a breathy moan. “I can control my body.”

      “That’s handy.”

      “Yes it is,” she said in between gasps.

      “But that means I’ll be putting a lot of faith in you.”

      “Trust me, I’m not ready for little supers either. Now shut up and fuck me.”

      What started out as a covert activity soon crescendoed. Slick and glistening, her tight glove stroked me with passion. Her breathy moans filled my ears with sweet music. Our thrusts grew faster and more forceful. Our sweaty bodies slapped against one another, and her cries of pleasure became piercing.

      I lost all track of time. Nothing else existed in the universe except Surge, and the burning desire between us. I exploded inside her, filling her with wave after wave of my nectar. Each pulse made her moan with ecstasy.

      She collapsed on top of me and hugged me tight. Her slick body felt amazing pressed against my skin.

      My head buzzed with a rush of endorphins.

      “That was pretty fucking incredible,” Surge whispered in my ear.

      “You took the words right out of my mouth.” I brought my hands to her cheeks and stared deep into the luxurious blue pools that were her eyes. Then I placed a passionate kiss on her lips and wrapped my arms around her. Energy seemed to flow between us.

      We held onto each other in a blissful state. I was completely at peace with the universe. Calm and satiated.

      We grew silent, but moans of pleasure filled the room.

      I glanced across the aisle to see Chrome’s fingers buried between her legs. Her body bucked and writhed as her fingers danced across her center at a furious pace. One hand worked her core while the other tweaked her nipple, massaging her ample breasts. Her body quivered, and she screamed loud enough to wake the neighbors in the next room. Multiple waves of orgasm shuddered through her body. She exhaled deeply and brought her glistening fingers to her lips. She licked her juices and flashed a naughty smile at me. Her mischievous eyes twinkled. “Sorry. You guys were so hot, I couldn’t stop myself. And since Little Miss Selfish is not willing to share, I had to take matters into my own hands.”

      “I am not selfish!” Surge protested.

      I was staying out of this fight.

      “Really?” she said snidely. “Then share the wealth.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I can only accomplish so much with my fingers. I’m just getting warmed up. This girl needs the real deal.”

      Surge looked flustered. “Are you really asking me if you can fuck my…uh, boyfriend?”

      “It’s in his best interest, and you know it. And I say that coming from a completely selfless place.”

      Surge rolled her eyes.

      “He needs to level up. The more powers he can acquire, the better off we’ll all be. If we are going to have any chance against Titus, Ben will need to be as strong as possible.” Then Chrome added, trying to downplay her enthusiasm, “And, I’m willing to take one for the team.”

      “Take one for the team, huh?” Surge’s skeptical eyes flicked from Chrome to me.

      I shrugged. “I’m staying out of this. It’s between y’all.”

      “No, this very much involves you. Do you want to fuck her?”

      My first thought was, hell yes! My second thought was, don’t look too eager. My third thought was, “Is this another trick question?”

      Surge sighed. “No. This is not another trick question. One that I don’t really need to ask. Judging by the fact that you're hard again,” she said, gripping my shaft, “I’m going to say that you’re into it.”

      “I mean. If somebody put a gun to my head, and I was forced to bang the ever-living-shit out of her…  I guess, I’d have to do it.” My grin was uncontainable.

      Surge stared at me in silence for a moment. An almost imperceptible smile curled on her lips. “She's right. You need the power ups. I’m okay with it. Besides, it could be interesting.” A naughty glimmer sparkled in her eyes as she glanced to Chrome’s sweaty body. “As long as you don’t want to stop fucking me, I think we could make this work.”

      “Are you sure about this?” I asked.

      “Yeah. Why not? You only live once.” Surge rolled on top of me and worked her way up my chest. I cupped her perfect ass in my hands as she straddled my face. Her sweet peach hovered above my lips.

      “It looks like you’re going to have your cake and eat it too,” She cooed.

      Surge thrust herself against my tongue, and I flicked and sucked her mercilessly.

      Chrome didn’t need an invitation. She slinked out of her bed and onto ours. She grabbed my shaft and stroked it. She licked my balls and worked her magic up to the tip. She swirled it like it was cone of soft serve ice cream, then wrapped her lips around me. She took me in whole and slithered all the way down to the base.

      This.

      Was.

      Fucking.

      Awesome!

      Surge bucked and convulsed as I lapped at her peach, her warm wetness gushing over my lips. Moans of ecstasy filled the air. She arched her chest and leaned back. A wry smile played on her face as she whispered in Chrome’s ear. “How does my pussy taste?”

      “Sweet,” Chrome said with a twinkle as she sucked Surge’s juices from my shaft.

      I almost popped right then and there. Chrome knew her way around a dick, that was for sure. She licked and sucked and stroked with fervent desire.

      I continue working Surge’s core until she erupted in waves of quivering orgasms. Her thighs tightened and squeezed my head. Her body trembled and shook. Her warm wetness flooded my face. She exhaled with satisfaction and rolled aside.

      Chrome took that as her cue to slide up my body. She wrapped her voluptuous breasts around my thick shaft for a few moments, then continued to slither toward me. My dick pressed against her belly, then she slid up, gliding her lips over me. She crested the top, then eased herself down on my shaft—slow at first as she expanded around my girth. She clenched tight and milked it for all it was worth.

      I caressed her ample breasts and sucked her nipples. I was pretty sure I had died and gone to heaven.

      Chrome rode me like a mechanical bull in a Western bar.

      Surge reached her hand between her legs and played with herself, biting her lip as she watched us in the throes of ecstasy.

      Chrome’s body was slick with sweat. Her breathy moans filled my ears. I rolled her over and took her hard. Our hips crashed into one another’s. I hammered furiously. She arched her chest, pushing her breasts into my face. She clenched down hard, and I couldn’t hold back. I exploded inside her, and I felt a rush of warmth as she joined me in orgasmic ecstasy. Her body twitched as she milked the last drop.

      I collapsed on top of her, completely exhausted. After a moment, I rolled off of her in a state of bliss. I lay in between two gorgeous women. It was surreal.

      Chrome glanced to Surge. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

      Surge had a naughty glint in her eyes. “It’s not over yet.”

      She was ready for more.

      At this pace, I was going to be drained dry by morning.
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      I woke up the next morning, sure I was going to be back in my bed on Earth.

      Alone.

      Last night was too good to really have happened.

      I peeled my eyes open and wiped the sleep from my lids. On either side of me was a gorgeous naked ass. They both looked divine. My rock hard boner was hungry for breakfast. I was at an all-you-can-eat buffet, and I was deciding where to start.

      Zepha burst into the room, annoyed. “I know you guys had a late one last night, but do you think you want to get your asses out of bed? We’ve got a flight to catch.”

      The girls stirred and pried their eyes open.

      “We need to leave in 20 minutes! Ranger and I are going to grab breakfast downstairs. Meet us there.” Zepha stormed out of the room, but not before she took a healthy look at my package.

      I climbed out of bed and stumbled to the bathroom. I took a leak and hopped into the shower and washed last night’s debauchery from my body. If super girls were anything like Earth girls, they were going to take forever in the bathroom, and I wanted to get finished first.

      I toweled off and stepped back into the bedroom. The girls slinked past me and closed the bathroom door behind them. I began to think I was missing out on something, but we didn’t have time for any shenanigans. I grabbed the clothes that I had worn yesterday. The fabric was made of a special polymer that somehow took on the powers of the wearer. It didn’t get dirty. It was impervious to bullets. Plasma rifles had no affect on it. It was as strong, or perhaps stronger, than I was.

      I slipped the suit on and checked my stats.

      [Power: Strength, Energy Manipulation, Metal Manipulation.]

      [Level: 3.]

      Hell yes!

      I had to test out the power I acquired from Chrome. I stared at my right hand and focused my attention. After a moment, my forearm took the shape of a broadsword. Before my eyes, my appendage had transformed into a shiny metallic blade with razor-sharp edges. My eyes lit up with glee, and a wide grin played on my face.

      I sat on the bed and waited for Surge and Chrome. I played with my newfound morphing abilities and changed my hand into a sledgehammer, an axe, and any other melee weapon I could think of.

      Surge and Chrome emerged from the shower with towels draped around their dripping bodies. They slipped into their outfits, and I couldn’t help but appreciate their bouncing breasts. They shimmied their curvaceous hips into the tight formfitting suits, then we strolled down to breakfast.

      The buffet offered a variety of dishes from across the galaxy. There was something that resembled scrambled eggs. They were blue and made from Dovlopian eggs that had been flown in from the Noctami sector. There were strips of orange bacon-like meat. I found something that resembled a muffin. The farther away we got from Earth, the more varied the culinary offerings became.

      I sat down at the table and ate my meal. It wasn’t bad. I had fun with my newfound abilities, turning my finger into a fork and shoveling food into my mouth.

      Chrome rolled her eyes.

      Zepha still had a stern look on her face. She ate her breakfast in silence.

      “Is there something wrong?” I asked.

      “No. Whatever gave you that idea?”

      “I don’t know. You’re not your usual bubbly self.”

      “Well, let me see… Between his snoring and the screams and hollers coming from your room, I didn’t get any sleep last night.”

      “Sorry,” I said, sheepishly.

      Zepha glared at the three of us. “You could at least have a little common decency and be considerate of those around you.”

      Surge and Chrome giggled attempting to cover their embarrassment. Their cheeks flushed red.

      “I wasn’t that loud,” Surge said.

      “Yes you were,” Chrome added.

      They giggled again.

      Zepha stared at them, incredulous. “You two are like high school girls. You act like this is the first time you’ve ever gotten laid.”

      “Last night was definitely a first,” Surge said.

      “We’ll invite you next time so you don’t feel left out,” Chrome said.

      “Who says I feel left out?”

      “It doesn’t need to be said,” Chrome replied. “It’s obvious.”

      Zepha’s eyes narrowed at her. She stacked her silverware on top of her plate and pushed away from the table. She set her tray in the bin and strolled back to the lobby.

      Ranger just shook his head. “This is why I don’t fuck supers. Too much drama.”

      He pushed away from the table and headed into the lobby to meet Zepha. We finished our breakfast and joined them, then headed to the spaceport.

      We didn’t talk much about the implications of the wild night. But it lingered in the back of my mind. I’m sure the girls were thinking about it as well. What exactly did our romp mean? Were we in some kind of relationship, or was it just a night of fun? Did I have two girlfriends now?

      I figured I’d just go with the flow. Whatever they wanted was fine with me. Hell, I never thought I’d have one girlfriend, much less two.

      In the landing bay, DE stood in front of a dilapidated ship. Surge told me later that it was a VXR-9 Phoenix Warbird. The thing had once been a state-of-the-art light combat vessel. Larger than a typical dropship, but smaller than a Corvette Class ship. It weighed in at 294 tons. It was close to 50 years old. A relic of the Draconis war. It resembled a bird of prey with aggressive wings and landing gear like talons. A sharp nosed cockpit, massive thrusters, and heavy armor plating. It was somehow sleek, yet bulky. Panels had been riveted together, and it reminded me of a World War II era bomber.

      DE had a sly grin on his face that attempted to cover his obvious irritation. “Well, you finally made it. Only 15 minutes late.”

      “Sorry,” Zepha said. “These three overslept.”

      DE’s lecherous eyes consumed Chrome and Surge, then flicked to me. “Understandable. I’d be late too,” then he added under his breath, “And so would they, in about a month.”

      “Are you sure this thing will make it as far as Vega station?” Surge asked.

      “She’s in tip top shape. Just had a total overhaul. Did it myself.” A prideful smile curled on his lips. He slapped the hull, and a stray bolt crashed to the tarmac.

      The grin faded from DE’s face. He knelt down and scooped up the part. “That’s extra. We don’t need that.”

      He stuffed it in his pocket.

      Surge’s eyes narrowed at him.

      “I trust this ship with my life. I’ll get you where you’re going. Don’t you worry none. You’re flying with Duane Earl Armstrong. The best pilot in the galaxy.”

      “Which galaxy?” Zepha muttered in a sardonic tone.

      “You’re more than welcome to stay here. But if you want a ride, let’s get to it.”

      There weren’t a lot of options.

      Duane motioned to the ramp and pretended to be a gentleman.

      The ladies started up the ramp, and Duane’s eyes fixed on their assets. I noticed the green crystal that hung around his neck had started to glow the moment we arrived. It suddenly fluctuated in intensity and grew brighter.

      DE’s eyes glanced across the bay to the entrance. His face fell. The color drained from his skin and his eyes bulged like saucers. “Shit!”

      “Is there something wrong?” I asked.

      “Nothing I can’t handle,” he said thinly. There was a slight tremor in his voice, and it lacked DE’s usual confidence.

      I glanced to the door—we had unexpected visitors.

      Six of them.

      They didn’t look friendly. There was something different about this gang of men, but I couldn’t quite place it.

      “DE… fancy meeting you here,” the leader of the gang said. “My feelings are hurt. You come to town and you don’t even stop by to see me.”

      He was a tall man with pale skin and long dark hair. His emerald eyes blazed into Duane. A diabolical glimmer flickered in his intense eyes. He looked like a predator that had caught its next meal and was going to play with it before he ate it.

      “You know, tight schedule and all,” DE said.

      “I’m beginning to think we’re not friends anymore. You don’t write, you don’t call, you don’t come by.” His mocking tone turned deadly serious. “I expected a little more courtesy from someone who killed my brother.”

      “So, these guys are friends of yours?” I muttered sarcastically.

      DE grumbled.

      The dark haired man’s eyes flicked to me. “I have no quarrel with you. Leave, and no harm will come to you.”

      I swallowed hard. “Hey guys,” I called to the others in the ship. “You might want to come down here. We’ve got a little bit of a situation.”
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      “Who are these assholes?” I asked.

      “Vampires,” Duane said. “But they’re not interested in your blood.”

      “Vampires?” My face wrinkled, perplexed. “How are they walking around in the daylight?”

      The sun shone down through the open top of the bay. I had never encountered a vampire back on Earth. I didn’t think they existed. And like everyone else, I figured a vampire should burn up in the daylight.

      “Like I said, these aren’t ordinary  vampires. Don’t buy into that movie bullshit. This is a different dimension. But they’ll sure as hell suck the life out of you.”

      I pulled up a stat screen on the leader.

      [Name: Jacques Géroux.]

      [Nickname: Vice.]

      [Power: Energy Transference.]

      [Level: 16]

      [Special Abilities: Undisclosed.]

      Vice flashed his fangs and snarled at us. He crouched into a combat stance, ready to spring forward. “I gave you fair warning.”

      “If we’re being honest with one another, I should warn you as well. You are about to get your ass handed to you.” Perhaps I was a little optimistic. He was a Level 16 after all. “Whatever your problem is with this guy, you’re going to have to deal with it later. We’ve got somewhere we really need to be. And DE is our ride.”

      My threat didn’t deter him, despite the fact the rest of my gang stood beside me on the tarmac.

      “You should have found other transportation,” Vice growled.

      The gang of vampires surrounded us. Fangs glistened in the light. I quickly scanned the stat screens of the others. Their experience ranged from Level 3 to Level 7.

      This was going to be a tough fight. Between the six of us, I hoped we had enough ability to thwart these goons.

      Duane pulled a dagger from its scabbard and prepared to defend himself. I wondered what the hell a dagger would do against these ass-clowns.

      Géroux charged at me like a snarling beast. The others rushed toward us.

      I formed a ball of energy in my hand and threw it at Vice.

      With lightning fast reflexes, he dodged the blistering ball of energy and streaked toward me. Vice was a barely visible blur, and before I could react, the creature had pounced on me.

      His hand wrapped around my throat, and his sharp nails dug into my flesh. His eyes glowed, and he sucked the life force out of me. A trail of glowing energy flowed from my body. The vampire inhaled it. The air vanished from my lungs, and my strength evaporated. It felt like my body was going to collapse upon itself. It was like he had reached down my throat, grabbed my esophagus, and started to pull.

      Vice was tougher to deal with than I had anticipated.

      My arms and legs were lead weights. My vision blurred, and I felt like I was going to pass out. I couldn’t get this guy off me.

      A ball of energy slammed into Vice and knocked him aside. I didn’t know where the hell the charge came from. My eyes found DE—he had thrown the energy strike. My face twisted with confusion. I didn’t think he was a super.

      I didn’t have time to think about it. I sprang to my feet. Instinctually, I formed a broadsword with my forearm and sliced at Vice when he charged me again.

      The blade cut into his skin and severed bone, hacking off his arm before he could get out of the way. The bloody appendage smacked the tarmac, then disintegrated.

      Vice laughed and shook his stump. Another arm re-grew in its place—though his coat was in desperate need of tailoring, missing a sleeve. He turned toward DE and charged him.

      Chrome morphed into a cage and sealed one of the vampires inside. But it didn’t hold him long. He bent the bars apart and squeezed through.

      Surge had created an energy shield. It held off the vamp attacking her, but the creature slowly pushed his hand through the shield. He drew the energy from Surge’s body into his hand, and her shield flickered.

      I clenched my jaw and balled my fists.

      “Stab him in the heart, kid,” DE shouted. “It’s the only way to kill these bastards!”

      I transformed my arm into a silver spike and sprinted toward the vampire threatening Surge. Anger twisted my face. The veins in my neck bulged. The creep pulled his hand from her energy shield and turned to face me.

      Surge collapsed on the tarmac from the energy drain.

      I was fury.

      I was wrath.

      Nobody fucks with one of my girls.

      I stabbed my spiky arm into the vampire’s chest. Crimson blood spewed from the laceration. The fang-toothed cretin’s eyes bulged. He coughed blood. It spewed from his lips and dribbled down his chin. The look on his face was priceless—he had expected to live forever.

      I drew my spike from his chest, and he collapsed to his knees. An instant later, his body disintegrated into glowing particles. They flowed into my body, and I felt a rush of energy. I wondered if I had leveled up. It seemed I could gain someone’s skill by killing them.

      Vice’s face tensed. Rage filled his eyes. The death of his comrade came as a complete surprise. Vice backed away from Duane. “This isn’t over yet!”

      His crew withdrew, retreating out of the bay.

      I rushed to Surge and helped her stand. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, just a little woozy,” she said. “Thanks. You saved my ass.”

      “I have a vested interest in your ass.” A warm smile curled on my lips.

      “Good. My ass is just for you.” She gave me a quick peck on the cheek.

      My concerned eyes found Chrome.

      She smiled. “I can see you’re putting my skills to good use.”

      “They're useful for more than just breakfast,” Zepha said snidely.

      “Can we get the hell out of here before something else goes wrong?” Ranger asked.

      “Sorry about that,” DE said.

      I pulled up Duane’s stat screen, but it was blank. How the hell was that possible, I wondered? “Are you a super?”

      He hesitated a moment. “Why don’t we talk about that on the ship? We really should get going.”

      He motioned for us to climb the ramp, then followed behind. Once inside, he pressed a button on the bulkhead, and hydraulics whirred as the ramp raised. It clamored shut and sealed with a hiss.

      “Welcome aboard the SS Savage Storm,” Duane said, beaming with pride. He flashed his pearly whites. “She’s got a small galley, restroom and shower, passenger area, and berthing compartments if you’d like to get some sleep during your journey. Do me a favor and stay away from the engine room and the quantum field generator. There’s a display screen in the passenger compartment. I’ve got plenty of movies and video games to keep you occupied. The cargo hold is also off-limits. Other than that, make yourself at home.”

      A red cat rubbed up against my legs and meowed. Its luminescent green eyes gazed at me. I knelt down and scratched the cat’s chin. She purred, and when I pulled my hand away, she lifted a paw, wanting more.

      “That’s Ruby,” DE said. “I may be the captain, but it’s her ship.”

      The Savage Storm may not have been much to look at from the outside, but on the inside it was pristine and decorated in DE’s somewhat extravagant style.

      In the passenger compartment, an autographed guitar hung from the wall encased in a glass box. Ultra-phonic speakers hung from each corner of the compartment. The leather passenger chairs were soft and luxurious. A small disco ball dangled from the ceiling. A black leather couch fit snug against the bulkhead.

      The minibar was stocked with an assortment of liquor from Earth and the Ultraverse. A small pool table stood in the corner of the room close to a stripper pole. Lava lamps glowed as balls of wax floated to the surface and fell back down. It was the ultimate bachelor pad for a guy like Duane Earl Armstrong.

      “Oh, and if you find any zorcaine in the passenger compartment, it’s not mine,” Duane said as he strolled to the cockpit.

      “Zorcaine?” I muttered to Surge.

      She tapped her nose and sniffed.

      DE climbed to the pilot seat and powered up the craft. The gauges came alive. He went through a series of preflight checks. Surprisingly, the system came back green. He engaged the vertical thrusters, and the Warbird lifted from the tarmac. It pitched and rolled slightly, then Duane pulled on the controls and nosed the craft skyward. I slammed back against the seat when he engaged the vertical thrusters. For an older vessel, this thing had some get up and go.

      Bulkheads rumbled and rattled as we raced toward the upper atmosphere. The chairs squeaked, and the pool balls rolled across the felt. Someone should have stowed those before takeoff. A pool ball to the face wouldn’t have felt pleasant. They floated into the air as we entered the weightlessness of space, then slammed back down as Duane engaged the artificial gravity. They clacked and rolled across the felt. Some dropped into pockets.

      I glanced around the compartment. Ranger’s eyes were closed and his snores rattled the room.

      I unbuckled my safety harness and moved into the cockpit. I took a seat next to Duane in the copilot’s chair.

      “The cockpit is for flight crew only.” Duane flashed a smug smile that begged me to get out.

      I ignored him. “Tell me how you threw that ball of energy. Are you an energy manipulator?”
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      DE wasn’t the kind of guy who liked to chat with his passengers. I got the impression he had a disdain for most other living creatures—except for beautiful women. I figured we had that in common.

      “So, you've been around the Ultraverse a few times. You must have seen a lot of crazy things?”

      “I’ve seen a few.”

      I figured if I could get him talking, he might be more forthcoming. “I’ve only seen Cygnus Reticuli, Vega Station, and Earth—and not much of the latter.”

      “Good for you.”

      “Have you ever been to Earth?”

      “Yup.”

      “How did you get here, in the Ultraverse?” I asked.

      “That’s a long story, kid.”

      “We’ve got time.”

      Duane glared at me.

      “Which dimension has the hottest women?”

      “Shit, that’s not even a question.”

      “So which is it?”

      “This one. Hands down.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “Sheer variety. There is every kind of woman imaginable in this dimension. This is a place where people come to start over. I’ve seen complete losers back on Earth become total studs here.”

      I glanced away, sheepishly.

      “Hey, this place has its problems, just like everywhere else. But on its worst day, I’d take this over Earth.”

      “It's the crystal, isn’t it?”

      “What?”

      “Around your neck. That has something to do with your ability.”

      Duane clutched the green crystal protectively. It was an unconscious move. He eyed me suspiciously for a moment, then relented. “Okay. Fine. You got me. I’m not a super. I wasn’t that lucky. But this…” he said, pulling the crystal away from his chest, “this lets me siphon powers from those around me.”

      “That’s how you could throw the energy ball.”

      He nodded. “I’m not near as powerful as one of you guys. But it gives me the ability to hold my own.”

      “Doesn’t sound all that different from those vampires.”

      Duane scowled at me. “Don’t you ever compare me to one of those bottom feeders.”

      “Sorry.”

      “This is nothing like what they do. Those walking vacuums will suck you down until you are a withered raisin. They feed off energy to stay alive.”

      “Where did you get the crystal?”

      “You ask a lot of questions.”

      “I’m new here. That makes me curious.”

      Duane sighed. “I’m not going to tell you all of my trade secrets.” He paused a moment. “I will tell you this, when it’s your time… go peacefully. Don’t be like those assholes.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Hasn’t anybody told you yet?”

      “Told me what?”

      Duane shook his head in disbelief. “Figures. This whole superpower thing that you’ve got rolling… it ain’t going to last.”

      “You mean the power fades?”

      “No. You fade. You’re burning your life-force out at 10 times the rate of normal people. Most supers live five to ten years, tops—if they’re lucky. Then you’ve got to make a choice… are you going to feed off the energy of others to survive? Or are you going to go out gracefully?”

      I swallowed hard. I had no idea I was in store for such a shortened lifespan.

      “Why do you think it’s so easy for supers to turn to evil? When you’re faced with your own mortality, you’ll be surprised by the things you’re capable of. It’s one of the reasons regular people hate supers.” He sighed. “Of course, you could always go back to Earth and live your life normally.”

      I knew this whole thing was too good to come without a severe downside.

      My face grew somber. We sat a moment in silence. It was a tough thing to hear. It made sense, though. That’s why my parents left the Ultraverse and came back to Earth to raise me. But with their powers diminished on Earth, it made them an easy target for Titus.

      “There has got to be a way for supers to live longer here. I mean, without killing other people or draining their life-force.”

      “You and every other super are looking for the solution.”

      “But there is a solution, right?”

      DE shrugged. “I hear rumors. But that’s all they are. Fantasies. Like the fountain of youth, or El Dorado’s gold.”

      Ruby jumped into my lap and curled up. Her loud purrs vibrated my body. I stroked her luxurious fur.

      “She likes you,” Duane said. “That’s unusual.”

      “She’s got good instincts,” I said with a smile.

      “You must be okay. She is a good judge of character.”

      I petted Ruby until she fell asleep. The moment I stopped, she peeled open her eyes and pawed at me to continue. Apparently I was stuck massaging the cat for the rest of the journey. It looked like I had gained another member of my harem, at least temporarily. But this one was a lot higher maintenance.

      We arrived at Vega Station several hours later, emerging from quantum space. The bulkheads bulged and rippled, and time stretched, then snapped back. My stomach twisted and rumbled. I was queasy for a moment afterward, but it passed quickly.

      Duane flew the Warbird through the dome’s portal, then glided over the towering skyscrapers. Surge directed him  to the Academy. I still didn’t know my way around well enough.

      The courtyard was big enough to accommodate the ship. The vertical thrusters of the Warbird rippled the air below as the craft descended to the grass. Landing gear extended and compressed under the heavy weight of the ship as it touched down. The landing feet pushed several inches into the ground. It would leave a helluva footprint when it took off—right next to the keep off the grass sign.

      DE powered down the vessel, and the hum of the engine dissipated. “I got you to your destination, now how about you get me those 35,000 credits?”

      “Sure thing,” Surge said. “Do you want to wait here, or do you want to come with me?”

      “I ain’t letting you out of my sight until there’s cash in my hand. I’m sure you can understand.”

      We strolled down the ramp of the Warbird. The wide eyes of students gazed at us.

      DE surveyed the grounds. “What the hell is this place?”

      “It’s an Academy for supers,” Surge muttered.

      DE’s crystal emitted a strong glow.

      We entered the main administration building and weaved our way to the professor’s office. Surge knocked on the door.

      The professor’s deep voice rumbled, “Come in.”

      Surge pushed through the door and we followed.

      “Did you acquire the item?” the professor asked, his crystalline face full of hope.

      Surge cringed. “I’ve got bad news, and I’ve got really bad news.”

      The professor deflated. “Spill it.”

      Surge caught him up to speed.

      The professor remained calm and composed, despite the bad news. He moved to a wall safe, and the biometric security measures scanned his retinas and did a voiceprint analysis. Zyrco pulled open the safe and removed a thick wad of cash. He counted out a stack of credits, then put the rest back into the safe and closed the door. The professor handed the bills to DE. “That should cover your troubles.”

      DE thumbed through the currency with a gleam in his eyes. “That’ll do it!” He shook hands with the professor. “Pleasure doing business with you.”

      DE spun around and strolled to the door. He handed me his card as he passed. It was a thin piece of smart glass with an animated message on the face. It contained DE’s smiling picture and listed his service of interstellar transport, among other things. A button read push to contact. The business card was a mobile device that could call one number—DE’s. “Call me next time you need a ride.”

      He marched out of the office, and I slipped this card into my pocket. I figured I’d never see him again, but his card might come in handy if I was ever stuck across the galaxy again.

      DE’s exorbitant fee was the least of the professor’s concerns.

      “We worried that Titus might attack while we were gone,” Surge said.

      I think we must prepare for the inevitable. When Titus was a student here, he swore an oath of allegiance to the Academy. To uphold truth and justice, like the rest of you. It is clear that he doesn’t intend to honor that oath, and I wouldn’t put it past him to attack this sacred ground.”

      A window in the professor’s office faced the courtyard. I watched DE march back to his ship and climb aboard. Moments later, the Warbird lifted from the grass and vanished into the sky.

      It wasn’t long after that when Scar and four other supers landed in the courtyard. I recognized MegaStrike and SuperFrost. I assumed the large man in the center of the group was Titus. His broad shoulders and rippled muscles were intimidating. Carved from stone, he was like a Mack truck. Thick and bulky. His red suit hugged his chiseled frame. He had a square jaw, ice-blue eyes, and short blonde hair.

      “Shit,” Surge muttered as she saw them. “We’ve got trouble.”

      All eyes focused on the window as they strolled up the walkway.

      The woman beside Titus was a deliciously sexy redhead. Dangerously cute. Her creamy skin and crystal green eyes, along with her incredible curves, had me mesmerized. Her sleek red and black bodysuit hugged her breasts. The exotic outfit was designed so that one of her toned legs was bare down to her knee-high boots. The styling revealed parts of her abdomen, exposing her belly button. She was definitely going to be trouble.

      The professor’s office filled with tension.

      “They picked the wrong place to start a fight,” Ranger said.

      “I don’t think they’re here to fight,” the professor said. “Not yet, anyway.”

      Titus stood in front of the main building and yelled. His booming voice rumbled through the entire structure. “Professor Zyrco! I’d like a word with you.”

      The professor grimaced.

      “What are you going to do?” Surge asked, her eyes filled with concern.

      “I will talk to him. See what he wants.”

      “You already know what he wants. What if this is some type of setup? What if he attacks you the moment you step outside?”

      “He would be a fool to attack me here.”

      “Don’t underestimate him,” Surge said.

      “And he shouldn’t underestimate me,” the professor replied with confidence. He strolled out of his office to confront Titus. Things were about to get interesting.

      We followed the professor and stood alongside the him on the steps of the Academy, ready to throw down if things got nasty. Rage boiled on my face. My fists clenched, and my whole body tensed.

      “So good to see you, old friend,” Titus said to Professor Zyrco.

      “As I recall, the terms of your suspension forbid you from setting foot on this campus,” the professor said. “If you’re here to apologize and make amends, I’m sure we can work something out.”

      Titus chuckled. “You haven’t changed a bit, Zyrco. I think you know why I am here. I want the last remaining piece of the tri-stone. Give it to me, and there will be no further conflict between us.”

      “I do not have the tri-stone. Nor would I give it to you if I did.”

      Titus side. “I anticipated that you would choose to do things the hard way. Why is it you make everything so difficult?”

      The professor glared at him.

      A crowd of students had gathered in the courtyard.

      “It’s inevitable. I will acquire the stone. There’s nothing you can do to stop me. Not even your precious new protege can stop me.” Titus’s condescending eyes blazed into mine.

      “If you’re so sure of that, why did you attempt to have him killed?” the professor asked.

      Titus ignored him.

      I pulled up his stat screen.

      [Name: Undisclosed.]

      [Nickname: Titus.]

      [Power: Undisclosed.]

      [Level: 50.]

      [Special Abilities: Undisclosed.]

      Holy shit! Level 50???

      “You have two hours to give me the stone,” Titus demanded. “Then I start killing civilians. The blood will be on your hands.”

      Titus leapt into the air along with his companions. The redhead gave me a long disdainful look. Her green eyes filled with malice and hate. Then she sprang into the air. The villainous gang soared into the sky and disappeared in the maze of buildings.

      “You’re not going to give him the stone, are you?” Surge grumbled through gritted teeth.

      “As long as I’m alive, he will never acquire the last piece of the tri-stone,” Zyrco vowed.
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      “We need to take that ass-hat down,” I said.

      We sat in the rec room, trying to formulate a game plan. The room was filled with games of all sorts—a pool table, a foosball table, ping-pong, arcade games, virtual reality simulators, and several large screen plasma displays. There were vending machines that dispensed soda and beer. There was even a machine that dispensed mixed drinks with hard liquor. This was exactly what they needed on campus back home.

      “He’s stronger than we are,” Surge said. “He’s evenly matched with the professor now.”

      “When did that happen?” Ranger asked.

      “It was inevitable,” Surge said. “Zyrco is not an Omni. He’s limited to a certain range of powers. That’s why he puts so much hope in Ben.”

      I checked my stats screen. I advanced to Level 4 after killing the vampire. I had added the skill of energy transference. “I’ve got a long way to go.”

      “Shit,” Ranger grumbled. “Zyrco’s advantage was the only thing keeping us remotely safe here.”

      “He gets his power from Cerise,” Zepha said. “Kill her, and he’ll lose over half his strength.”

      “Couldn’t I just fuck her?” I asked, my voice full of hope.

      “Please,” Zepha said. “Did you see the way she looked at you? You don’t stand a chance.”

      “Don’t underestimate my charm. As I recall, you were interested not too long ago.”

      Zepha scoffed. “Please. Especially now that you’ve added Chrome to your harem, I have no desire to be third.”

      “You don’t know what you’re missing,” Chrome said in singsong. Her eyes sparkled, and her infectious smile displayed her pearly teeth.

      “I’ll take your word for it,” Zepha said.

      “Methinks thou doth protest too much,” Chrome said.

      “I think we need a more legitimate plan than having Ben fuck Titus’s main squeeze, don’t you?” Zepha said in a derisive tone.

      “Ah shit!” Ranger exclaimed, griping at the TV. “Look!”

      All eyes focused on the screen.

      A reporter stood on the sidewalk in the shadows of a skyscraper. “Moments ago, a city bus full of passengers was hijacked. It appears a super has snatched the bus from its route and taken it to the top of the Warby Tower. There it dangles precariously with 42 lives hanging in the balance. No demands have been made as of yet by the super.”

      The camera panned up the tall skyscraper and zoomed into the bus. Scar stood atop the building and held the vehicle over his head. He was in full orc mode.  His green muscles bulged as he strained against the bus. He could toss it to the ground below at any moment, and the passengers would turn to mush.

      “Lets get moving!” Surge commanded.

      We sprang into action and raced from the rec room. As soon as we hit the courtyard, I grabbed Chrome, and we flew into the air. We rocketed through the city. Shimmering skyscrapers blurred by. I followed Surge as we twisted through the steel canyons. We landed on the roof of the Connolly building, directly across from the Warby Tower.

      Scar still had the bus pressed over his head. A devious grin curled on his foul lips as he saw us arrive. “Ah, my favorite people. I was expecting you.”

      “Put the bus down!” Surge yelled.

      “I don’t think that’s really what you want, is it?” He teased throwing the bus to the ground.

      “Don’t do it!” Surge yelled.

      “Bring me the stone, and I’ll return the passengers to the ground safely.”

      “It’s not going to happen.”

      “Then everybody dies.”

      Three supers ambushed us from behind. SuperFrost hit Ranger and Zepha with freeze beams. A thick block of ice formed around their bodies.

      MegaStrike jolted Chrome with a searing bolt. It turned her body into a shiny puddle of metal that collected on the roof.

      Pulse was a super I hadn’t seen before. He wore a white suit, and his eyes glowed a pale blue. His body illuminated, and he emitted an EMP. The blast spread out, rippling through the city. Lights across the metropolis went dark. Electronics stopped working. A static discharge sparked around Surge, then she passed out. The blast had disrupted her energy manipulation powers—and mine too. But it didn’t affect my consciousness.

      Surge tumbled from the ledge of the building and plummeted toward the concrete below.

      My eyes filled with terror.

      Scar tossed the bus from the roof. It careened toward the ground. A maniacal grin curled on his lips. “You’ll have to choose who to save.”

      I clenched my jaw, and my whole body tensed. I dove toward the ground. My blurred reflection streaked across the shimmery glass of the skyscrapers as I plummeted to the ground.

      I didn’t know how the hell I was going to pull this one off.  Dozens of passengers would die if I chose to save Surge. But I wasn’t about to let her become a grease spot on the concrete. Could I save both?

      Surge was tough, but I didn’t think she could survive a fall from this height. Wind rushed through my hair. My heart hammered like a stampede of buffaloes. I swooped down and grabbed Surge in one arm, then flew underneath the bus. With my other hand I pressed against the undercarriage and tried to slow its descent.

      I had barely learned how to fly, and a complex maneuver like this was a little beyond my skill set. But failure was not an option.

      I summoned all my strength, resisting gravity. I pushed against the bus with all my might. 3800 pounds plummeted toward the ground. The bus teetered above me. Despite my best efforts, we were still racing to the ground faster than I would have liked.

      I slammed into the roadway, shattering the asphalt. Bits of debris spidered in all directions. The impact made a crater 2 feet deep. But I managed to balance the bus with one hand, sparing it from disaster.

      I gently set Surge’s body on the ground. She was still unconscious. Then I set the bus aside. I glanced at the terrified faces inside the bus—their eyes wide and their jaws slack. Still in shock, they didn’t know how to react. I don’t know if I expected cheers or applause, but I got nothing. They were too frightened to make a sound.

      Before I could make another move, Scar slammed into me like a defensive back taking down the QB.

      We flew through the air and crashed into a neighboring building. Glass shattered and shards showered down, dancing off the ground.

      With the big ogre on top of me, I could hardly move. His sledgehammer fist pummeled my face relentlessly.

      Scar was bigger and stronger than I was. But he didn’t have as many abilities. I morphed my body into a pool of liquid metal and flowed out of his grasp. He was mid punch, and his fist smacked the ground, shattering the tile floor.

      He roared in anger. He shook his hand, trying to disrupt the pain. Scar sprang to his feet and squared off against me.

      I took a combat stance and morphed my arms into razor sharp broadswords. I braced for Scar’s attack. The beast charged at me like a freight train. His heavy steps rumbled the ground.

      I held steady and thrust my swords into his flesh. But the metal curled like tinfoil.

      The beast slammed into me, knocking me through several walls. Sheet rock shattered, and the air filled with dust and gypsum.

      I morphed again into liquid metal and flowed away, then re-formed myself. It wasn’t as easy to do this time. My ability in that area was diminishing. It was a perishable skill.

      Scar climbed to his feet and prepared to charge me again. I thrust my hand forward and focused on pulling the energy from his body. I figured I would use my newly acquired vampiric skills. Nothing happened at first, but then a steady flow of energy particles spilled from Scar. I felt a rush of power enter my body.

      I held steady as Scar charged me. I sidestepped, and the ogre tumbled to the ground. He sprang to his feet and spun around, but the energy I pulled from him was taking its toll.

      He took a step, then tumbled to a knee. His face twisted with confusion. His rage filled eyes glared at me. He summoned his strength and tried to spring to his feet, but he stumbled again.

      The more power I drained from him, the better I felt. I wondered if I could take this behemoth down to a weathered bag of bones?

      SuperFrost stormed through the debris and hit me with a freeze beam. Ice entombed my body. It gave Scar a chance to regain his strength. He staggered to his feet and rushed out of the demolished building.

      I strained with all of my might and broke free of the ice brick. Chunks of ice clattered to the ground, shattering into multiple shards. I raced into the street in time to see Scar grab Surge’s unconscious body and whisk her into the sky.

      Rage boiled in my veins. I leapt into the sky and chased after them. They weaved through the narrow buildings, twisting and turning. SuperFrost hurled freeze beams at me. I zigged and zagged, dodging the onslaught. But one of the blasts connected. My body froze, encased in a massive block of ice. It put a serious damper on my aerodynamic qualities. I plummeted toward the ground. I strained to break free, but this block of ice didn’t shatter as easily.

      The ice sarcophagus slammed into the side of a building. Glass shattered, and the deadly shards plummeted to the sidewalk below. Anybody who didn’t get out of the way was going to have a real bad day.

      The block of ice crashed through the entire floor, exiting the other side of the skyscraper. I still hadn’t managed to break free of it. I slammed into the neighboring building, demolishing several floors as I lost momentum.

      I managed to break free of the ice and come to a stop on the 14th floor. I staggered to my feet, a path of destruction in my wake. Twisted bits of steel and broken sheetrock lined my devastating pathway.

      I dusted myself off and flew back the way I came. I ascended into the sky and scanned the horizon. But all traces of Scar and his companions were gone. My hands balled into fists. I screamed with rage. My angry voice echoed throughout downtown.

      I returned to the Warby Tower and rendezvoused with the rest of my team.

      “They’ve got Surge.” I could barely choke out the words. My throat was tight, and my eyes welled. My chest felt like an elephant was standing on it. My stomach twisted. The thought of anything happening to Surge made me sick.

      Chrome and the others could see my obvious distress. “We’ll get her back. Don’t worry.”

      We headed to the Academy to formulate a plan. But we couldn’t have imagined what we’d come home to.
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      I had only been at the Academy for a few days, but it had become more of a home to me than the one I grew up in. To see it in this state was devastating.

      For the first time in my life, not only did I fit in, but I excelled. These people were becoming like family to me. Anyone who threatened them became my mortal enemy. The sick feeling in my stomach only intensified as I saw smoke billowing from the campus.

      It looked bad from the sky, but as we landed in the courtyard, the full magnitude of the situation became evident. Sections of buildings had been demolished. Fires raged across campus and supers used their powers to extinguish the flames. A thick haze of smoke filled the air. It smelled like devastation.

      Tears of rage streaked down Zepha and Chrome’s faces.

      “This was a set up,” Zepha said. “The attack on the civilians was just a diversion to get us away from the Academy so Titus could attack.”

      “We’ve got to find Professor Zyrco,” Chrome said as she marched into what was left of the main building.

      We found Zyrco on the floor of his office, barely alive. I knelt beside him and clutched his hand. He gasped for breath.

      “Assume your power. Keep Titus from uniting the tri-stone.” The last breath slipped from his lips, and his mutilated body went limp. Sparkles of his essence wafted from his body and dissipated into the atmosphere.

      Chrome and Zepha shrieked with sorrow, and they sobbed over Zyrco’s body.

      Ranger’s grim face attempted to hold back tears, but he was unsuccessful.

      I felt hollow, like someone had yanked my insides out. Zyrco was the closest thing to a father figure that I had. Titus was responsible for destroying my real family, and now my surrogate.

      Lava flowed in my veins. Hate and vengeance consumed me. I swore that Titus would feel my wrath. I stood tall and gritted my teeth. “Where the hell do we find Titus?”

      “You can’t defeat him,” Ranger said. “He’s too powerful. If the professor couldn’t stop him, we’re doomed.”

      “Maybe. But I’m not going down without a fight.”

      “I think we seriously need to consider leaving Vega Station,” Ranger said. “Find someplace safe. Build our strength and experience.”

      “In the meantime, Titus will continue to grow in strength and wreak havoc across the galaxy,” Zepha said. “I’m not cool with that.”

      “Do we even know where Titus is?” Chrome asked.

      “I might,” Mika said as she hovered in the doorway.

      Our curious faces begged for  an explanation.

      “I may, or may not, have hooked up with him. Once!”

      The room filled with groans.

      “He’s got a big dick. Sue me,” Mika said.

      “Show me where he is,” I growled.

      “You mean, like right now?” Mika asked.

      “If you go off half-cocked, you’re going to get yourself killed,” Zepha said.

      “I’m not stupid. I’ve got a plan.” I had no plan. But I didn’t want Surge to spend a second longer in captivity than she had to.

      “Let’s hear this plan,” Chrome said.

      “We’re going to need Crusher’s help, along with every other super at this Academy.”

      “Most of the students here barely know how to use their ability,” Ranger said.

      “Neither did I a few days ago.”

      “Yeah, but you’re different,” Chrome said with a twinkle.

      “I’ve got bad news for you,” Mika said. “Crusher switched teams. When Titus arrived he offered everyone a chance to defect. Many did. The ones who didn’t were slaughtered.”

      “Why didn’t you go with Titus?”

      “My loyalty has always been to Professor Zyrco. I may be a bitch, but I’m not a traitor.”

      “So, let’s hear this crazy plan of yours,” Zepha said.

      “We lack the resources to mount a full assault on Titus’s compound,” I said. “We need to get in and get out unnoticed.”

      “How are we going to do that?” Ranger asked.

      “That place is secure,” Mika said. “You’re not going to be able to get in there without an army.” She thought about it for a moment. “Of course, I could probably walk in the front door, if I mimicked Titus or Cerise.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “And I could sneak in with you if—”

      “You had my power.” She finished my thought for me. A naughty glimmer sparkled in Mika’s eyes. “Honey, you don’t need an excuse to throw me the D. I’m ready if you are.”

      “Strictly for professional reasons,” I added.

      Eye rolls and groans filled the room.

      “What? It’s a good plan,” I said. “All we need to do is get Titus out of the compound. Once he’s gone, Mika and I will return as Titus and Cerise and we’ll rescue Surge.”

      “And what are we going to do?” Zepha asked.

      “Keep Titus occupied.”

      The group pondered this for a moment.

      “You know, it just might work,” Chrome said. “Just take a shower after you fuck that skank. I don’t want her cooties.”

      Mika’s eyes narrowed at her. “Honey, he’s not going to want to fuck you after he has me.”

      “Ladies, no need to fight. There’s more than enough of me to go around.”

      “Just don’t spread yourself too thin, big guy,” Chrome said.

      Ranger grumbled, “I wish I would have been born an Omni.”

      “Well, we better get busy. Time is of the essence,” Mika said. “But don’t make it too quick.”

      Mika and I found a storage closet that offered a little more privacy. To be honest, I wasn’t really in the mood. Mika was hot as fuck, and she dripped sexuality, but my mind was elsewhere. I couldn’t stop thinking about Surge.

      Mika did her best to take my mind off the situation. Mika’s slender fingers tugged at the zipper on the front of her outfit. She had perfectly manicured nails—but that wasn’t what I was focusing on. She had cleavage for days.

      “Do you like the way I look?” She asked seductively. “I can be anything you like.”

      She morphed into Surge, then Chrome, then Zepha.

      “I think you look fine just the way you are.”

      “Fine?” She pouted. “Just fine?”

      “Sexy as hell? Is that better?”

      “It’s a start.” She pulled her outfit over her shoulders and down to her hips. Her beautiful breasts bounced free. They had just the right amount of weight to them, giving them the perfect amount of hang. She had pencil erasers for nipples, and I couldn’t wait to get my mouth around them.

      My underwear grew tight.

      She slid her garment over her hips and shimmied out of them. She wasn’t wearing any panties. My eyes flowed down her toned abs to her swollen peach. She stepped close to me and pulled me into her. She planted her sumptuous lips on mine and we picked up where we had left off at her party.

      Her steamy voice whispered in my ear, “I promise, after this, I’ll be your favorite.”

      “You’ve got big shoes to fill,” I said, egging her on.

      “So do you,” she said, stroking me over my pants. “But I think you’ll fill things just nicely.”

      She dropped to her knees and slipped her fingers into my waistband. She pulled my pants down around my ankles, and I sprang free, almost slapping her in the face.

      Mika didn’t waste any time. She started with my balls and licked her way up my shaft. She teased me with her tongue, flicking the head, then she engulfed me. Her juicy lips slid up and down, and her hand stroked in rhythm.

      This girl was determined to rock my world. She went for broke, sucking and sloshing on my knob. She hummed and moaned, sending vibrations through my core. Her head bobbed furiously. She didn’t let up. She was like a demon possessed.

      This wasn’t her first rodeo. She had a Masters in fellatio. She was good. Too good. Pleasure filled my body. I couldn’t hold back. I throbbed, sending pulse after pulse of man-honey into her mouth.

      She kept stroking me until I was bone dry. She swallowed and licked her lips. She looked up at me with a diabolical sense of accomplishment. “I knew you weren’t going to be able to make it through that.”

      “Sorry. It just—”

      “Felt too good? I get that a lot. But don’t think you’re getting off easy. You’re going to fuck the shit out of me when we’ve got more time.”

      “I’m totally okay with that. But, do you think this is enough? I mean, do you think I’ve acquired enough of your ability to mimic?”

      “Let me clue you in on a little secret. It’s not just about the sex. It’s about winning a girl’s heart too.” She smiled. “The more a girl cares for you, the stronger your power will be.”

      “I figured that might be a component,” I said with a wink.

      “And I may, or may not, have been crushing on you… like hard… the last few days.”

      “We’ll definitely have to continue this.”

      “Absolutely.”

      I worried about Surge, I hoped she was going to be cool with this. I figured she would be. It was all to save her.

      “If Surge gets mad, I’ll take full responsibility,” Mika said.

      “I think Zepha is going to be pissed too.”

      Mika arched an eyebrow at me. “Are you fucking her too? Is she part of your little tribe?”

      “No. Not yet. I think that may be the problem. I think she feels left out.”

      “I’m sure you’ll remedy that situation in no time. Let’s go save your main squeeze.”

      I flashed her a curious look.

      “Oh please, we all know she’s the one.”

      I couldn’t argue with that.
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      Several passageways throughout the city led to Under-Vega. The twin cities had their own personality—and Under-Vega was decidedly more grumpy. I couldn’t quantify it, but it seemed dirtier. More populated. More polluted. The air scrubbers  worked at capacity, and couldn’t quite seem to keep up.

      With an independent system of government, it had a separate mayor and city council. The two cities had evolved along separate paths. The different building codes had allowed Under-Vega to be overdeveloped. As a result, structures towered to the rim of the dome. It reduced the amount of light that filtered down to street level, and the city had a perpetually dim atmosphere.

      We huddled in an alleyway across from Titus’s compound. Trash littered the passageway. Stray pieces of paper fluttered in the breeze. The foul stench of rotten eggs, spoiled fish, and stale chicken filled the air. Dumpsters overflowed. City services down here sucked.

      Titus’s compound looked like a fortress. It was a 10 story tall steel structure with no windows. The entrance door was like a bank vault. Unless you could walk through walls, that was the only way in. It wouldn’t surprise me if it was somehow protected against supers that could teleport.

      “Are we ready to do this?” I asked.

      The general consensus was, “Yes.”

      “Make the call,” I said to Mika.

      She pulled her mobile phone from her pocket and dialed Crusher.

      I could hear him pick up after a few rings. My super hearing picked up his tinny voice crackling through the phone speaker. “You change your mind?”

      “No,” Mika said.

      “Are you sure? It’s not too late.”

      “I’m positive. Let me speak to him.”

      “What am I, your personal secretary?”

      “I’ve got the stone. Put him on the phone.”

      “Hang on a minute.”

      After a long pause, Titus came to the phone. “I hear you have something for me?”

      “I’ll give it to you on one condition. You leave the Academy alone. From here on out, that is sacred ground for supers.”

      “You expect me to allow you to continue to develop an army to bring against me someday?”

      “There’s nobody left to pose a threat to you. Besides, if you have the stone, what do you have to fear from other supers?”

      Titus pondered this.

      “The deal is not up for negotiation. If you don’t like it, I’ll leave Vega Station and take the stone with me and put it somewhere you will never find it.”

      “I always knew you were feisty, but I never imagined you’d have such balls.” He paused. “You sure I can’t tempt you to join us?”

      “Call me sentimental. I can’t leave what’s left of the Academy.”

      “I never knew you were such a softy.”

      There was another long pause.

      “You have my word,” Titus said. “But if any of your supers stand against me, or interfere with any of my activities, I will show them no mercy.”

      “Meet me at Trinity Park in Upper-Vega,” Mika said.

      “Why don’t you just bring it to me?”

      “I’m not setting foot on your turf.”

      “So be it. I can be there in half an hour. And Mika, don’t try anything stupid.”

      Mika disconnected the call and slid the phone in her pocket. “Let’s hope he took the bait.”

      It didn’t take long for Titus to emerge from his compound with Scar, MegaStrike, SuperFrost and Pulse. They sprang into the air and flew away.

      “Shit, Cerise isn’t with him,” Mika grumbled.

      “I’ll go it alone. Ranger, follow them. Contact us the moment they head back this way. If we're lucky, I’ve got 45 minutes to an hour to get in and get out.”

      “I’m on it.” Ranger launched into the air.

      “What are we supposed to do?” Zepha asked.

      “Find a way to save my ass if I get into trouble.”

      “You better take care of that ass,” Chrome said.

      “I got this. Piece of cake.” I focused my energy and transformed my appearance to match Titus. “How do I look?”

      “Like an ass hole,” Zepha said.

      “So, it’s working?”

      She chuckled lightly. “Yes.” Her face grew solemn. “Good luck. Bring her back.”

      “I will.”

      Mika smacked my ass as I walked away.

      I strolled across the street and marched up the steps to the vault-like door. I placed my hand on the biometric scanner. The heavy slab of metal unlocked. A rush of cool air wafted from the structure as the door opened. This place was practically airtight.

      Before I had taken a step inside, one of Titus’s minions accosted me. “What’s wrong, sir?”

      “Nothing,” I stammered. “I decided they can handle it on their own. I thought it wise to stay here in case it is some type of trap. Stay on guard for anything suspicious.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I pulled up his stat screen.

      [Nickname: Clinic.]

      [Power: Regenerative Healing.]

      “The girl… where is she?” I asked.

      “She’s where you left her, sir?”

      “She hasn’t been moved?”

      “No, she’s still in the detention chamber. I don’t think she can escape, if that’s what you’re worried about?”

      “We can’t be too careful.”

      There was an awkward moment between us. I still didn’t know where the hell Surge was, and I wasn’t sure if this guy was getting suspicious of me. I also didn’t know how long I could maintain Titus’s form. Most superpowers weren’t inexhaustible. A rest and recharge period was usually necessary.

      If you don’t think she’s going to be secure in the compartment on Level 10, I can move her to the basement,” Clinic stammered. “The magno-chamber might be more effective against her particular skill set.”

      “That won’t be necessary. I think she’s fine where she is.” I thanked him and strolled down the hallway to the elevator.

      I pressed the call button and waited for the lift to arrive. I stepped inside and it whisked me up to the 10th floor. I stepped into the hallway and scanned the corridor, looking for the detention chamber. The long steel passageway was filled with multiple doors that looked like hatches on a spaceship. None of them were labeled.

      I marched down the hallway, listening outside each door, hoping my super hearing would detect Surge. X-ray vision would really have come in handy here. But that wasn’t in my bag of tricks.

      I was about to lean my ear to one of the doors, when it slid open. Cerise startled me as she stood in the doorway. Her quizzical eyes surveyed me with confusion, and her face crinkled. “I thought you were going to get the tri-stone? Or was that all bullshit?”

      “I’m letting the others handle it. I wouldn’t be surprised if they come back empty-handed. There’s something fishy about the whole thing.”

      “For once you actually listened to me. Think of how much farther along you’d be if you’d done so sooner.”

      “What can I say? I’m stubborn.”

      She grabbed my shirt and pulled me into her. She planted a fat kiss on my lips. “Now that you’ve got a little time, maybe you can express your gratitude.”

      “Uh,” I stammered.

      She put her finger to my lips. “No excuses. It’s about time you paid me a little attention.”

      She grabbed my package, and it stiffened in her hand. She arched an eyebrow, impressed. “Good to know I can still do it for you. I was beginning to think you were losing interest.”

      “Um,” I cleared my throat. “Why would you think that?”

      “We haven’t… you know…  in a long time.”

      “You know how busy I’ve been.”

      She put her fingers to my lips again. “Stop talking. It’s not your strong suit.”

      Her sultry green eyes stared at me for a moment, then she dropped to her knees and pulled my pants down. My soldier stood at attention.

      She whispered, “I know you’re not Titus. He’s not nearly this big.”

      I transformed into my normal appearance.

      “I can also read minds, fool. I knew who you were the moment I saw you.”

      I thought I was busted, but her slick lips engulfed me. Her mouth radiated with heat. Her hand stroked me with fervent desire. It was unusually warm.

      I looked down at her shimmering red hair, and her big green eyes looked up at me while her lips and tongue continued to work their magic. I pulled up her stat screen.

      [Nickname: Cerise.]

      [Power: Fire Manipulation, Strength, Energy Manipulation, Undisclosed.]

      [Level: Undisclosed.]

      [Special Skill: Omni.]

      No wonder her hands were warm to the touch.

      She pulled her mouth away, and a glistening trail of saliva clung to her lips. She stood up, spun around and sauntered toward the bed. Her fingers pulled the zipper down behind her back, exposing her supple skin. She slinked the garment off her shoulders. She pulled it down and wiggled it over her hips. The fabric pooled on the floor at her ankles. She stepped out of the tight outfit and glanced back at me over her shoulder.

      Her gaze smoldered.

      My eyes traced the shapely curves of her body. Her ass was insane. Her peach hung between her cheeks, barely visible. My stare fixed on the perfect gap between her thighs.

      She climbed onto the bed like a panther. She rolled onto her back and spread her creamy legs. Her finger curled toward me, commanding me to get up close and personal with her glistening pink core.

      I climbed onto the bed and dove in between her legs. My tongue started to work its magic on her thighs. I worked my way up, circling around her delightful center. Her legs quivered, and she finally grew weary of my teasing. She grabbed my head and placed my lips exactly where she wanted them. My tongue danced, and I sucked her, lapping up her sweet juices.

      She moaned and rocked her hips. With a fistful of my hair, she kept my head on target. I flicked and sucked until my jaw was sore, and my tongue was about to go numb. Her thighs tightened and she screamed with ecstasy. Waves of pleasure gushed onto my tongue. She bucked and writhed in orgasmic pulses.

      She relaxed, and she pulled me up her shimmering body. Her lips wrapped around mine, and her velvety tongue probed my mouth. Then she rolled me over and straddled me. She reached her hand behind her ass and grabbed my shaft, lining it up with her wetness.

      She let out a soft moan as she slid her peach over my shaft and took me inside. She clenched tight and slid down to the base.

      She mashed her breasts into my face, and I took her nipple in my mouth. She rocked her hips back and forth, sliding up and down, taking long strokes. “So, you came here to rescue the girl?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Do you think you’ll be successful?” she cooed in my ear in between moans of passion.

      “I have no doubt,” I said.

      “Cocky, aren’t you?”

      “When you’ve got it, you’ve got it,” I said, feigning modesty.

      “I like cocky.” Her breathy, velvety voice stoked my flames.

      Her slow strokes increased in frequency and intensity. Her chest heaved for breath as she slammed her hips against mine. She was tight and wet and warm. Her screams of pleasure grew louder, and I was concerned they’d draw unwanted attention. The last thing I needed was Titus walking into his bedroom and seeing me banging his main squeeze. Plus, I was running out of time.
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      Cerise clenched down, and I exploded inside of her. Her warm juices flowed over me as she gushed. Her pelvis spasmed, and she fell on top of me, quivering as multiple orgasms quaked her body. Her slick skin slid against mine. She continued rocking her hips, milking every last drop.

      She pushed up and stared into my eyes. Cerise had a dazed satisfied twinkle in her eyes. She ran her hand through her tousled hair. “What was your plan for getting out of here? Did you think you were just going to take your girl and walk through the front door?”

      “Yeah, maybe. I hadn’t really thought it out.”

      “No shit,” she said in a sardonic tone.

      I had already dropped my payload, and my rocket needed a recharge cycle. But Cerise had other plans. I’d never gone twice in a row before, not without at least a few minutes of downtime. But Cerise looked intent on going at it again.

      I didn’t have time for this. Titus was going to be back before too long and I was going to miss my window of opportunity to rescue Surge. I began to think this was all some type of nefarious plot to delay me until his return. Had I been so stupid to fall for it?

      Yes!

      I was a moron. My IQ, and sense of good judgment, apparently went out the door anytime panties hit the floor. But she felt so fucking good, I didn’t want to stop?

      “This has been amazing, but I really should get going.” I threw it out there, casually.

      She ignored me completely. I tried to move, but I couldn’t. I felt powerless. At first, I thought it was just exhaustion from the expenditure of energy. But it was something much more.

      My life-force flowed from my body into Cerise. I could see the glowing particles of what I assumed was my soul. I suddenly felt empty, like my body was going to collapse on itself. It was a similar sensation to when the vampires had drained my energy.

      Cerise was a fucking succubus!

      That was the undisclosed power on her stat screen!

      She drained my power. If I had to die, I guess this wasn’t a bad way to go. But I didn’t have time for dying. People depended on me. Surge depended on me.

      Oh, boy. Was I going to be in trouble if I made it out of this one.

      Brain fog enveloped me. I was hardly able to think. I tried to clear my head and focus what little energy I had left. I tried to suck it back out of her. It was like a spiritual tug-of-war. I was fighting for my soul.

      She knew what I was trying to do instantly. Her eyes turned glowing red and blazed at me. “You think you can come in here and take from me? You will never get the girl back, and I will unite the tri-stone.”

      I didn’t have the energy to respond. But the confused look on my face prompted Cerise to continue.

      She flashed a devious grin. “Titus is a mere pawn. A puppet in my scheme. I am the one who will rule the galaxy.”

      This was the craziest thing that ever happened to me. This chick was bat-shit insane, yet there was a part of me that was totally turned on—even though it was killing me. I figured this is how drug addicts must feel.

      I summoned all my strength and pushed her aside. I rolled off the bed and tried to put distance between us. I could feel my strength slowly return.

      She hunched like a cat and snarled at me. A fireball formed in her hand, and she hurled it at me. It blazed across the room and slammed into my chest. It knocked me into the steel wall. The blow stole my breath and burned my chest. I felt like I had been hit by the sun.

      Talk about a pissed-off redhead!

      I staggered to my feet and formed an energy ball of my own. I threw it at her as hard as I could. No pulling punches this time.

      She dodged the blistering ball of blue energy. It slammed into the wall behind her and evaporated.

      “You are no match for me,” she grumbled. “I am the strongest super in the galaxy. You should have accepted your fate and died blissfully.”

      I checked my stat screen to see what powers I had acquired from having sex with her, but Mika was right—without the emotional connection, the powers didn’t fully transfer. But I did have some degree of fire manipulation, telepathy, and my energy transference was enhanced.

      It was good that she didn’t get much of my power either. I sure as hell didn’t want her using it against me.

      I was standing there with my dick swaying in the breeze. Her gorgeous breasts were bobbling all over the place. It was kind of ridiculous.

      I used my metallic powers to hurl razor-sharp projectiles at her.

      She dodged them with expert precision. They pinged off the steel wall behind her.

      Cerise retaliated by throwing a stream of molten energy at me. The glowing red beam could melt ordinary flesh from bone.

      I created a blue energy beam that deflected her molten beam. A blinding flash filled the room as the two opposing energy forces collided, sparking and crackling against one another. It took all of my strength and focus to hold her attack at bay.

      But it was a losing battle.

      Her energy beam pushed mine back with a slow, relentless march. The glowing red beam consumed my energy until I couldn’t hold it back any longer.

      The beam slammed into me with an explosive force that knocked me through the steel wall, into the next room. I crashed to the ground, feeling like I had been baked in an oven. My lungs felt afire. Wisps of smoke wafted from my body.

      My vision blurred and I struggled to get my wits about me. I glanced around the room and saw the two shards of the tri-stone sitting atop a pedestal. Their hazy shape came into focus. The two shards seemed to be fused together. There was a tiny fragment missing.

      I staggered to my feet as Cerise marched through the twisted hole in the wall. She threw another flaming ball of energy that slammed into my chest and knocked me back to the ground. I slid across the floor, knocking over the pedestal. And the stone clattered across the floor. My head slammed into the far wall, making a sizable dent in the steel.

      Cerise leapt through the air and pounced on top of me like a predator. Before I could do anything, her hand was at my throat, choking me. She used her other hand to extract the energy from my body. Once again, my life force escaped me. The glowing particles of my essence moved into her hand, energizing her already powerful body. Her malicious eyes stared into me.

      She was way more powerful than I was. I had no idea what level she was at, but even with the help of the others we wouldn’t be able to defeat her.

      My vision started to fade. Blackness enveloped me. I felt like I was going to evaporate into nothingness.

      From the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of my father’s class ring. The red stone glowed. And the significance finally became clear to me. This was the last piece of the tri-stone. I had been the keeper of the stone all along and never knew it.

      The two fused sections of the tri-stone were beyond my grasp. I turned my arm into liquid metal and extended my hand across the room. I grasped the two stones and brought them back to me. I summoned my last bit of strength and focused my attention on my father’s ring. Suddenly, a bolt of energy arced from the gem, striking Cerise.

      The blast flung her across the room and knocked her unconscious.

      My father’s ring was the smallest piece of the tri-stone, yet it was the most powerful.

      I didn’t know how long Cerise would be out for, or if it would permanently affect her powers. But it had certainly saved my ass.

      I staggered to my feet and rushed through the hole in the wall, moving into the next room. I grabbed my pants from the floor and slipped them on and stuffed the larger stones in my pocket.

      I darted into the hallway and looked for Surge. I used Mika’s mind reading ability to connect with her telepathically. I caught a glimpse through her eyes. She was in the chamber at the end of the hall.

      I raced to the door and transformed into Titus, using his biometrics to access the locking mechanism. The door slid open and a wave of relief washed over me as I saw Surge’s face.

      Her eyes filled with fear.

      I didn’t know why at first, then I realized she thought I was Titus. I transformed back to myself, and her expression changed from fear to anger.

      “What, are you not happy to see me?”

      She smacked my arm. “Did you seriously fuck Mika?” It was obvious from my mimic abilities.

      “It was a necessary evil.”

      “I’m sure you hated every minute of it.”

      “Yes. It was terrible. It was so bad, that I might have to do it again, just to be sure.”

      She smacked me again.

      “I’m kidding. Sort of.”

      Surge rolled her eyes.

      We rushed out of the chamber, but Cerise blocked the hallway. She was still nude, and rage boiled on her face.

      Surge’s eyes narrowed at me. “Don’t tell me you fucked her too?”

      I shrugged, innocently.

      Titus, MegaStrike, SuperFrost, Scar, and Pulse stepped off the elevator and fell in line behind Cerise.

      “What the hell is going on here?” Titus asked.

      “Fool! He had the last tri-stone. Now he has all three! Take it from him!”

      “What the hell are we going to do now?” Surge muttered in my ear.

      “Relax,” I said. “I got this.”

      Cerise tried to blast a bolt of molten energy at me, but nothing happened. Her face twisted with a mix of terror and fury. One strike from the stone had stripped her powers.

      Titus and the others charge toward me. SuperFrost threw a freeze beam. MegaStrike launched an energy bolt.

      I blocked them with an energy shield, then returned a strike of my own. I punched the ring forward, expecting to send a blinding bolt of energy down the hallway.

      But nothing happened.

      My brow knitted. What the hell  is going on? I guess the stone needed a certain amount of time to recharge. Shit! This was going to end badly.

      “Hold them off,” I said to Surge. “I’ve got an idea.”

      Surge formed an energy shield in the middle of the hallway, keeping them at bay for the time being. It flickered every time MegaStrike hit it with a bolt.

      Scar transformed into a towering orc-like creature. But he grew so big, he got stuck in the corridor.

      Titus charged forward and slammed his shoulder into the energy barrier. He might as well have been slamming into a brick wall.

      Surge’s face strained. Her cheeks flushed, and the veins in her neck bulged. “I don’t know how long I can hold this.”

      I extended my hand and attempted to draw energy from Titus. I felt his essence flow into my hand, radiating warmth up my arm. I channeled all that power back into my ring. When I felt strong enough, I thrust the ring forward and discharged a bolt from the stone. It filled the corridor with blinding light, and the jagged bolt crackled through the air, striking Titus.

      It knocked him to the ground and sent him sliding down the hall, taking out his gang of thugs like they were bowling pins.

      I drew more energy from SuperFrost and directed another bolt at MegaStrike.

      Pulse staggered to his feet.  His body glowed as he summoned his energy, then he released an EMP. The shockwave rippled down the corridor, eviscerating the energy shield and knocking Surge to the ground, unconscious.

      It slammed me back against the wall. I started siphoning his power and managed to strike him with a bolt from my ring. It launched him into the air, sending him crashing to the ground.

      Before I could re-charged for another strike, SuperFrost hit me with a freeze beam. A block of ice entombed me.

      I flexed and broke free, sending chunks of ice dancing down the corridor.

      SuperFrost shot another freeze beam in my direction. This time I dodged out of the way. It slammed into the wall, bringing the steel to subzero temperatures. A layer of ice and frost formed on the wall.

      The EMP had taken away my energy manipulation ability, just as it had done to Surge. I tried to summon the power, but instead a molten ball of red energy formed in my hand. I had acquired more of Cerise’s powers than I thought. Maybe she was a little more into me than she had let on?

      I threw the molten energy at SuperFrost. It slammed into his chest and knocked him to the ground. He writhed in agony.

      Too big for the hallway, Scar transformed into his normal appearance. His wide eyes glanced around at the carnage. Powerless supers lay unconscious all around him.

      Cerise barked at him. “What are you waiting for? Take him out!”

      Scar’s eyes glanced to mine and filled with fear. He turned and ran into the stairwell.

      Cerise clenched her jaw and shrieked with rage.

      Surge staggered to her feet. Her wide eyes looked at me in disbelief. “How the hell did you do that?”

      I held up my ring. “I’ve got the tri-stone.”

      I took Surge’s hand and pulled her down the hallway. We marched past Cerise, who was powerless to stop us. The beaming smile on my face didn’t sit well with her. Her eyes threw daggers, but that was all she could do.

      “You’re going to regret this,” Cerise threatened.

      I pulled up her stat screen.

      [Power: N/A]

      It was the same for the others.

      I laughed and pressed the call button for the elevator. I could have taken this opportunity to destroy Titus and the others. But I wasn’t a murderer. I knew it might come back to bite me in the ass, but I wasn’t going to beat a man when he was down. I had to let my anger go. Destroying him wasn’t going to bring my parents back. It wasn’t going to change the past.

      The lift whisked us down to the first floor. Crusher greeted us with a snarl as the elevator door slid open. I clenched my fist, cocked my hand back, and punched him in the face with all my might. The blow sent him crashing into the opposite wall. He tumbled to the ground, then attempted to stand.

      I drew the energy from him, and his legs went weak, sending him back down. He gasped for breath as his life-force escaped him.

      More low-level goons surrounded us. I used Crusher’s energy to zap them with my ring. A brilliant bolt arced down the corridor, forking into multiple branches. It knocked the thugs to the ground.

      Crusher groaned, nearly shriveled to a raisin.

      “It seems you chose the wrong side,” I muttered as I walked away.

      Surge and I stepped over the bodies and marched out of the compound.

      “You’re going to need to catch me up to speed, because I don’t know what the hell just happened back there,” Surge said. “But I like it.”

      “I’ll tell you all about it when we get back to the Academy.”
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      We buried the professor under the Tree of Eternal Being. We all stood around his grave with grim faces. Tears streamed down cheeks. Stifled sobs filled the air.

      “I can’t believe he’s gone,” Zepha said.

      “What the hell are we going to do now?” Chrome asked.

      “We rebuild,” Surge said. “We continue Professor Zyrco’s legacy. We have to provide an atmosphere where supers can learn and grow and be safe. There will always be those who choose to walk the dark path, but we must be a beacon of light.”

      “You can rest assured, Titus and Cerise will return,” I said.

      “But I thought you disabled their powers?” Chrome said.

      “I don’t know for how long,” I said. “It might be permanent. It might not.”

      “So who’s going to run this place in the professor’s absence?” Ranger asked.

      “Surge,” Zepha said.

      “Oh, no. Not me. I don’t want that kind of responsibility.”

      “You’ve always been the de facto leader of our group,” Zepha replied. “You're kind, smart, and fair. I think you’d make an excellent head of the Academy.”

      “I appreciate the vote of confidence, but I’ll have to think about that.”

      “What about the tri-stone?” Zepha asked.

      “What about it?” I replied.

      “It’s a lot of power for one super to wield,” she said.

      “Are you worried I’m going to turn into a douche bag and use it for evil?”

      “It’s happened before,” Zepha said.

      I dove into my pocket and separated the two larger stones.  I gave one to Zepha and one to Surge. “Keep these until there comes a time that we may need to use them again.”

      Zepha was surprised by how easily I relinquished the stones.

      “I see a slight problem with this arrangement,” Ranger said. He pointed to Surge. “That girl will do anything for you.” Then he pointed to Zepha. “And you’re moments away from getting with this one.”

      Zepha’s face crinkled in protest. “He is not!”

      “Whatever. Either way, it gives you easy access to reuniting the stones. I think at least one of the shards needs an impartial Guardian.”

      “And I suppose you think that’s you?” Zepha asked.

      “I don’t see a better candidate,” Ranger replied.

      “I don’t have a problem with it,” I said. “I don’t want the power of the tri-stone abused by anyone, including me.”

      Zepha handed him the stone.

      Ranger grinned. “I feel better already.”

      “Well, I think this calls for a celebration,” Mika said with a grin. “We saved the city, defeated evil, and we formed a powerful team of supers to keep the galaxy safe.”

      “So, we’re all a team now?” Surge asked with skepticism.

      She had never really gotten along with Mika. And there was the added tension of our hookup that I still needed to smooth out.

      “Sure,” Mika replied. “I’ve got nowhere else to go. Each other is all we’ve got. We’re family.”

      Despite our differences, nobody could argue with that last statement. We were family! We had each other’s backs.

      There was going to be trouble ahead. That was a given. This dimension was filled with sinister villains. But I knew one thing was for sure. I wasn’t going to have to face them alone.

      I didn’t know how long I was going to live. Five years? Ten years? Or maybe just another day? Nobody ever really knows. But this was my home now. And I was going to make every day count.
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            LitRPG

          

        

      

    

    
      To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LitRPG Books

          

        

      

    

    
      Another great forum to learn about and interact with LitRPG authors and readers. LitRPG Books
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